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Introduction 

 

The Proliferation of Television in Young Children’s Lives 

Screen media have become an integral part of today’s families.  Today’s children grow 

up in media-saturated homes, with access to a variety of screen media, including television and 

computers, as well as mobile devices such as laptops, smartphones and tablet computers 

(Common Sense Media, 2013; Ofcom, 2014; Wartella, Rideout, Lauricella, & Connell, 2013).  

Screen media are available around the clock, with programs and content specifically tailored 

to young children.  Over the years, there has been a remarkable increase in media content 

specifically designed for young children: Baby television channels and DVDs have boomed, 

tablet computers come with apps and electronic books for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, 

and computer games and websites are targeted to young children. 

It is in this media-immersed family environment that children start to use screen media 

at early ages (Anderson & Hanson, 2010; Kemp, 2015).  In their first weeks and months after 

birth, babies are already being exposed to various screen media (Anderson & Hanson, 2010; 

Wartella & Reeves, 2008).  On average, children start to use screen media at around the age of 

3 months (Rideout & Hamel, 2006).  Before the age of 1 year, one in two children have watched 

television, 15% have used apps on mobile devices, and one in eight have played video games 

(Kemp, 2015).  When they reach the age of two years, most children use mobile devices and 

watch television (Common Sense Media, 2013; Kemp, 2015). 

It has been argued that the increase in access to screen media goes hand in hand with 

an increase in the time that children spend using screen media (Common Sense Media, 2013; 

Hasebrink & Paus-Hasebrink, 2013).  Infants, toddlers, and preschoolers likely spend large 

amounts of their time using screen media (Common Sense Media, 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 

2006; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005; Vandewater et al., 2007).  Recent reports show that 

children aged zero to eight spend between two to three hours a day using screen media, 

including television, mobile devices, and computers (Common Sense Media, 2013; Wartella et 

al., 2013).   

While new, digital and mobile media devices have rapidly found their way into the 

homes of young families, television continues to be at the heart of children’s media universe 

(Common Sense Media, 2013; Wartella et al., 2013).  Among the range of multiple screen 

media that are available in children’s homes, television continues to be the most popular screen 

medium in the family system and the most frequently consumed by infants, toddlers, and 

preschoolers (Common Sense Media, 2013; Wartella et al., 2013).  With sixty percent of 
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children, the percentage of daily television viewers is almost three and a half times higher than 

the percentage of children who use mobile devices and four times higher than the percentage 

of children who use computers on a daily basis (Common Sense Media, 2013).  Furthermore, 

half of children’s total daily screen time is spent watching television (Common Sense Media, 

2013) and even more for children under six (Wartella et al., 2013). 

American research has shown that very young children, even when they are only a few 

months old, watch television (including videos and DVDs) on a fairly regular basis.  Courage, 

Murphy, Goulding, and Setliff (2010), for instance, found that, on average, six-month-old 

children spend more than half an hour a day with television.  When children are 18 months old, 

this amount increases with almost another half an hour on a daily basis.  Vandewater and 

colleagues (2007) reported that the total amount of time that children spend watching 

television, videos, or DVDs runs up to more than one hour a day among children aged zero to 

six.  More recently, Cespedes and colleagues (2014) reported that daily television viewing time 

averages one hour a day among six-month-olds and an hour and a half a day among six-year-

olds.  Other recent studies reported even higher amounts of daily television viewing time.  For 

instance, children aged three to six in the study of Nathanson and Fries (2014) watched almost 

three hours of television a day. 

 

Consequences of Young Children’s Television Viewing 

Ever since the introduction of television into children’s lives, concerns about television 

exposure have existed (Murray & Murray, 2008; Wartella & Jennings, 2000; Wartella & 

Reeves, 1985; Wartella & Robb, 2008).  Television has often been criticized for offering 

violent (Strasburger, Wilson, & Jordan, 2009; Wartella & Robb, 2008; Wilson et al., 2002), 

sexual (Strasburger et al., 2009; Wartella & Robb, 2008), and other inappropriate content.  

Other concerns have to do with the amount of time that children are spending with television 

(Wartella & Reeves, 1985; Wartella & Robb, 2008) and the displacement of other activities, 

that are considered more valuable (Christakis, 2009; Murray & Murray, 2008; Wright et al., 

2001). 

At the heart of the debate about children and television lie questions about the potential 

effects that television may have on various aspects of children’s behavior and development.  

Throughout the years, both opponents and proponents of television have been heard (Wartella 

& Jennings, 2000).  Proponents of television have been emphasizing the potential of television 

for children’s learning and the educational benefits that television has for children (Wartella & 

Jennings, 2000; Wartella & Robb, 2008).  Opponents, however, have been raising concerns 
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about such claims, and have been arguing that television has the potential to negatively affect 

children (Wartella & Jennings, 2000; Wartella & Robb, 2008).   

Public concerns about the possible consequences of children’s television use have 

stimulated research into the effects of television (Wartella & Reeves, 1985; Wartella & Robb, 

2008).  For instance, in the 1920s and 1930s, public concerns about the potential effect of films 

on children led up to the Payne Fund Studies and in the 1990s concerns about violence on 

television motivated scientific researchers to implement studies that investigated the effect of 

violent television content (Wartella & Robb, 2008).  Because the main focus of the concerns 

that were raised revolved around how much time children spent with screen media, television 

effect studies were often centered around the question whether children’s television viewing 

time affected their development and behavior (Murray & Murray, 2008; Wartella & Reeves, 

1985; Wartella & Robb, 2008). 

Social scientific research has been accumulating evidence for both positive and 

negative television effects on young children.  Children’s television use is associated with 

better math skills and mathematical problem-solving skills (Fisch, 2003; MacBeth, 1996), 

improvement of early literacy skills (Linebarger, 2015) and higher scores for school readiness 

(Singer & Singer, 1994; Wright & Huston, 1995; Wright et al., 2001).  In addition, television 

may foster prosocial behavior (for a review, see Mares & Woodard, 2007).  However, what is 

clear from these studies is that positive outcomes, such as school readiness (Wright et al., 2001) 

and vocabulary growth (Linebarger & Walker, 2005), have been primarily linked with viewing 

educational programs and shows that are specifically designed for young children, such as 

“Sesame Street” and “Dora the Explorer” (Wright et al., 2001).     

While evidence for positive media effects exists, various scholars have warned for the 

potential negative effects that television can have on infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.  

Television viewing, especially in large amounts, displaces other, more physically active 

(DuRant, Thompson, Johnson, & Baranowski, 1996), social (Vandewater, Bickham, & Lee, 

2006) or cognitively stimulating activities (Huston, Wright, Marquis, & Green, 1999).  Heavy 

television viewing has been repeatedly associated with negative outcomes in different domains, 

including children’s eating patterns and diet quality, their weight status, sleep patterns, 

cognitive and neuropsychological functioning, reading and academic performance.   

In particular, children who spend large amounts of time watching television are more 

likely to show unhealthy eating behaviors (Lipsky & Iannotti, 2012) and have more overweight 

and obesity (Dennison & Edmunds, 2008; Hancox & Poulton, 2006; Gortmaker et al., 1996; 

Jordan & Robinson, 2008).  They have more sleep disorders (Garrison, Liekweg, & Christakis, 
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2011), exhibit decreased fitness (Tremblay et al., 2011), and show poorer cognitive functioning 

(Barr, Lauricella, Zack, & Calvert, 2010; Lillard & Peterson, 2011; Lin, Cherng, Chen, Chen, 

& Yang, 2015; Nathanson & Fries, 2014).  They have more attention problems (Landhuis, 

Poulton, Welch, & Hancox, 2007), experience more behavioral problems (Mistry, Minkovitz, 

Strobino, & Borzekowski, 2007), and have poor reading skills (Ennemoser & Schneider, 2007) 

and poor school performance (Gentile & Walsh, 2002; Hancox, Milne, & Poulton, 2005), 

among others.   

 

Understanding Young Children’s Television Exposure 

Clearly, we are gaining more and more knowledge about the effects of television on 

children.  Numerous studies have given us insight into how the time that children spend 

watching television may affect children, both positively and negatively.  However, important 

gaps remain.  Scholars have remarked that, while there is a large variation across children 

regarding the amount of time they spend watching television, it is not fully clear why some 

children spend more time watching television than other children (Krosnick, Anand, & Hartl, 

2003).  While we can say with reasonable certainty that the time that children spend watching 

television is associated with such and such outcome (see supra), we cannot pinpoint exactly 

which children are watching more or less television and why.  If we want to understand which 

children spend large amounts of time watching television and, thus, which children are 

especially prone to experience the effects of (excessive amounts of) television viewing, we 

need to understand the determinants of children’s television use (see also Jordan, 2005; 

Krosnick et al., 2003; Nathanson, 2015). 

The proliferation of television in young children’s lives and the well-documented 

effects of television on young children’s development and behavior necessitate a profound 

understanding of the determinants of young children’s television use (see also Krosnick et al., 

2003).  Jordan (2005) emphasized the importance of understanding why children who are most 

vulnerable for the effects of television spend so much time watching television.  However, 

scholars have recently emphasized that our understanding of the factors that determine 

children’s television viewing is limited (Nathanson, 2015; Vaala, 2014; Vaala & Hornik, 

2014).  In this vein, Evans, Jordan, and Horner (2011), Vaala and Hornik (2014), and other 

scholars have recently called for more research aimed at identifying and understanding the 

determinants of young children’s television use. 

Understanding the determinants of children’s television use is important for at least 

three reasons.  First, such an understanding is important given the central role that television 
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plays in the lives of today’s infants, toddlers, and preschoolers (see supra).  The high 

proliferation and penetration of television in children’s homes, along with the fact that children 

spend a large part of their waking hours watching television, at increasingly younger ages, 

raises questions about what factors determine the prominent role of television.  Therefore, 

scholars (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Nathanson, 2015; Vaala, 2014; Vaala & Hornik, 2014) have 

emphasized that it is crucial to investigate the determinants of one of the most important and 

popular pastimes in children’s lives.   

Second, a profound understanding of the determinants of children’s television use is 

important because excessive television viewing may be associated with diverse negative 

outcomes among children (see supra).  As described above, infants, toddlers, and preschoolers 

who engage in high amounts of television viewing typically show more problems with their 

sleep (e.g., Garrison et al., 2011), weight (e.g., Hancox & Poulton, 2006; Gortmaker et al., 

1996), and cognitive functioning (e.g., Barr, Lauricella, et al., 2010; Lillard & Peterson, 2011; 

Nathanson & Fries, 2014), among others.  In order to understand these and other effects of 

television on children, scholars (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Jordan, 2005; Nathanson, 2015; Vaala, 

2014) have emphasized that we need to understand why children engage in heavy viewing and 

investigate the origins of children’s television use.  Identifying the antecedents of children’s 

television use can therefore be seen as a first step in a larger media effects model in which 

television use links the antecedents of children’s television use with outcomes of that use 

(Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther, in press).   

Third, scholars (e.g., Bleakley, Jordan, & Hennessy, 2013; Lee, Bartolic, & 

Vandewater, 2009; Saelens, Sallis, Nader, Broyles, Berry, & Taras, 2002) have claimed that 

an in-depth understanding of the determinants of children’s television use is crucial to develop 

effective intervention and prevention strategies aimed at reducing children’s television viewing 

time.  If we understand the processes that lead to more viewing among children, we can inform 

health practitioners on what factors should be addressed when they aim to reduce the time that 

children spend watching television (Lampard, Jurkowski, & Davison, 2013).  Knowledge on 

these factors can be used to create strategies to effectively implement recommendations to 

reduce children’s television viewing, such as those provided by the American Academy of 

Pediatrics (2011, 2013), the Australian Government (2010), or the Canadian Sedentary 

Behaviour Guidelines (Tremblay et al., 2012). 
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Determinants of Young Children’s Television Exposure 

Public as well as scholarly concern that excessive television viewing is associated with 

negative outcomes and propositions that understanding the determinants of children’s 

television viewing is a prerequisite to create well-informed interventions aimed at reducing 

children’s viewing time, have triggered research into the determinants of children’s television 

exposure. 

A first orientation regarding the determinants of children’s television use considers the 

role of socio-demographics.  Studies that aimed to identify the determinants of children’s 

television use have largely focused on demographic determinants (e.g., Anand & Krosnick, 

2005; Certain & Kahn, 2002; Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Gentile & Walsh, 2002; Krosnick et al., 

2003; Lee et al., 2009; Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  For instance, these 

studies found that children’s age and race are related to how much television children view 

(e.g., Anand & Krosnick, 2005; Lee et al., 2009), as well as the number of children in the family 

(e.g., Barr, Danziger, Hilliard, Andolina, & Ruskis, 2010), and parents’ level of education (e.g., 

Certain & Kahn, 2002).  Furthermore, studies showed that social class is an important 

determinant of how much television children watch (Jordan, 1992). 

A second perspective on the determinants of children’s television use focuses on 

parental modeling and rule-making (Krosnick et al., 2003).  In this respect, studies have built 

on the premises of social learning theory (Bandura, 1994) and investigated the role of parents’ 

own television viewing as determinant of children’s television viewing, arguing that parents 

serve as important models for their children’s media use (e.g., Bleakley et al., 2013; Jago, Fox, 

Page, Brockman, & Thompson, 2010; Lauricella, Wartella, & Rideout, 2015; Rideout & 

Hamel, 2006).  For instance, Bleakley and colleagues (2013) found that parents’ own viewing 

is a powerful determinant of children’s viewing.   

Furthermore, Krosnick and colleagues (2003) argue that parents may shape children’s 

television use by imposing television viewing rules.  In this respect, studies found that parents’ 

viewing rules are powerful predictors of children’s viewing time, showing that children whose 

parents impose rules that restrict the amount of television viewing, watch less television (e.g., 

Atkin, Greenberg, & Baldwin, 1991; Gentile, Nathanson, Rasmussen, Reimer, & Walsh, 2012; 

Hoyos Cillero, Jago, & Sebire, 2011).  In addition, research on parental mediation found that 

parental co-viewing determines children’s amount of television viewing (e.g., Krosnick et al., 

2003). 

A third orientation regarding the determinants of children’s television use emphasizes 

the role of parents’ attitudes and beliefs regarding children’s television use.  Research on 



 

7 

 

children’s television viewing has extensively explored the assumption that parents’ television 

attitudes drive children’s television viewing.  Studies in this tradition have built on theory of 

reasoned action and the integrative model of behavioral prediction (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010) 

to investigate the role of parental beliefs and attitudes about children’s television viewing as 

determinants of children’s actual television viewing time (e.g., Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Vaala, 

2014).  In particular, research found that infants, toddlers, and preschoolers spend more time 

watching television when their parents have positive attitudes regarding children’s television 

viewing (Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005).   

While these perspectives have provided highly valuable insights into the determinants 

of young children’s television use, scholars (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Jordan, 2004, 2005; 

Nathanson, 2013) have called for research that contextualizes children’s television viewing and 

have stressed the need to investigate the contexts of today’s families that shape children’s 

television use.  In this respect, scholars have often adopted an ecological perspective, leaning 

on Bronfenbrenner’s family systems theory (1979) and ecological systems theory (2005).  

Already in the early 1980s, Anderson and Bryant (1983) emphasized the importance of 

investigating the ecological determinants of children’s television viewing for understanding 

the amount of television that children watch and for informing interventions.  According to 

Anderson and Bryant (1983), both the physical and social context may explain individual 

differences in the amount of time that children spend watching television.   

The call for research that examines ecological determinants of children’s television use 

was echoed by researchers in the 1990s, and, more recently, in the 2000s (e.g., Jordan, 1992, 

2004, 2005; Hinkley, Salmon, Okely, & Crawford 2013; Linebarger & Vaala, 2010; Van 

Rompaey, 2002; Van Rompaey & Roe, 2001).  For instance, Van Rompaey and Roe (2001) 

investigated the relationship between the physical context of families and the diffusion of 

information and communication technologies (ICT) within these families, and concluded that 

a family’s ICT use reflects general family functioning.  Jordan applied an ecological 

perspective to understand the use of different types of media in the family, such as the VCR 

(Jordan, 1990), books and television (Jordan, 2005), and concluded that media and family 

maintain symbiotic relationships in which they shape and define each other. 

 

Introducing a Life Logistics Perspective: The Role of Structural Family Circumstances 

From what is clear from the scene, particular predictors that contribute to young 

children’s television use have been emphasized in the literature.  However, this emphasis seems 

to reflect a misrepresentation: While demographic, psychosocial and social-learning factors 
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have been discerned as important determinants of children’s television use, situational and 

contextual factors and circumstances have largely been understudied.  Nonetheless, media 

effects theories and models emphasize the importance of social context factors as determinants 

of media use (e.g., Prior, 2005; Slater, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).  Social context factors 

typically influence selective media use (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).  Therefore, scholars have 

recently warned that our understanding of the determinants of infants’, toddlers’, and 

preschoolers’ television viewing, along with the perspectives on which research in this area is 

based, is limited (Nathanson, 2015; Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  In this line, scholars have called 

for research to investigate structural family factors that may boost children’s television viewing 

(Nathanson, 2015; Vaala, 2014; Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Warren, Gerke, & Kelly, 2002). 

In order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of children’s television 

viewing, Jordan (2005) connected Crnic and Acevedo’s (1995) call to increase our 

understanding of how everyday stresses drive parents’ parenting behavior, to the domain of 

children and television.  In particular, Jordan (2005) emphasized the need to understand how 

everyday stresses in a family drive parents’ decision making around children’s media use.  

More recently, Vaala and Hornik (2014) reasoned that we need to look beyond traditional 

determinants of children’s television viewing.  They emphasized that structural family 

circumstances (i.e., the circumstances that constitute the “daily milieu of their lives,” Vaala & 

Hornik, 2014) may determine children’s television viewing, regardless of what are traditionally 

seen as factors that determine children’s viewing, such as parents’ attitudes about children’s 

television viewing.  In particular, Vaala and Hornik (2014) argued that a family’s structural 

circumstances, such as maternal depression or children’s temperamental problems, may drive 

children’s television use and may determine the time children spend watching television.     

However, these and other propositions to investigate the role of structural family 

circumstances as determinants of children’s television viewing (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Vaala 

& Hornik, 2014; Warren, 2001, 2005) have rarely been empirically investigated.  Therefore, 

the central aim of this dissertation is to investigate the role of structural family circumstances 

as determinants of children’s television viewing in order to increase our understanding of 

young children’s television exposure.  More broadly, based on scholars’ claims that prior 

research on the determinants of children’s television use often lacks theoretical justification 

(Krosnick et al., 2003), the dissertation aims to provide a new perspective on the determinants 

of children’s television use, which we refer to as the life logistics perspective.  More 

specifically, we aim to provide an extensive perspective on the role that parents play in the 

decisions around children’s television use.  To this end, we will investigate the extent to which 
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structural family circumstances encourage parents to use television for their children in order 

to satisfy particular needs they may have. 

 

Dissertation Outline 

The current dissertation aims to increase our understanding of the determinants of 

young children’s television exposure.  More specifically, the question about what motivates 

parents to encourage the use of television for their children (see Anand & Krosnick, 2005; 

Austin, Bolls, Fujioka, & Engelbertson, 1999; Christakis, Ebel, Rivara, & Zimmerman, 2004; 

Nathanson & Manohar, 2012) is the driving question throughout this dissertation.  We seek to 

answer the question by looking at the issue from different angles and paying particular attention 

to the role of structural family circumstances. 

In Part 1, we aim to increase our understanding of children’s television use by 

investigating the relevance of determinants that are framed within traditional theoretical 

frameworks.  In Part 2, we broaden our view and introduce a new perspective on children’s 

television use, the life logistics perspective, that aims to investigate the role of structural family 

circumstances (i.e., the circumstances that constitute the daily milieu of families’ lives, as 

derived from Vaala & Hornik, 2014) in children’s television use.   

The dissertation employs a metatheoretical and integrative approach to increase the 

understanding of young children’s television exposure, in that the studies in the current 

dissertation are driven by assumptions of diverse theories that are derived from different 

disciplines.  In particular, the studies presented in Part 1 rely on theories that include social 

learning theory (Bandura, 1994) and behavioral modeling theories, self-perception theory 

(Bem, 1972), and reasoned action theory (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein 

& Ajzen, 2010).  The studies presented in Part 2 are driven by the newly introduced life 

logistics perspective and rely on theories that include time conflict theory (Eby, Casper, 

Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005), border theory (Clark, 2000), and cognitive dissonance 

theory (Festinger, 1957). 

 

Part 1 

The first and second study of the current dissertation (Part 1) rely on more classical 

perspectives on children’s television use to identify determinants that may boost infants’, 

toddlers’, and preschoolers’ television use.  The studies investigate the role of traditional 

television selection determinants by relying on traditional perspectives that emphasize the role 

of socio-demographic determinants, parental modeling, and parents’ attitudes toward 
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children’s television viewing (see supra).  In particular, the studies aim to deepen our 

understanding of the functional role of television for parents (Chapter 1) and parents’ 

cognitions and intentions related to children’s television use (Chapter 2). 

In the first chapter, we examine socio-demographic, psychosocial, parental modeling, 

and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television use.  In particular, we aim to answer 

scholars’ (e.g., Cingel & Krcmar, 2013) call to investigate the relationships between parents’ 

viewing motivations and children’s actual viewing time.  Building on attitude-behavior models 

(Bentler & Speckart, 1979), social learning theory (Bandura, 1994), and self-perception theory 

(Bem, 1972), we investigate a two-stage model that examines the contribution of socio-

demographic, psychosocial, and parental modeling factors to the use of television to occupy 

children and the further contribution of such use to children’s actual television viewing time.   

In this way, the study applies a need satisfaction perspective (see Krosnick et al., 2003) and 

aims to expand the understanding of parents’ use of television as a so-called “electronic 

babysitter” by investigating factors that drive this viewing motivation and examining its 

relationship with children’s actual television use. 

In the second chapter, we aim to deepen our understanding of parents’ use of television 

for their children by applying a reasoned action perspective.  Based on the premises of the 

reasoned action approach (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 

2010), we propose a two-stage model that investigates the associations among parents’ 

cognitions around children’s television viewing, parents’ intention to allow or not allow their 

children to watch television, and children’s actual television viewing time.  In particular, the 

aim of Chapter 2 is to investigate the extent to which parents’ attitudes, perceived normative 

pressure, and perceived control regarding children’s television viewing predict the time 

children spend watching television, through parents’ intentions to allow or not allow children 

to watch television. 

 

Part 2 

In Part 2, we aim to broaden our perspective on the understanding of young children’s 

television exposure and introduce and validate a life logistics perspective.  The studies 

presented in Part 2 each shed light upon a different aspect of children’s television exposure.   

First, in Chapter 3, we introduce the life logistics perspective, by combining theoretical 

insights from work-family research with theoretical perspectives drawn from media research.  

In particular, the study presented in Chapter 3 investigates whether structural family 

circumstances are adequate predictors of children’s television exposure.  To this end, we 
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develop a life logistics model and examine the extent to which mothers’ work, mothers’ 

feelings of time pressure, and mothers’ mental well-being affect the time children spend 

watching television, using a longitudinal design.  In order to investigate the robustness of the 

life logistics model and determine whether the model withstands controls for well-documented 

factors that are typically associated with children’s television exposure (see supra), the study 

in Chapter 3 will investigate two alternative models. 

In Chapter 4, we aim to further validate the life logistics perspective.  In particular, we 

aim to increase our understanding of parents’ decision making around children’s television 

viewing by investigating the role of structural circumstances in parents’ use of television to 

soothe children.  The study presented in Chapter 4 examines propositions that personal 

dispositions may drive the selection of media use (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Valkenburg et 

al., in press).  In particular, the purpose of the study is to investigate the extent to which 

children’s dispositions as well as parents’ dispositions contribute to parents’ selection of 

television for children.   

The focus in the study that is presented in Chapter 4 is on children’s temperament and 

mothers’ well-being, as these are two aspects that reflect the structural circumstances in a 

family that have been proposed to relate to children’s television viewing (Vaala & Hornik, 

2014).  It is the aim of the study to examine the associations among child temperament, 

maternal well-being, mothers’ use of television to soothe children, and the time children spend 

watching television.  In particular, the study examines to what extent children’s temperamental 

issues and mothers’ mental health drive mothers’ use of television to help children calm down.  

In addition, based on prior studies of parenting behavior indicating that children’s temperament 

and parents’ well-being interact (Laukkanen, Ojansuu, Tolvanen, Alatupa, & Aunola, 2014; 

Mertesacker, Bade, Haverkock, & Pauli-Pott, 2004; Pauli-Pott, Mertesacker, & Bade, 2000), 

the study examines to what extent children’s temperament and mothers’ mental well-being 

interact with each other to predict the time children spend watching television.   

As such, while Chapter 3 investigates how circumstances that relate to the mother shape 

children’s television use, Chapter 4 investigates how circumstances that originate from both 

the child and the mother shape children’s television use.  Furthermore, as in Chapter 1, the 

study in Chapter 4 applies a need satisfaction perspective (see Krosnick et al., 2003) and 

focuses on parents’ viewing motivations, in this case, parents’ motivation to soothe children.   

Next, the longitudinal study presented in Chapter 5 aims to deepen our understanding 

of psychosocial predictors of children’s television use.  More specifically, the study aims to 

gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between parents’ attitudes toward children’s 



 

12 

 

television use and children’s television exposure by investigating the moderating role of 

structural circumstances.  In order to examine how parents’ attitudes toward television and 

children’s television viewing relate to each other, we examine the possibility of a reciprocal 

relationship between these factors as well as the conditional probability of these relationships.  

In particular, the study aims to unravel the well-documented relationship in which parents’ 

attitudes toward television drive children’s television viewing (e.g., Vaala & Hornik, 2014; 

Vandewater, Park, Huang, & Wartella, 2005) and examines propositions about the reverse 

assumption that children’s television viewing drives parents’ attitudes regarding the medium 

(Nathanson, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 2014), based on the assumptions of self-perception theory 

(Bem, 1972) and cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).   

Furthermore, we investigate assumptions that the level of consistency between attitudes 

and behavior depends on moderating variables (Fazio, 1986; Kraus, 1995; Slater, 2014).  In 

particular, the study in Chapter 5 will test the assumption that in models in which media use 

operates as both a predictor and outcome (i.e., spiral models), situational variables may operate 

as moderators (Slater, 2014).  More specifically, the study investigates whether the consistency 

between what mothers think about children’s television viewing and what they do regarding 

children’s television viewing is contingent upon the mothers’ level of stress.   

Overall, then, while the study presented in Chapter 3 will investigate the role of 

structural circumstances as predictors of children’s television viewing, the study presented in 

Chapter 5 will investigate the role of structural circumstances as moderators.  The study 

presented in Chapter 4 falls in between and will investigate the role of structural circumstances 

as predictors and as moderators of children’s television viewing.  More specifically, Chapter 

4 and 5 will examine the moderating role of structural circumstances (i.e., parental stress, in 

the form of mental distress and/or time pressure) in the relationship between a dispositional 

factor (i.e., children’s temperament) and children’s television viewing (Chapter 4) and the 

relationship between psychosocial factors (i.e., parents’ attitudes toward television) and 

children’s television viewing (Chapter 5).   

Finally, we discuss the conclusions and implications of the findings that are presented 

in the current dissertation. 
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Chapter 1. Understanding Parents’ Use of Television to Occupy Children:  

A Two-Stage Model of Socio-Demographic, Psychosocial, Parental Modeling, and 

Viewing Motivation Correlates of Children’s Television Viewing1 

 

Abstract 

The study presented in the current chapter investigates a two-stage model of socio-

demographic, psychosocial, parental modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of 

children’s television use.  The model examines the contribution of socio-demographic factors, 

psychosocial factors, and parental modeling to parents’ use of television to occupy their 

children and the relationship of such use with the time children spend watching television.  

Survey data of 844 parents of children between the ages of six months and six years are 

analyzed using structural equation modeling.  The findings indicate that parents with more 

positive attitudes toward television, and, indirectly, parents who watch more television 

themselves, rely more often on television to occupy children.  The use of television to occupy 

children is associated with more viewing, especially among children of parents with strong 

positive attitudes toward television and, unexpectedly, children of parents with more education. 

 

Introduction 

Children’s television exposure has been repeatedly associated with negative health 

outcomes, such as obesity (Dennison & Edmunds, 2008), sleep disorders (Thompson & 

Christakis, 2005), and attention problems (Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007).  In spite of these 

and other adverse health outcomes, investigations have also found that watching television is 

strongly embedded in young children’s lives (Lemish, 1987; Livingstone, 2002; Rideout & 

Hamel, 2006; Tandon, Zhou, Lozano, & Christakis, 2011).  Recent reports show that children 

aged zero to eight spend between one to two hours a day watching television (Common Sense 

Media, 2013; Wartella, Rideout, Lauricella, & Connell, 2013).  Such findings are inconsistent 

with the American Academy of Pediatrics’ (AAP) recommendations to limit screen time 

among young children (AAP, 2011, 2013).  This observation highlights a need for research 

into the reasons why parents encourage their children to watch television and the extent to 

which their viewing motivations contribute to children’s actual viewing time.  This study aims 

                                                           
1 Based on Beyens, I., & Eggermont, S. (2014).  Putting young children in front of the 

television: Antecedents and outcomes of parents’ use of television as a babysitter.  

Communication Quarterly, 62(1), 57–74. doi: 10.1080/01463373.2013.860904 



 

25 

 

to investigate the associations of socio-demographic factors, psychosocial factors, and parental 

modeling with parents’ use of television to occupy their children and the relationship of such 

use with the time children spend watching television. 

 

Parents’ Use of Television to Occupy Children 

Parents endorse various reasons for encouraging their children to watch television.  

Parents use television to calm down their moody child or to accompany bedtime (Zimmerman, 

Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007).  Another often-heard reason among parents is occupying the 

children (Evans, Jordan, & Horner, 2011; Götz, Bachmann, & Hofmann, 2007; St. Peters, 

Fitch, Huston, Wright, & Eakins, 1991).  In qualitative interviews with parents, almost half of 

the parents stated that they benefit from using television as an “electronic babysitter” (Evans 

et al., 2011). 

These investigations provide important insights in the use of television to occupy 

children.  However, a number of gaps remain.  First, there has been relatively little analysis of 

the determinants of parents’ use of television to occupy children.  Second, scholars (e.g., Cingel 

& Krcmar, 2013) have noted that very little research has considered to investigate the extent to 

which parents’ viewing motivations, and the use of television as a babysitter in particular, 

predicts children’s viewing time.  Moreover, data in previous studies were mostly collected in 

older and relatively small samples (e.g., Gantz & Masland, 1986; Götz et al., 2007).  To address 

these gaps, the present study aims to construct an integrative model to assess relationships 

among parent and child factors, the use of television to occupy children, and children’s 

television viewing time.  The theoretical model that will be tested is presented in Figure 1. 

 

A Two-Stage Model of Socio-Demographic, Psychosocial, Parental Modeling, and 

Viewing Motivation Correlates of Children’s Television Viewing 

Research into the determinants of children’s television viewing has built on different 

theoretical orientations (see Krosnick, Anand, & Hartl, 2003).  Three orientations regarding 

the determinants of children’s television use that have been emphasized in the literature focus 

on the role of socio-demographics, parental modeling, and psychosocial factors.  Studies that 

have built on these orientations, have identified several predictors of the amount of time that 

children watch television, including socio-demographic factors such as child age (Anand & 

Krosnick, 2005), parents’ attitudes toward television (Barr, Danziger, Hilliard, Andolina, & 

Ruskis, 2010; Vandewater, Bickham, Lee, Cummings, Wartella, & Rideout, 2005), and 

parents’ own viewing (Bleakley, Jordan, & Hennessy, 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 2006).  
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However, scholars (e.g., Cingel & Krcmar, 2013) have emphasized that there is a lack of 

research concerning the role of parents’ viewing motivations as determinants of the time 

children spend watching television.  In particular, the association of parents’ use of television 

to occupy children with children’s actual viewing time remains largely unexplored. 

Studies grounded in uses and gratifications theory (U&G; Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 

1974; Katz, Gurevitch, & Haas, 1973; Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rosengren, 1985; Rubin, 1986)  

have supported the assumption that individuals use television to fulfil particular needs (e.g., 

Aubrey et al., 2012; Krosnick et al., 2003; Rubin, 1986, 1994).  From this need satisfaction 

perspective, Krosnick and colleagues (2003) argue that satisfaction of needs by television 

results in an increased television viewing time.  In terms of U&G theory (Rubin, 1994), one 

could say then, that parents rely on television in order to satisfy their need to occupy their 

children when they are unavailable.  Children whose parents satisfy their need to supervise 

their children by relying on television, may watch more television.  Taras, Sallis, Nader, and 

Nelson (1990), for instance, reported that three- to eight-year-olds whose parents used 

television as a distraction watched more television.  Accordingly, we predict that: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The use of television to occupy children positively affects the time 

children spend watching television (Path H1 in Figure 1). 

 

Children’s Age 

Parents’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model of the relationships among socio-demographic, psychosocial, parental 

modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television viewing 

H3a 

H4b 

H4c 

H5b 

H4d 

H5a 

H3b 

H4a 

H2a 
H2b 

H1 

Parents’ Education 

Parents’ Use 

of Television to 

Occupy Children 

Parents’ Television 

Viewing Time 
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Models dealing with attitude-behavior relationships have shown that attitudes are 

important predictors of behaviors.  The Bentler-Speckart model, for instance, assumes that 

attitudes directly influence behavior (Bagozzi & Yi, 1989; Bentler & Speckart, 1979).  With 

respect to television use, parents’ attitudes toward television have been repeatedly found to 

determine children’s viewing time.  Positive attitudes toward television are associated with 

more permissiveness toward children’s television exposure (Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005; 

Warren, 2005) and higher television exposure among children (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Valerio, 

Amodio, Dal Zio, Vianello, & Porqueddu Zacchello, 1997; Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005).  

Also, children are more likely to live in a household with heavy television exposure when their 

parents have positive attitudes toward television (Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005).   

Another explanation for the influence of parents’ attitudes on children’s viewing time, 

may be that parents’ attitudes are associated with parents’ use of television to occupy children 

and, in turn, with children’s television exposure.  As scholars suggested (e.g., Austin, Bolls, 

Fujioka, & Engelbertson, 1999), parents with negative attitudes toward television may be less 

likely to rely on television as a babysitter for their children.  Parents with positive attitudes 

toward television, on the other hand, more often rely on television for occupying their children 

(Gantz, 1982), which, in turn, may increase children’s television viewing time.  In sum, it is 

expected that parents’ attitudes toward television predict the time children spend watching 

television directly (Path H2a in Figure 1) as well as indirectly, through the use of television to 

occupy children (Path H2b in Figure 1).  Hence, we predict that: 

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Parents’ attitudes toward television positively affect the time 

children spend watching television. 

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Parents’ attitudes toward television positively affect the use of 

television to occupy children, which, in turn, positively affects the time children 

spend watching television. 

 

Another factor that may account for the time children watch television is the time 

parents spend watching television.  Grounded in social learning and modeling theories, studies 

on various child behaviors have shown that parents are important role models for their children.  

Parents’ smoking and eating behaviors, for instance, are predictive for children’s smoking 

(Gilman et al., 2009) and eating behaviors (Vereecken, Keukelier, & Maes, 2004).  In line with 

social learning theory (Bandura, 1994), it can be expected that young children learn to watch 

television by observing their parents’ viewing behavior.  It has indeed been shown that the 

amount of time parents spend watching television is positively associated with the amount of 
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time children spend watching television (Bleakley et al., 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 2006).  

Therefore, it is hypothesized that the more television parents watch, the more television 

children watch (Path H3a in Figure 1).   

Parents’ television viewing may influence children’s viewing in another, yet indirect, 

way as well.  According to self-perception theory (Bem, 1972), individuals’ behaviors have an 

impact on individuals’ attitudes, and attitudes may become more positive after performing the 

behavior.  In this study, this implies that parents’ own experiences with television may 

influence their attitudes about television.  More specifically, it can be expected that parents 

who watch more television have more positive attitudes toward television (Path H3b in Figure 

1), which, in turn, predicts children’s viewing time.  This leads to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): The time parents spend watching television positively affects the 

time children spend watching television. 

Hypothesis 3b (H3b): The time parents spend watching television positively affects 

parents’ attitudes toward children’s television viewing, which, in turn, affects the 

time children spend watching television. 

 

In addition to the attitudinal and behavioral factors, it appears that parents’ education 

level is also an important factor in children’s television exposure (Huston & Wright, 1996).  

An explanation may be found in what Bourdieu calls “cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1984).  From 

this perspective, it has been found that more educated parents attach more value to educational 

quality and so-called culturally appropriate activities for their children.  More educated parents 

are more critical television viewers (Warren, 2005) and believe that watching television does 

not fit with being more educated (Notten & Kraaykamp, 2010).  Studies have reported a 

negative relationship between parents’ education level and children’s television exposure 

(Anand & Krosnick, 2005; Certain & Kahn, 2002; Hesketh, Ball, Crawford, Campbell, & 

Salmon, 2007) (Path H4a in Figure 1).   

Parents’ level of education is also associated with parental mediation: More educated 

parents place more time and content restrictions on their child’s television use (Valkenburg, 

Krcmar, Peeters, & Marseille, 1999; Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005).  Accordingly, more 

educated parents, who typically believe that watching television does not fit with being more 

educated (Notten & Kraaykamp, 2010), may be less likely to use television to occupy the child.  

Less educated parents, on the other hand, are more likely to use television to occupy children, 

according to studies by Gantz (1982) and Gantz and Masland (1986).  Therefore, it is expected 
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that parents’ education level indirectly predicts the time children spend watching television, 

through the use of television to occupy children (Path H4b in Figure 1).   

Furthermore, the relationship between parents’ education and the time children spend 

watching television may be mediated by parents’ attitudes toward television.  According to the 

cultural capital perspective (Bourdieu, 1984), higher educated parents have more critical 

attitudes toward watching television.  In line with this assumption, a study among two- to eight-

year-olds reported that more educated mothers were less likely to have positive attitudes toward 

television (Valerio et al., 1997).  Based on these findings, it is expected that parents’ education 

level indirectly predicts the time children spend watching television, by directly and negatively 

predicting parents’ attitudes toward television (Path H4c in Figure 1).   

Finally, it can be expected that the education level of parents predicts the time parents 

spend watching television, which, in turn, predicts the time children spend watching television.  

More educated individuals typically prefer more highbrow activities (Bourdieu, 1984), believe 

that television does not match with being higher educated (Notten & Kraaykamp, 2010) and 

spend less time watching television(Warren, 2005).  Combined with our third hypothesis (H3a) 

that children whose parents watch more television, watch more television themselves, it is 

therefore hypothesized that parents’ education level indirectly predicts the time children spend 

watching television by directly and negatively predicting the time parents spend watching 

television (Path H4d in Figure 1).  These expectations lead to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4a (H4a): Parents’ education negatively affects the time children spend 

watching television. 

Hypothesis 4b (H4b): Parents’ education negatively affects the use of television to 

occupy children, which, in turn, positively affects the time children spend watching 

television. 

Hypothesis 4c (H4c): Parents’ education negatively affects parents’ attitudes toward 

television, which, in turn, positively affect the time children spend watching 

television. 

Hypothesis 4d (H4d): Parents’ education negatively affects the time parents spend 

watching television, which, in turn, positively affects the time children spend 

watching television. 
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Finally, studies have shown that children’s television use increases as children age 

(Anand & Krosnick, 2005; Christakis, Ebel, Rivara, & Zimmerman, 2004).  Children’s 

attention to television develops from short reactions toward auditory cues to full attention to 

the screen and making regular use of television (Anderson & Hanson, 2010; Lemish, 1987; 

Wartella, Richert, & Robb, 2010).  Accordingly, it is expected that child age directly predicts 

the time children spend watching television (Path H5a in Figure 1).   

Furthermore, child age emerged as a significant predictor of child supervision 

(Morrongiello, Corbett, McCourt, & Johnston, 2006; Pollack-Nelson & Drago, 2002).  Four- 

to five-year-olds, for instance, were less supervised by their caregivers than two- to three-year-

olds, although parents did leave their children unattended even at early ages (Morrongiello et 

al., 2006).  Therefore, it is expected that parents use television to replace parental supervision 

regardless of the child’s age.  However, because parents believe that younger children need 

more supervision (Peterson, Ewigman, & Kivlahan, 1993) and because older children are left 

unsupervised more often (Morrongiello et al., 2006; Pollack-Nelson & Drago, 2002), it can be 

assumed that parents use television as a supervision tool more often among younger children.  

Early research provided evidence that parents with younger children rely more heavily on 

television to occupy children (Gantz, 1982; Gantz & Masland, 1986).  Hence, our two-stage 

model starts with child age which directly predicts the use of television to occupy children 

(Path H5b in Figure 1), which, in turn, predicts the time children watch television.  Our 

hypotheses state: 

Hypothesis 5a (H5a): Child age positively affects the time children spend watching 

television. 

Hypothesis 5b (H5b): Child age negatively affects the use of television to occupy 

children, which, in turn, positively affects the time children spend watching 

television. 

 

The Moderating Role of Parents’ Attitudes Toward Television and Parents’ Education 

In addition to investigating the relationships among socio-demographic factors, 

psychosocial factors, parental modeling, and the use of television to occupy children as well as 

the relationships of these factors with the time children spend watching television, this study 

investigates whether these relationships differ by socio-demographic background or by 

psychosocial factors.  As it seems unlikely that the hypothesized associations will be universal 

across all children, two interactions are expected to be found.   
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First, parents’ attitudes toward television may moderate the relationship between the 

use of television to occupy children and children’s television viewing time.  Research has 

demonstrated that parents with concerns about the negative effects of television content on 

children are more likely to mediate the impact of television on their children (Warren, 2005).  

Likewise, parents with less positive attitudes toward children’s television viewing may put 

more effort in restricting children’s viewing time when they rely on television for occupying 

their children.  Parents with strong positive attitudes toward children’s television viewing, on 

the contrary, may be less concerned about their children being occupied by the television and 

may set fewer limits on these babysitting moments.  Hence, it is expected that the relationship 

between the use of television to occupy children and the time children spend in front of the 

television is stronger among children whose parents have strong positive attitudes toward 

television. 

Second, parents’ education may play a moderating role.  Bourdieu’s cultural capital 

perspective (1984) assumes that children are socialized in a specific social class group.  This 

socialization process may impact the relationship between using television to occupy children 

and children’s total viewing time.  More highly educated parents are better equipped with 

strategies to limit children’s television viewing time.  For instance, more educated parents 

enforce more television viewing rules (Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005) and are less likely to 

have a television set in the child’s bedroom (Christakis et al., 2004).  It can be assumed that 

more highly educated parents rely on television to occupy their children only to a limited extent, 

thus decreasing the relationship between the use of television to occupy children and the time 

children spend watching television.  Therefore, we expect that the relationship between using 

television to occupy children and the time that children spend watching television is less strong 

for highly educated parents compared to lower educated parents. 

Accordingly, parents’ attitudes and parents’ education will be first included in our main 

model as a predictor variable, and subsequently be excluded from our main model and function 

as a moderator variables to test the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 6a (H6a): The use of television to occupy children is a stronger predictor of 

the time children spend watching television among children of parents who have 

strong positive attitudes toward television. 

Hypothesis 6b (H6b): The use of television to occupy children is a stronger predictor of 

the time children spend watching television among children of parents with less 

education. 
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Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected using a cross-sectional survey among a sample of parents with 

children aged six months through six years in Belgium.  The sample was recruited from public 

and private daycare centers and kindergartens situated in various regions in Belgium.  After 

daycare centers and kindergartens were selected, invitation letters that informed parents about 

the study were distributed in all 47 kindergartens and child care centers of which day care 

administrators and school principals granted permission to the investigators.  Surveys were sent 

home with each child and were collected in kindergartens and child care centers after 

completion.  Informed consent was obtained for all participants. 

A total of 844 parents completed the survey.  The overall response rate (42.2%) was 

similar to that achieved in similar studies among parents of young children (e.g., Hesketh et al. 

2007; Vandewater, Bickham, et al. 2005).  Respondents were on average 36 years old (M = 

35.92, SD = 4.70) and most of them were the child’s mother (88.4% mothers and 11.6% 

fathers).  Children in the sample were fairly evenly divided by gender (47% boys and 53% 

girls), and were, on average, 4 years old (M = 3.94, SD = 1.23).   Approximately one-third of 

the parents indicated that they held a high school degree or less (1.5% no degree, 2.3% 

elementary school, 30.6% high school); about two-thirds of the parents held a higher education 

(non-university) degree or university degree (43.3% higher education (non-university) degree, 

22.4% university degree). 

 

Measures 

Children’s age.  Parents reported the child’s birth date.  We calculated the child’s age 

based on the date on which the parents completed the survey and the parents’ report of the 

child’s birth date (M = 3.94, SD = 1.23). 

Parents’ education.  Parents indicated the highest educational degree they had 

obtained.  Response options were no degree, elementary school, high school, higher education 

(non-university) degree, and university degree according to the Belgian school system.  

Parents’ attitudes toward television.  Consistent with previous research (Austin et al., 

1999; Valkenburg et al., 1999), parents’ attitudes toward television were assessed by asking 

parents to indicate their agreement with seven statements regarding the positive outcomes of 

television among young children (e.g., “Children who are heavy TV viewers learn a lot of new 

words”) using a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 

(5). (Cronbach’s α =.77, M = 2.94, SD = .46). 
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Parents’ television viewing time.  Parents reported how much television they watch 

using timelines, a procedure that has been used successfully in prior research (e.g., Eggermont, 

2006; Van den Bulck, 2006; Van den Bulck & Beullens, 2005; Van den Bulck & Hofman, 

2009).  For each day of the week, a timeline was presented ranging from 6 A.M. until 5 A.M. 

the next day.  Each hour on the timeline was divided into two checkboxes, each representing 

30 minutes.  Parents were instructed to mark a checkbox when they typically watch television, 

videos, or DVDS, during the corresponding 30 minutes.  Television viewing time was 

calculated by summing across the marked checkboxes per timeline.  To convert these estimates 

into hours, the total sum was divided by two.  We created estimates of weekly television 

viewing time in hours by summing across the timeline estimates (M = 18.14, SD = 9.81). 

Parents’ use of television to occupy children.  The measurement of parents’ use of 

television to occupy children was inspired by items used in previous, mainly qualitative, studies 

(Evans et al., 2011; Götz et al., 2007; Zimmerman et al., 2007).  Parents were asked to indicate 

on a five-point scale ranging from never (1) to very often (5) how often they used television to 

occupy their children in four situations (i.e., “I let my child watch television, a video or DVD 

because I can” (1) “prepare meals”; (2) “get dressed or go to the bathroom”; (3) “do chores”; 

(4) “get things done on my own”).  (Cronbach’s α = .78, M = 2.65, SD = .88).   

Children’s television viewing time.  Parents reported how much television their child 

watches using timelines (see Eggermont, 2006; Van den Bulck, 2006; Van den Bulck & 

Beullens, 2005; Van den Bulck & Hofman, 2009).  In line with the parents’ measure, for each 

day of the week a timeline was presented ranging from 6 A.M. that day until 5 A.M. the next 

day.  Each hour on the timeline was divided into four checkboxes, each representing 15 

minutes.  Parents were instructed to indicate on the timelines when their child usually watches 

television, videos or DVDs, by marking all corresponding checkboxes.  Television viewing 

time was calculated by summing across the marked checkboxes per timeline.  To convert these 

estimates into hours, the total sum was divided by four.  We created estimates of weekly 

television viewing time in hours by summing across the timeline estimates (M = 10.73, SD = 

7.35). 

 

Analysis 

The hypothesized model was investigated using structural equation modeling with 

AmosTM (Arbuckle, 2010).  To evaluate whether the relationships were moderated by parents’ 

attitudes and parents’ education, multi-group analyses were used.  By means of median split 

(see, for example, Voorhees & Brady, 2005), the parent sample was divided into two attitude 
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groups, representing parents with weak positive attitudes and parents with strong positive 

attitudes toward television.  With respect to parents’ education, parents were divided into three 

groups: parents who held a high school degree or less, parents who held a higher education 

(non-university) degree, and parents who held a university degree.  The goodness of fit of the 

models was measured using two measures of fit that have been proved to be reliable in large 

sample sizes (Byrne 2001): the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root-Mean-Square Error 

of Approximation (RMSEA).  For multi-group models, chi-square difference tests were 

computed to investigate differences in model fit between models with unconstrained and 

constrained paths (Kline, 2011).  Mediation tests were conducted by calculating the product of 

the relevant indirect standardized path coefficients, as outlined by Cohen and Cohen (1983).  

To examine the significance levels of the indirect relationships, Sobel’s approximate 

significance test (Sobel, 1982) was used (Kline, 2011).   

 

Results 

The majority of children watched television on a regular basis (96.3%).  They spend an 

average of 11 hours a week (M = 10.73 hours, SD = 7.35) watching television, videos or DVDs.  

Parents watched on average 18 hours of television weekly (M = 18.14 hours, SD = 9.81).  

Results show that almost half of the parents (48.1%) reported that they used television to 

occupy their child in order to get things done on their own.  Around one in three parents 

reported that they (very) often (31.3%) relied on television to occupy their children while they 

prepared meals and another one in three did so sometimes (36.2%).  About a quarter of parents 

indicated that they sometimes (26.5%) used television to occupy their children so they could 

get dressed themselves, and more than one in ten parents did so (very) often (14.1%).  Finally, 

almost four out of ten parents (37.3%) sometimes and another 12.4% of parents often or very 

often used television to occupy their child while doing chores. 

Zero-order correlations between all variables included in the model are presented in 

Table 1. 

 

Testing the Two-Stage Model 

Structural equation modeling revealed that the hypothesized model yielded a good fit 

(χ²(83, N = 839) = 315.36, p < .001, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06).  The relationships among 

parents’ education, children’s age, parents’ attitudes toward television, parents’ own television 

viewing, the use of television to occupy children, and the time children spend watching 

television are shown in Figure 2. 
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Table 1 Zero-order correlations 

  

Children’s 

Age 

 

Parents’ 

Education 

Parents’ 

Attitudes 

Toward 

Television 

Parents’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

Parents’ 

Use of 

Television 

to Occupy 

Children 

Children’s 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

Children’s Age 1 -.02 .02 -.01 .08* .18*** 

Parents’ Education  1 -.06 -.34*** .02 -.23*** 

Parents’ Attitudes Toward Television   1 .20*** .23*** .28*** 

Parents’ Television Viewing Time    1 .05 .42*** 

Parents’ Use of Television to Occupy Children     1 .22*** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time      1 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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The first hypothesis (H1), which stated that the use of television to occupy children is 

positively associated with the time children spend watching television, was confirmed by the 

model (β = .18, B = 8.76, SE = 1.86, p < .001).  Children whose parents relied more heavily on 

television to occupy them, spend more time watching television.  The path from parents’ 

television attitudes toward amount of viewing was significant (β = .16, B = 12.10, SE = 2.88, 

p < .001), confirming H2a.  Children of parents with more positive attitudes toward television 

watched more television.  The path from parents’ attitudes to the use of television to occupy 

children was significant as well (β = .26, B = .39, SE = .07, p < .001), indicating that parents 

who believed in the positive effects of television relied more heavily on television to occupy 

their children.  As such, parents’ attitudes toward television had a direct positive relationship 

with the time children spent watching television, as well as an indirect relationship, through 

the use of television to occupy children.  Mediation tests indicated that the indirect relationship 

of parents’ attitudes with children’s television viewing through the use of television to occupy 

children was significant (.05 = .26 x .18; z = 3.60, p < .001). 

 

Children’s Age 

Parents’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 

Figure 2. Observed model of the relationships among socio-demographic, psychosocial, parental 

modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television viewing 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant paths. 

Ovals represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, observed 

indicators and error terms are not shown. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Parents’ television viewing time was most strongly associated with the time children 

spent watching television (β = .35, B = 1.03, SE = .10, p < .001).  An increase in parents’ 

viewing hours was associated with an increase in children’s viewing hours.  Furthermore, 

parents’ viewing was significantly associated with parents’ attitudes toward television (β = .23, 

B = .01, SE = .002, p < .001), which, in turn, was positively associated with the time children 

spent watching television (see supra).  Parents who watched more television themselves had 

more positive attitudes toward television, which, in turn, was associated with an increase in the 

number of hours children spent watching television.  Mediation tests indicated that parents’ 

attitudes toward television significantly mediated the relationship of parents’ television 

viewing with children’s television viewing (.04 = .23 x .16; z = 3.22, p < .01).  Thus, support 

was found for both H3a and H3b.  In addition, mediation tests indicated that the relationship of 

parents’ television viewing with the use of television to occupy children was significantly 

mediated by parents’ attitudes toward television (.06 = .23 x .26; z = 3.72, p < .001).   

As expected, parents’ education level negatively predicted the time children spent 

watching television (β = -.10, B = -3.59, SE = 1.11, p < .01).  Children whose parents had a 

low education level watched more television compared to children whose parents had a high 

education level.  The path from parents’ education to the use of television to occupy children 

(H4b), was not significant (β = .01, B = .01, SE = .03, p = .86).  The path from parents’ education 

to parents’ attitudes toward television was insignificant as well, β = .04, B = .02, SE = .02, p = 

.34.  Thus, H4c was not confirmed.  In addition, parents’ education was significantly associated 

with the time parents spent watching television (β = -.34, B = -3.92, SE = .38, p < .001), 

indicating that lower educated parents watched more television.  As such, the findings seem to 

suggest that parents’ education level was indirectly associated with children’s television 

viewing time through the time that parents spent watching television themselves.  However, 

mediation tests indicated that parents’ television viewing did not significantly mediate the 

relationship (-.12 = -.34 x .35; z = -7.29, p = .55). 

Finally, child age only directly predicted the time children spent watching television (β 

= .15, B = .30, SE = .06, p < .001).  This finding provides support for H5a.  No support was 

found for an indirect relationship between child age and the time children spent watching 

television through the use of television to occupy children (H5b), since the path from child age 

to the use of television to occupy children was not significant (β = .06, B = .00, SE = .00, p = 

.12).  Overall, the predictors in the model collectively explained 28% of the variance in 

children’s television viewing (R² = .28). 
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Testing the Moderating Role of Parents’ Attitudes Toward Television and Parents’ 

Education 

Parents’ attitudes toward television.  Chi-square testing revealed that the relationship 

between the use of television to occupy children and the time children spend watching 

television differed by parents’ attitudes toward television.  The fit of the unconstrained model 

was very good, χ²(34, N = 771) = 68.02, p < .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04.  Constraining the 

model changed the model fit significantly, ∆χ²(10) = 26,30, p < .01.  The relationship between 

the use of television to occupy children and children’s viewing time was stronger among 

children whose parents had strong positive attitudes toward television, β = .30, B = 16.91, SE 

= 2.99, p < .001 than among children whose parents had weak positive attitudes, β = .11, B = 

4.27, SE = 2.11, p < .05, confirming H6a (see Figure 3).  The predictors in the model for parents 

with strong positive attitudes collectively explained 23% of the variance in children’s television 

viewing (R² = .23); the predictors in the model for parents with weak positive attitudes 

collectively explained 26% of the variance in children’s television viewing (R² = .26). 

  

Children’s Age 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 

Figure 3. Observed model of the relationships among socio-demographic, psychosocial, parental 

modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television viewing across two 

parental attitude groups 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant paths. 

Ovals represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, observed 

indicators and error terms are not shown. 

S = Strong positive attitudes; W = Weak positive attitudes 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Parents’ education.  Chi-square testing revealed that the relationship between the use 

of television to occupy children and the time children spend watching television differed by 

parents’ education.  The fit of the unconstrained model was good, χ²(219, N = 818) = 453.71, 

p < .001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .04.  Constraining the model changed the model fit significantly, 

∆χ²(32) = 53,35, p < .01.  Using television to occupy children was associated with an increase 

in the number of hours children spent watching television when parents held a higher (non-

university) degree, β = .25, B = 12.14, SE = 2.91, p < .001, or university degree, β = .36, B = 

13.96, SE = 3.27, p < .001, but not when parents held a high school degree or less, β = .01, B 

=.64, SE = 3.48, p = .85 (see Figure 4).  Thus, H6b was not confirmed.  The predictors in the 

model for parents who held a high school degree or less collectively explained 18% of the 

variance in children’s television viewing (R² = .18); the predictors in the model for parents who 

held a higher (non-university) degree explained 31% of the variance (R² = .31); the predictors 

in the model for parents who held a university degree explained 26% of the variance (R² = .26). 

Children’s Age 

Parents’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 

Figure 4. Observed model of the relationships among socio-demographic, psychosocial, parental modeling, 

and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television viewing across three parental education 

groups 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant paths. Ovals 

represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, observed indicators and 

error terms are not shown. 

HS = High school education or less; H = Higher (non-university) education, U = university education 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of the current study was to develop and test a two-stage model of socio-

demographic, psychosocial, parental modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of children’s 

television use.  More specifically, we investigated the contribution of parents’ education level, 

children’s age, parents’ attitudes toward television, and parents’ own television viewing to 

parents’ use of television to occupy children and the relationship of such use with the time 

children spend watching television.   

The study revealed three key findings.  First, the results showed that parents who had 

strong positive attitudes toward children’s television viewing relied more heavily on television 

to occupy their children.  Second, the amount of time parents spent watching television was 

the most important predictor of the time children spent watching television, followed by 

parents’ use of television to occupy children.  Third, the positive relationship between parents’ 

use of television to occupy children and children’s actual viewing time was more pronounced 

among children whose parents had strong positive attitudes toward television and, 

unexpectedly, among children of more highly educated parents.  

In contrast to our expectations, children's age did not predict the use of television to 

occupy children.  Yet, it is possible that parents’ specific considerations for using television to 

occupy children differ according to the child’s age: Parents may consider television as a good 

alternative for very young children because the auditory cues keep them occupied and for older 

children because they are interested in specific content types and television programs (Lemish, 

1987; Wartella et al., 2010).  Parents’ educational level did not have an impact either.  Less 

educated parents relied on television to occupy children as often as more educated parents.  

One explanation is that other factors that have not been included in our model may contribute 

to the use of television to occupy children.  Although in terms of their cultural capital 

(Bourdieu, 1984) more educated parents may well be more critical about using television as an 

electronic babysitter, it may be that other forces, such as time constraints or parenting stress, 

urge parents to still use television with their children.  More educated parents who experience 

such stresses to a less extent may more easily hold on to their critical view, and, in turn, less 

often rely on television to occupy their children.  Studies should investigate whether these 

structural forces indeed moderate the relationship between parents’ education level and the use 

of television to occupy children. 

The only factor in our model that contributed to the use of television to occupy children 

was parents’ attitude toward television.  Parents with strong positive attitudes toward children’s 
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television viewing are more likely to rely on television to occupy their children while they are 

not able to supervise them.  While this finding is in line with the assumption of the Bentler-

Speckart model that attitudes may have a direct influence on behavior (Bagozzi & Yi, 1989; 

Bentler & Speckart, 1979) additional research is needed to identify other factors that instigate 

this practice.  For instance, it may be that parents find themselves in situations where they have 

a lack of time or energy and decide to occupy the children by sitting their children in front of 

the television.  In this respect, the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) provides 

a useful framework, because it looks at influences at the family’s micro-, meso- , exo- and 

macro-system.  Family factors that influence such time or energy constraints, such as parents’ 

work hours or availability at home (Warren, 2005), should be thoroughly investigated.   

Further analyses revealed that parents’ own television viewing time was the most 

powerful predictor of children’s viewing time, lending support to the notion that parents’ own 

television viewing behavior is reflected in children’s viewing (Huston & Wright, 1996; 

Salmon, Timperio, Telford, Carver, & Crawford, 2005; Yalçin, Tugrul, Naçar, Tuncer, & 

Yurdakök, 2002).  In this context, it is also possible that parents who are heavy viewers offer 

their children few alternative activities.  It is less likely that parents provide models of book 

reading or physical activity when they frequently watch television. 

Although parents’ education level was not associated with the use of television to 

occupy children, children of parents with less education watched more television in general.  

This finding provides support for the assumption that more educated parents believe that 

watching television does not match with the status of being more educated, as suggested by 

Bourdieu’s (1984) perspectives of cultural capital.  This critical view toward television is also 

reflected in parents’ own television consumption: Higher educated parents indicated that they 

watch less television themselves.  This means that one mechanism that may account for the 

relationship between parents’ education and children’s television viewing time, is the time 

parents spend watching television.  Parents with less education watched more television 

themselves, which, in turn, resulted in increased television viewing among their children.   

Two other mechanisms that were tested, did not account for the association between 

parents’ education and children’s television viewing: Parents’ attitudes toward television nor 

the use of television to occupy children mediated the relationship.  This suggests that other 

mechanisms may exist.  In this respect, Hesketh and colleagues (2007) showed that less 

educated parents set out fewer television rules and show less concern about the amount of 

television exposure, which, again, results in more viewing.  Further investigation is needed to 
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determine which factors mediate the relationship between parents’ education level and 

children’s television viewing. 

The current study further revealed that parents’ attitudes are associated with children’s 

television viewing, both in a direct and indirect way.  Children of parents with strong positive 

attitudes toward children’s television viewing watch more television and are more often put in 

front of the television to keep them occupied, which, in turn, results in watching more 

television.  Moreover, parents’ attitudes toward children’s television viewing seemed to 

reinforce the association between the use of television to occupy children and children’s actual 

viewing time.  More specifically, when parents strongly believe that young children benefit 

from watching television, relying on television to occupy children has a stronger contribution 

to the amount of time that children spend watching television.   

Interestingly, the relationship between using television to occupy children and the time 

children spend watching television is nearly non-existent when parents have weak positive 

attitudes toward television.  These findings indicate that parents attitudes regarding children’s 

television exposure are important.  That is, the extent to which the use of television to occupy 

children is associated with an increase in the total amount of time that children spend watching 

television depends upon parents’ beliefs in the positive effects of television.  Among parents 

who do not firmly believe in the positive effects that television may have on children, the time 

they spend watching television themselves, their educational level, and children’s age have a 

stronger contribution to children’s total viewing time. 

Parents’ education level as well seems to reinforce the positive relationship between 

using television to occupy children and children’s viewing time.  However, unexpectedly, the 

use of television to occupy children is most strongly associated with an increase in the number 

of hours children spend watching television when parents are more highly educated.  One 

explanation could be that the factors that influence children’s viewing time differ across 

parental education categories.  A closer look at the predictors of children’s television viewing 

time indicates that using television to occupy children was the most important predictor for 

children whose parents have a university degree, followed by parents’ time spent watching 

television and parents’ attitudes toward television.  For children of parents with high school 

education or less, the time parents spend watching television was the most important predictor 

of children’s viewing time, followed by parents’ attitudes toward television and child age.  

Children whose parents hold a higher education (non-university) degree fall in between.   



 

43 

 

The findings of the present study provide new directions for interventions aimed at 

reducing the time young children spend watching television.   According to the present study, 

it is important to consider parents’ education level and their attitudes regarding children’s 

television viewing.  In particular, reducing the use of television to occupy children may be most 

effective for reducing the total amount of time that children spend watching television among 

children of parents with a university degree, whereas reducing the time parents spend watching 

television may be most effective among children of parents with lower degrees.  Furthermore, 

while reducing the time parents spend watching television themselves may be a promising 

strategy to reduce the time children spend watching television among both parents with strong 

and weak positive attitudes toward television, reducing the use of television to occupy chidren 

may be more effective to reduce children’s television viewing time among parents with strong 

positive attitudes than among parents with weak attitudes. 

While the current study provides new insights into what motivates parents to encourage 

their children to watch television, there are several limitations worth discussing.  First, this 

study focused on the perceived parental benefit of using television to occupy children.  An in-

depth investigation of all benefits associated with children’s television viewing was beyond the 

scope of the present study.  Yet, consistent with prior research (Evans et al., 2011; Zimmerman 

et al., 2007), an exploratory analysis of our data revealed that parents used television for the 

perceived educational benefits or for family bonding time as well.  Future research should 

examine other parental motivations for children’s television viewing and their association with 

children’s viewing time.   

To date, however, few quantitative studies are published that measure parents’ viewing 

motivations regarding children’s television viewing.  Therefore, in this study, both the items 

included and the Likert-scale used to measure parents’ use of television to occupy children 

were adapted from and inspired by previous, exploratory studies (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Taras 

et al., 1990; Truglio, Murphy, Oppenheimer, Huston, & Wright, 1996; Zimmerman et al., 

2007).  Because the measure used in this study may not be optimal, future research should 

construct a more finely grained variable that fully captures the use of television to occupy 

children, for instance by relating it to the total parent-child time.  The Likert-type frequency 

scale used in this study may be limited by the individual interpretation that parents assign to 

the response categories.  Nonetheless, the use of this type of Likert-scale has been validated in 

several media studies (e.g., Taras et al., 1990; Truglio et al., 1996). 
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Second, this study found that relying on television to occupy children is associated with 

an increase in the number of hours children spend watching television.  However, this does not 

necessarily mean that relying on television as an electronic babysitter is necessarily harmful 

for children.  Although most studies found that children’s television exposure is associated 

with various negative health outcomes (e.g., Dennison & Edmunds, 2008; Thompson & 

Christakis, 2005), other research has shown that the impact of television on children is not 

always negative.  It has for instance been found that educational television programming 

designed for young children is associated with better language and mathematical skills 

(MacBeth, 1996).  Because the effects that television may have on children are largely 

dependent on the content (e.g., Anderson & Hanson, 2009, 2010; Courage & Howe, 2010), 

more research is needed to examine which content parents select when they rely on television 

to occupy their children. 

Third, the cross-sectional design of our study does not allow to determine the causality 

of the associations we found.  The data of this study suggest that using television to occupy 

children predicts the time children spend watching television.  However, longitudinal studies 

are needed to test whether our findings may be corroborated.  It could be argued, for instance, 

that parents with children who spend more time in front of television will more often leave 

their children unsupervised in front of the television.  Moreover, it is possible that the 

associations between family factors and television use are not linear and causal, with a one-

way effect, but circular, symbiotic and mutually sustaining (Jordan, 1990).   Alternatively, it is 

possible that other factors that have not been included in our models, such as the number of 

children in the home or the child’s birth order, account for both the use of television to occupy 

children and the total amount of television viewing. 

Finally, the fact that data for the current study were collected in a sample of parents 

with children attending daycare centers and kindergartens may raise concerns about the 

generalization of the findings.  Future studies should investigate parents’ use of television to 

occupy children in more representative samples.  Yet, the sample is comparable to that used in 

previous research on the use of television among young children.  For instance, the age 

distribution of the sample used in this study (i.e., six months to six years) was similar to that 

used in previous studies on young children’s television use (e.g., Rideout & Hamel, 2006; 

Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005).  Moreover, the findings of our study are analogous to those 

reported in previous studies (e.g., Evans et al., 2011; Zimmerman et al., 2007) and provide a 

better understanding of the predictors of parents’ use of television to occupy young children 
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and the extent to which this use increases children’s television viewing time.  The relatively 

large sample size reinforces our findings and makes the data more generalizable. 

 

Conclusion 

The current study provides new insights into the role of socio-demographic factors, 

psychosocial factors, parental modeling, and viewing motivations as determinants of children’s 

television use.  More specifically, the findings of the current study mainly confirm models 

dealing with attitude-behavior relationships and social learning theory, because attitudinal 

factors and parental modeling were the most powerful predictors of parents’ use of television 

to occupy children.  The results lend support to the assumption of the Bentler-Speckart model 

that attitudes directly influence behavior (Bagozzi & Yi, 1989; Bentler & Speckart, 1979).  

Parents’ attitudes toward television appear to be the only direct predictor of their use of 

television to occupy children.   

Heavily relying on television to occupy children is associated with an increase in the 

time children spend watching television.  In addition, the fact that parents own television 

viewing is by far the most important predictor of the time children spend watching television, 

confirms that parents are important role models for their children.  In line with social learning 

theory (Bandura, 1994), it appears that young children learn to watch television by observing 

their parents’ viewing behavior.   

This study sheds light on several important factors that should be targeted in future 

interventions to reduce young children’s television exposure.  Future studies should continue 

to investigate why parents encourage their children to watch television and examine both the 

predictors of parents’ reasons and motivations for encouraging children to watch television and 

the extent to which it affects the time children ultimately spend watching television. 
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Chapter 2. Understanding Children’s Television Exposure from a Reasoned 

Action Perspective: A Two-Stage Model of the Associations Among Parents’ Cognitions, 

Parents’ Intentions, and Children’s Television Viewing2 

 

Abstract 

Prior studies have repeatedly reported associations between children’s television viewing and 

unfavorable health outcomes.  Because of this, researchers have argued that parents should 

limit children’s television use.  Yet, a clear empirical understanding of why parents allow or 

not allow their children to watch television is lacking.  Based on the premises of the reasoned 

action approach, the study presented in this chapter proposes a two-stage model that 

investigates the associations among parents’ cognitions regarding children’s television use, 

parents’ intentions regarding children’s television use, and children’s actual television viewing.  

In particular, the study examines the extent to which parental attitudes, perceived normative 

pressure, and perceived control over children’s television viewing are associated with parents’ 

intentions to allow or not allow children to watch television, and the extent to which these 

intentions are associated with children’s television viewing time.  Structural equation modeling 

using survey data of parents of children aged six months to six years (N = 282) reveals that 

parents’ perceived normative pressure and perceived control over children’s television viewing 

are associated with children’s television viewing, and that these relationships are mediated by 

parents’ intentions regarding children’s television viewing.   

 

Introduction 

Numerous studies have indicated that young children spend a substantial amount of 

time watching television (Rideout, Vandewater, & Wartella, 2003; Vandewater et al., 2005).  

While studies have shown that television viewing, particularly viewing educational 

programming, may have positive effects on young children, such as aiding the acquisition of 

language skills (e.g., Bickham, Wright &, Huston, 2001), most research has demonstrated that 

watching television, especially in large amounts, is associated with several negative outcomes.  

Television viewing has been associated, for instance, with decreased fitness (Tremblay et al., 

                                                           
2 Based on Beyens, I., & Eggermont, S. (submitted). A reasoned action perspective on parents’ 

role in children’s television viewing: Implications for television reduction 

interventions. 
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2011), poorer executive function (Nathanson, Aladé, Sharp, Rasmussen, & Christy, 2014), and 

sleep disorders (Garrison, Liekweg, & Christakis, 2011).   

Television viewing may have those consequences because it interferes with other, more 

physically active (DuRant, Thompson, Johnson, & Baranowski, 1996) or cognitively 

stimulating activities (Huston, Wright, Marquis, & Green, 1999).  Therefore, researchers have 

argued that health practitioners should aim to reduce children’s television viewing (Tremblay 

et al., 2011).  However, efforts to reduce children’s viewing time seem particularly difficult for 

parents (Evans, Jordan, & Horner, 2011; Jordan, Hersey, McDivitt, & Heitzler, 2006).  Studies 

for instance indicate that parents frequently and consciously use television in parenting (Evans 

et al., 2011).  Such findings indicate that the American Academy of Pediatrics 

recommendations to limit children’s television viewing time (AAP, 2013) may not be 

sufficiently effective (McCarthy, 2013).  There seems to be a need for interventions that 

encourage parents to limit children’s television viewing time (Tremblay et al., 2011). 

However, interventions to reduce children’s television exposure are not well-informed 

by knowledge about modifiable parental factors that we could target.  Therfore, a crucial first 

step is to gather knowledge about the determinants of parents’ intentions regarding children’s 

television exposure and parents’ beliefs related to these intentions.  Understanding the key 

determinants of a specific behavior in a specific target group is essential to develop effective 

health interventions (Fishbein & Cappella, 2006; Fishbein & Yzer, 2003).   

Research suggests that parental cognitions may be important determinants of parents’ 

intentions regarding children’s television viewing (Fishbein & Cappella, 2006; Fishbein & 

Yzer, 2003).  Therefore, using a reasoned action approach (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 

2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), we first investigated how parents’ attitudes, perceived 

normative pressure and perceived behavioral control are related to children’s television 

exposure through parents’ intention to allow or not to allow their children to watch television, 

as well as how parents’ underlying attitudinal, normative and control beliefs are related to these 

intentions.  Second, we intended to investigate the importance of distinguishing parents’ 

intention not to allow and parents’ intention to allow children to watch television. 

 

Parental Cognitions Associated with Children’s Television Viewing 

According to the reasoned action perspective (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 

2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), people’s intention to perform a specific behavior is based on 

three types of cognitions: attitude toward the behavior, perceived normative pressure and 
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perceived behavioral control.  Attitude toward the behavior refers to the degree to which the 

particular behavior is positively or negatively evaluated (Ajzen, 1991).  A person’s perceived 

behavioral control is an indication of the perceived ability to control the behavior.  Perceived 

normative pressure refers to the norms one perceives to perform or not perform the behavior 

(Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Fishbein & Yzer, 2003). 

Indications exist that this reasoned action model is also relevant to children’s television 

viewing and parents’ intentions to allow and not to allow children to watch television.  For 

instance, concerning attitudes, recent studies have demonstrated that parents’ attitudes toward 

limiting children’s television exposure predicted their intention to limit screen time (Bleakley, 

Piotrowski, Hennessy, & Jordan, 2013; Hamilton, Thomson, & White, 2013) and that children 

watch more television when parents believe in the positive outcomes of watching television 

(Vandewater et al., 2005).  Regarding perceived behavioral control, evidence exists that 

children watch more television when parents have limited control over children’s television 

exposure.  In particular, research among mothers of 1- and 5-year-olds has found that lower 

maternal self-efficacy regarding limiting children’s television exposure is associated with more 

television viewing among children (Campbell, Hesketh, Silverii, & Abbott, 2010).   

Finally, research has indicated that perceived normative pressure affects parents’ 

intention to allow their children to watch television: Focus groups among parents of children 

aged 2.5 to 5 years revealed that parents want to conform to the perceived social norms 

regarding children’s television viewing by allowing their children to watch television (He, 

Irwin, Bouck, Tucker, & Pollett, 2005).  Within the reasoned action approach (Ajzen & 

Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), the Integrative Model (Fishbein & 

Yzer, 2003) claims that people’s perceptions of norms (i.e., the perceived normative pressure) 

include the perceived judgments by significant others, which are known as perceived injunctive 

norms, and the perceptions about whether similar others would perform the behavior, which 

are known as perceived descriptive norms (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). 

Although these distinct pieces of evidence shed light on the importance of parents’ 

cognitions for children’s television exposure, they have not been integrated in a comprehensive 

model.  More generally, scholars have emphasized that there is a scarcity of studies 

investigating the reasons behind parents’ decisions to allow an not allow children to watch 

television (Nathanson, 2015; Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  Therefore, using the reasoned action 

model, we will integrate this evidence into an extensive model to simultaneously test the 

influence of parents’ attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and perceived behavioral control 
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regarding children’s television viewing through their intention to allow and not to allow 

children to watch television.   

More specifically, based on the reasoned action perspective (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; 

Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), we hypothesize the following.  First, we expect that 

parents’ attitudes toward children’s television viewing positively predict their intention to allow 

children to watch television, but negatively predicts their intention not to allow children to 

watch television. Second, we expect that parents’ perceived normative pressure positively 

predicts their intention to allow children to watch television, but negatively predict their 

intention not to allow children to watch television.  Third, we expect that parents’ behavioral 

control negatively predicts their intention to allow children to watch television, but positively 

predicts their intention not to allow children to watch television.   

Next, we expect that parents’ intention to allow children to watch television positively 

predicts children’s television viewing and that parents’ intention not to allow children to watch 

television negatively predicts children’s television viewing.  Finally, in line with the reasoned 

action approach (Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), we 

expect that parents’ perceived behavioral control also directly and negatively predicts 

children’s television viewing, and that it moderates the relationship between parents’ intention 

and children’s television exposure.  Our hypotheses are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized reasoned action model of the relationships among parents’ attitudes toward television, parents’ perceived normative 

pressure regarding television, parents’ perceived behavioral control regarding television, parents’ intention to allow/not to allow 

children to watch television, and children’s television viewing 
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Comparing Parents’ Intention to Allow and Not to Allow Children to Watch Television 

Most studies that have followed a reasoned action approach have investigated either 

people’s intention to perform a specific behavior or people’s intention not to perform that 

behavior (Bleakley et al., 2013; Hamilton et al., 2013).  Yet, scholars have argued that a 

person’s intention to perform a behavior is not necessarily opposite to a person’s intention not 

to perform the behavior (Richetin et al., 2012).  Researchers state that intentions to perform a 

behavior and intentions not to perform that behavior might rely on different processes, because 

they pursue different objectives (Richetin et al., 2011).   

Such a distinction might also be relevant for the present study.  Allowing children to 

watch television might be a means to a specific goal for parents; for instance, it might be a 

means to educate children or keep them occupied (Evans et al., 2011; Zimmerman, Christakis, 

& Meltzoff, 2007).  Conversely, not allowing children to watch television might be a means to 

a different, but not opposite, goal, such as to keep the children away from violent content or to 

have more quality time with the children (Jordan et al., 2006).  From an intervention point of 

view, it is important to understand why parents allow their children to watch television so that 

health practitioners will know which factors should be downsized to reduce children’s 

television time; it is also important to understand why parents do not allow their children to 

watch television, so that health practitioners know which aspects should be reinforced to reduce 

children’s television exposure. 

More specifically, we expect that parents should have distinct attitudes and strong 

control over children’s television viewing that lead them not to allow children to watch 

television, and that the relative predictive weights of attitudes and perceived control would thus 

be stronger in that model.  This expectation is based on research demonstrating that parents 

often lack the motivation to implement recommendations for children’s television use (Gentile 

et al., 2004).  Since parents believe that reducing children’s television exposure requires a lot 

of effort (Evans et al., 2011), it is likely that only parents with strong beliefs about the harmful 

effects of watching television develop the intention not to allow their children to watch 

television.  The same reasoning could apply to the role of parents’ perceived behavioral control.  

While allowing a child to watch television may be easy for parents, not allowing children to 

watch television may require high levels of control, because research has shown that creating 

healthy media habits requires high self-efficacy (Cheng, 2004).   

In order to test these assumptions, we will compare a model with parents’ intention to 

allow children to watch television and a model with parents’ intention not to allow children to 
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watch television.  More specifically, we will examine whether parents’ attitude and perceived 

control have a different impact in both models and which model is the best-fitting model to 

predict children’s television viewing.  Finally, in order to examine which factors can become 

part of interventions based on the beliefs that drive parents’ intentions, we will investigate the 

relationships of the underlying attitudinal, normative and control beliefs with parents’ 

intentions to allow and not to allow children to watch television. 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected via self-administered questionnaires.  Parents (N = 282) of children 

aged six months to six years old (M = 3.81 years old, SD = 1.56; 53.9% boys and 46.1% girls) 

were recruited via randomly selected public and private daycare centers and kindergartens in 

various regions in Belgium.  After the daycare administrators and school principals granted 

permission, the parents were given a questionnaire, an informational letter and a consent form.  

The parents were guaranteed that participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous, and 

were invited to complete the questionnaire at home.  When parents had more than one child 

between the ages of six months and six years (66.6% of the parents), they were instructed to 

respond with regards to the child who would have the next birthday, so that parents only 

responded with regards to one child (next-birthday method; Salmon & Nichols, 1983).  The 

participants were offered a chance to win a raffle (gift vouchers).  When the parents had 

completed the questionnaire, they returned the questionnaire package in a sealed envelope to 

the daycare center/kindergarten, where research assistants picked up the packages.   

The parents were predominantly female (88.7%) and White (98.9%) and were 34.53 

years old on average (SD = 4.50).  A quarter of the parents had completed high school (26.2%), 

46.5% had finished college, and one in four parents (24.8%) had a graduate degree.  Most of 

the children in the sample lived with a married couple (61.3%); one-third of the children lived 

with a couple that was not married (33.3%), and 5.3% lived with a single parent.  These family 

composition frequencies are similar (χ(2) = 7.336, p < .05) to the frequencies regarding parents 

of children under age six in the overall Belgian population (Child and Family, 2012).  Almost 

half of the children had one sibling (47.3%), another one in five children had two or more 

siblings (19.3%), and one in three children did not have siblings. 
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Measures 

Parents’ attitudes toward television.  In line with Ajzen's guidelines (Ajzen, 2002) 

and based on prior research (Bleakley et al., 2013; Richetin et al., 2011), three semantic 

differential scales were used to measure parents’ attitude toward children’s television viewing.  

The parents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale if they believed that allowing their 

child to watch television would be extremely bad/extremely good, extremely foolish/extremely 

wise, extremely harmful/extremely beneficial.  A higher score indicates a more positive attitude 

toward children’s television viewing (Cronbach’s alpha = .78; M = 3.23, SD = .47). 

Parents’ perceived normative pressure.  The perceived normative pressure measure 

was based on the measure used by Bleakley et al. (2013).  The parents were asked using a five-

point scale whether “Most people like me who have young children would allow their child to 

watch television” and whether “Most people who are important to me think I should allow my 

child to watch television” (Cronbach’s alpha = .57; M = 3.90, SD = .61). 

Parents’ perceived behavioral control.  Using three items based on validated 

measures used in reasoned action studies (Hamilton et al., 2013; Richetin et al., 2011), the 

parents indicated on a five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) 

how effectively they can control their children’s television viewing.  The items included “I am 

confident that I can control how much time my child spends watching television,” “My child’s 

television viewing is not under my control” (reverse coded), and “I think it is difficult not to 

allow my child to watch television” (reverse coded) (Cronbach’s alpha = .57; M = 1.90, SD 

= .66). 

Parents’ intention.  Parents’ intention to allow or not to allow their child to watch 

television was measured according to Ajzen’s questionnaire guidelines (Ajzen, 2002).  The 

parents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale ranging from extremely unlikely (1) to 

extremely likely (5) how likely it was that they would allow their child to watch television in 

the next week (M = 4.29, SD = 1.04) and how likely it was that they would not allow their child 

to watch television the next week (M = 1.69, SD = 1.07). 

Children’s television viewing time.  In accordance with prior research (Van den Bulck 

& Hofman, 2009), the parents were instructed to indicate on timelines ranging from 6 A.M. 

until 5 A.M. the next day all time periods in which their child usually watches television.  Each 

hour on the timelines was divided into four checkboxes, each representing 15 minutes.  Each 

timeline thus consisted of 96 checkboxes.  Timelines were presented for a typical weekday 

(Timeline 1), Wednesday (Timeline 2), and weekend day (Timeline 3).  Wednesday was singled 
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out because children do not attend preschool on Wednesday afternoons in Belgium, which 

typically creates extra opportunities to watch television.  Parents were instructed to mark a 

checkbox when their child watches television during the corresponding 15 minutes.  Watching 

television was defined as instances in which the child was watching television, a video, or 

DVD.  Television viewing time was calculated by summing across the marked checkboxes per 

timeline.  The total sum was then divided by four to convert the estimates into hours.  The 

weekly television viewing time in hours was calculated by multiplying the weekday viewing 

hours by four and adding the result to the number of hours reported for Wednesday, and the 

weekend day times two ([weekday hours x 4] + [Wednesday hours] + [weekend day hours x 

2]).  This procedure has been applied successfully in prior television research (e.g., Eggermont, 

2006; Van den Bulck & Hofman, 2009). 

Underlying beliefs.  Underlying behavioral beliefs were measured asking parents what 

would happen when their child would watch television.  Items included “Having my child 

watching TV makes it easier to get things done in the house,” “Having my child watching TV 

makes it easier for him/her to fall asleep,” and “Having my child watching TV makes eating 

meals more enjoyable.”  Response options ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 

(5).  Normative beliefs were measured asking parents whether other people having young 

children would allow their children to watch television (e.g., “Most people having young 

children would allow their child to watch television every day”) and whether important others 

would think they should allow their child to watch television (e.g., “My family members think 

I should allow my child to watch television”).  Response options ranged from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (5).  Control beliefs were measured asking parents whether they allow 

their child to watch television in particular situations (e.g., “When I have things to do,” “When 

my child cannot play outside”).  Response options ranged from not at all likely (1) to very likely 

(5). 

Control variable.  Children’s age was included in our models as a control variable 

because children’s television exposure varies with children’s age (Zimmerman et al., 2007), as 

might parents’ attitudes, perceived control and perceived normative pressure. 

 

Analysis 

Both the model for the intention to allow and the model for the intention not to allow 

children to watch television were tested using structural equation modeling with AMOSTM 

(Arbuckle, 2010), which is a common analytical approach in studies testing relationships 
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between reasoned action constructs (Bryan, Schmiege, & Broaddus, 2007).  The goodness-of-

fit was determined using the ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom (χ²/df), the comparative 

fit index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the adjusted 

goodness-of-fit index (AGFI; Byrne, 2001).  Mediating relationships were computed by 

calculating the product of the relevant indirect standardized path coefficients (Cohen & Cohen, 

1983).  To examine the statistical significance of the mediating relationships, Sobel tests (Sobel, 

1982) were computed (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). 

Following the procedure used by Teo (2013), we also compared the two models by 

computing the Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1987), the Bayesian information 

criterion (BIC; Raftery, 1995), and the expected cross-validation index (ECVI; Browne & 

Cudeck, 1993) and by calculating the AIC difference (∆AICi = AICi – AICmin ; Burnham & 

Anderson, 2002) and BIC difference (∆BICi = BICi – BICmin; Raftery, 1995). 

 

Results 

Most parents (70.2%) had neither positive or negative attitudes toward television (i.e., 

the neutral midpoint of the scale).  A quarter of the parents believed that allowing their child 

to watch television would be (extremely) positive (26.3%).  Less than five percent believed 

that allowing their child to watch television would be (extremely) negative (3.6%).  

Furthermore, most of the parents (strongly) agreed that they could control their children’s 

television viewing time (83.2%).  Almost all of the parents believed that most people like them 

who have young children would allow their child to watch television (85.1%).  Additionally, 

three-quarters thought that most people who are important to them thought they should allow 

their child to watch television (73.9%). 

Most of the parents were extremely likely to allow their children to watch television 

(56.8%), and only 7.6% were (extremely) unlikely to allow their children to watch television.  

Conversely, most of the parents were extremely unlikely not to allow their children to watch 

television (60.5%).  Less than one-tenth of the parents were (extremely) likely not to allow 

their children to watch television (8%).  Looking at the children’s actual television exposure, 

we found that the children watched an average of seven and three-quarters hours of television 

a week (M = 7.79, SD = 7.71). 

Zero-order correlations between all variables included in the model are presented in 

Table 1. 
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Table 1 Zero-order correlations 

  

 

Children’s 

Age 

 

Parents’ 

Attitudes 

Toward 

Television 

 

Parents’ 

Perceived 

Normative 

Pressure 

 

Parents’ 

Perceived 

Behavioral 

Control 

 

Parents’ 

Intention 

to Allow 

Children to 

Watch TV 

 

Parents’ 

Intention 

Not to Allow 

Children to 

Watch TV 

 

Children’s 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

        Children’s Age 1 .18** .18** -.21*** .39*** -.28*** .16** 

Parents’ Attitudes Toward Television  1 .30*** -.08 .22*** -.26*** .115 

Parents’ Perceived Normative Pressure   1 .02 .36*** .36*** .10 

Parents’ Perceived Behavioral Control    1 -.21** .24*** -.41*** 

Parents’ Intention to Allow Children to Watch TV     1 -.75*** .29*** 

Parents’ Intention Not to Allow Children to Watch TV      1 -.25*** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time       1 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 
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Parents’ Intention to Allow Children to Watch Television 

The hypothesized model yielded a good fit (χ² (64) = 92.67, χ²/df = 1.45, p < .05, CFI 

= .97, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .93).  However, in contrast to our expectations, parents’ attitudes 

(β = .00, B = 0.00, SE = 0.19, p = .99) did not predict their intention to allow their children to 

watch television (Figure 2).  One other path was found to be insignificant, the path from 

children’s age to children’s television exposure (β = -.01, B = -0.00, SE = .02, p = .85).  

Following Aish and Jöreskog (1990), the insignificant parameters were removed and the model 

was reexamined. This respecified model yielded an adequate fit, (χ² (66) = 92.71, χ²/df = 1.40, 

p < .05, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .93). 

The model explained 31% of the intention to allow children to watch television and 

28% of children’s television exposure.  Consistent with our expectations, parents’ intention to 

allow their children to watch television was predicted by parents’ perceived normative pressure 

and perceived control.  The more pressure parents perceived from other parents with young 

children and people who are important to them, the more parents intended to allow their 

children to watch television (β = .42, B = 0.82, SE = 0.18, p < .001).    Also, the more control 

parents perceived to have over children’s television exposure, the less inclined they were to 

allow their children to watch television (β = -.14 , B = -0.27, SE = 0.13, p < .05).  Parents’ 

intention, in turn, positively predicted the children’s television exposure (β = .23, B = 1.70, SE 

= 0.39, p < .001).  

Mediation tests indicated that parents’ intention significantly mediated the relationship 

between parents’ perceived normative pressure and children’s television viewing (.10 = .42 

x .23; z = 3.15, p < .01). The mediating relationship between parents’ perceived control and 

children’s television viewing was marginally significant (.03 = -.14 x .23; z = -1.87, p = .06).  

However, parents’ perceived behavioral control had a strong direct relationship with children’s 

television viewing time (β = -.42, B = -6.05, SE = 0.97, p < .001), indicating that an increase in 

parents’ perceived control over children’s television use was associated with a decrease in the 

number of hours children spend watching television.  This relationship was stronger than the 

relationship between parents’ intention and children’s television viewing time.  Furthermore, 

as shown in Figure 3, the positive relationship between parents’ intention to allow their children 

to watch television and children’s television viewing hours, was true among parents with low 

perceived control over children’s television viewing (β = -.15, B = -2.07, SE = .77, p < .01). 
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Figure 2. Observed reasoned action model for parents’ intention to allow children to watch television 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form.  Ovals represent latent constructs.  For clarity of presentation, control 

variables, observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.  
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Figure 3. Interaction effect of parents’ perceived behavioral control and intention to allow 

children to watch television on children’s television viewing 

 

 

Parents’ Intention Not to Allow Children to Watch Television 

The hypothesized model for parents’ intention not to allow children to watch television 

yielded a good fit (χ² (64) = 109.18, χ²/df = 1.71, p < .001, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05, AGFI 

= .92).  However, in contrast to our expectations, parents’ attitudes did not predict their 

intention not to allow their children to watch television (β = -.08, B = -0.20, SE = 0.21, p = .34).  

Also, children’s age did not predict children’s television exposure (β = .03, B = 0.01, SE = .02, 

p = .67).  We respecified the model by removing the insignificant paths following Aish and 

Jöreskog (1990).  The respecified model, which is presented in Figure 4, yielded an adequate 

fit, (χ² (66) = 110.23, χ²/df = 1.67, p < .01, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05, AGFI = .92). 

The model explained 29% of the intention not to allow children to watch television and 

26% of children’s television exposure.  This model showed that parents’ perceived normative 

pressure was negatively associated with parents’ intention not to allow their children to watch 

television (β = -.48, B = -1.02, SE = 0.21, p < .001) and that their perceived behavioral control 

was positively associated with parents’ intention not to allow their children to watch television 

(β = .17, B = 0.35, SE = 0.15, p < .05).  Thus, the more social pressure parents perceived to let 

their children watch television and the less control parents had over children’s television 

exposure, the less inclined parents were not to allow their children to watch television.  This 

intention negatively predicted the children’s television exposure (β = -.20, B = -1.40, SE = 0.38, 

p < .001).   

Mediation tests indicated that parents’ intention significantly mediated the relationships 

between parents’ perceived normative pressure and children’s television viewing (.10 = -.48 x 
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-.20; z = 2.94, p < .01) and between parents’ perceived control over children’s television 

viewing and children’s actual viewing (.03 = .17 x -.20; z = -1.97, p < .05).  The findings further 

revealed that parents’ perceived control was directly and negatively associated with children’s 

television viewing (β = -.43, B = -6.15, SE = 0.98, p < .001), indicating that an increase in 

parents’ perceived control over children’s television use, was associated with a decrease in the 

number of hours children spent watching television.  Furthermore, the negative relationship 

between parents’ intention not to allow their children to watch television and children’s 

television exposure was true among parents who experienced low perceived control over 

children’s television viewing (β = .13, B = 1.83, SE = 0.82, p < .05), as shown in Figure 5. 

 

Model Comparison 

 A comparison of both models showed, first, that parents’ attitude toward children’s 

television viewing was not associated with parents’ intention to allow or their intention not to 

allow children’s to watch television.  Thus, our expectation that parents’ attitude would have a 

stronger impact on the intention not to allow than on the intention to allow was not confirmed.  

Second, although we expected that perceived behavioral control would have a stronger 

association with the intention not to allow children to watch television, the results showed that 

the strength of the relationships between perceived behavioral control and parents’ intention 

was similar in both models.  Finally, we explored whether one of the two models better fitted 

the data (Table 2).  The AIC and BIC differences demonstrated that the model fits were not 

alike (∆AICi = 188.23 – 170.71 = 17.52;  ∆BICi = 329.99 – 312.61 = 17.38).  The AIC, BIC 

and ECVI, with smaller values indicating a better fit (Kline, 2005), revealed that the model for 

intention to allow was the best-fitting model. 
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Figure 4. Observed reasoned action model for parents’ intention not to allow children to watch television 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form.  Ovals represent latent constructs.  For clarity of presentation, control 

variables, observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.  



 

69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Interaction effect of parents’ perceived behavioral control and intention not to allow 

children to watch television on children’s television viewing 

 

 

 

Table 2 Predictive fit indices for comparing the two reasoned action models explaining children’s 

television viewing 

Model AIC Rank BIC Rank ECVI Rank 

       1. Reasoned action model for 

intention to allow children  

to watch television 

 

170.71 

 

1 

 

312.61 

 

1 

 

0.61 

 

1 

2. Reasoned action model for 

intention not to allow children 

to watch television 

 

188.23 

 

2 

 

329.99 

 

2 

 

0.68 

 

2 

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; ECVI = Expected cross-

validation index 

Rank indicates the order of the size of the values (1 = smallest value and 2 = highest value) 
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Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 

 

Table 3 Relationships between underlying beliefs and parents’ intention to allow and not to allow children to watch television 

 Intention to Allow 

TV Viewing 

Intention Not to 

Allow TV Viewing 

Behavioral Beliefs   

Having my child watching TV makes it easier to get things done in the house .09 -.14* 

Having my child watching TV makes my child less active .03 -.07 

Having my child watching TV makes my child eat more easily -.07 .03 

Having my child watching TV makes my child talk less to others -.06 .03 

Having my child watching TV makes eating meals more enjoyable -.07 .14* 

Having my child watching TV makes my child less bored .11 -.08 

Having my child watching TV makes it easier to occupy my child .13* -.14* 

Having my child watching TV makes it easier to my child to fall asleep .07 -.04 

   

Normative Beliefs   

Most people having young children would allow their child to watch 2 hours of television or more .16** -.17** 

Most people having young children would not allow their child to watch television -.25*** .28*** 

Most people having young children would allow their child to watch television every day .30*** -.32*** 

My partner thinks I should allow my child to watch television .38*** -.32*** 

My friends and acquaintances think I should allow my child to watch television .32*** -.32*** 

My family members think I should allow my child to watch television .33*** -.31*** 

Other parents I know think I should allow my child to watch television .28*** -.23*** 

My child’s teacher thinks I should allow my child to watch television .16** -.12* 

My child’s doctor thinks I should allow my child to watch television .20** -.17** 

   

Control Beliefs   

I allow my child to watch television when my child is with friends .06 -.03 

I allow my child to watch television when my child has nothing else to do .18** -.13* 

I allow my child to watch television when I have things to do .12* -.10 

I allow my child to watch television when I want to watch television myself -.01 .05 

I allow my child to watch television when my child cannot play outside .13* -.03 

I allow my child to watch television when my child is ill .18** -.14* 
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Underlying Beliefs 

The relationships between parents’ behavioral, normative and control beliefs are shown 

in Table 3.  Looking at the underlying beliefs, it becomes clear that parents’ normative and 

control beliefs in particular are related to parents’ intentions regarding children’s television 

exposure.  The strongest relationships were found for parents’ beliefs about whether most 

parents of young children would allow their child to watch television every day (intention to 

allow: r = .30, p < .001; intention not to allow: r = -.32, p < .001) and beliefs about whether the 

parents’ partner (intention to allow: r = .38, p < .001; intention not to allow: r = -.32, p < .001), 

friends (intention to allow: r = .32, p < .001; intention not to allow: r = -.32, p < .001) and 

family members (intention to allow: r = .33, p < .001; intention not to allow: r = -.31, p < .001) 

would think they should allow their child to watch television. 

 

Discussion 

While knowledge about parents’ cognitions and beliefs regarding children’s behavior is 

crucial to developing effective interventions (Fishbein & Cappella, 2006), it is not clear which 

parental cognitions and beliefs should be targeted to reduce children’s television exposure.  

This study sought to fill this gap by investigating the associations between parents’ cognitions, 

intention to allow or not to allow children to watch television, and children’s television 

exposure, applying a reasoned action approach.  This leads to several conclusions. 

A first conclusion is that parents’ perception of their ability to control children’s 

television exposure plays the most important role in predicting children’s television viewing 

time.  This role is threefold: first, parents’ perceived control over children’s television viewing 

directly decreases children’s television viewing time; second, parents’ perceived control 

predicts children’s viewing time through parents’ intentions regarding children’s television 

exposure; and third, parents’ perceived control moderates the relationship between parents’ 

intention and children’s television viewing.   A second conclusion is that parents’ perceived 

normative pressure regarding children’s television viewing is strongly associated with their 

intentions regarding children’s television exposure, which, in turn, predicts children’s viewing 

time.  A third conclusion is that parents’ attitude about children’s television exposure does not 

predict their intention to allow or not to allow their children to watch television.  

These findings are of practical and theoretical importance.  First, the fact that the 

relationships between parents’ intentions and children’s television viewing were rather weak 

has implications for the use of a reasoned action approach to predict children’s television 
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exposure.  It suggests that parents’ intentions regarding children’s exposure may correspond 

with their actual viewing habits only under certain circumstances.  This assumption was 

confirmed in this study, showing that the relationships between parents’ intentions regarding 

children’s television viewing and children’s actual viewing time are strongest among parents 

with low perceived control over children’s television viewing.  Future studies should 

investigate other potential moderators of the intention-behavior relationship.   

In this respect, the intention-behavior matrix proposed by Fishbein and Yzer (2003), 

which classifies people according to their intentions and their performance of the behavior, 

might be helpful.  Following the integrative model, Fishbein and Yzer (2003) argue that people 

who do have strong intentions to perform a behavior but do not perform the behavior lack the 

necessary skills to perform the behavior or are limited by certain constraints.  Therefore, future 

studies should look at the role of both environmental factors and the lack of skills and abilities 

that may cause parents to be unable to perform their intention (Fishbein, Hennessy, Yzer, & 

Douglas, 2003).  For instance, while parents may intend to limit children’s exposure time, it is 

plausible that practical needs, such as getting chores done (Zimmerman et al., 2007), their 

desire to watch television themselves (Jordan et al., 2006), or the feeling that they lack 

appropriate skills to reduce children’s exposure cause parents to allow their children to watch 

television. 

Second, it is important for prevention practitioners that the amount of television that 

children watch depends heavily on their parents’ ability to control television viewing.  This 

implies that parents should be encouraged to develop sufficient control over children’s viewing.  

To increase this control, scholars have emphasized that parents should learn how to effectively 

monitor children’s television exposure (Cheng, 2004).  Other possible strategies may need to 

focus on parents’ time and financial resources, because they determine whether parents are able 

to offer alternative activities for television viewing (Evans et al., 2011).  Furthermore, since 

priming strategies can raise the accessibility of beliefs so that they may have a stronger 

influence on intentions (Fishbein & Cappella, 2006), priming parents’ control beliefs may be a 

valuable strategy to increase the impact of parents’ beliefs on their intention not to allow their 

children to watch television.  

Third, given the important role of parents’ perceived normative pressure, as suggested 

by our findings, future interventions may incorporate strategies to reduce social pressure from 

important others.  Public health programs may include instructions for parents about how to 

deal with peer pressure and may provide skills to resist such pressure.  Another strategy may 
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be to emphasize healthy norms.  Based on social norms theory (Scholly, Katz, Gascoigne, & 

Holck, 2005), interventions that identify and correct misperceptions about children’s television 

exposure seem promising.  By establishing healthy perceptions of norms, public health 

organizations and pediatric authorities may encourage parents to reduce children’s television 

exposure and create healthy television viewing habits.  Also, informative campaigns could be 

implemented that aim to change parents’ normative beliefs related to their intentions to let their 

children watch television. 

Finally, in order to develop effective interventions, it is important to note that health 

practitioners should consider parents’ stage of change (Prochaska, Diclemente, & Norcross, 

1992).  From the perspective of the stages of change model, parents should first move from the 

precontemplation stage (i.e., parents do not consider behavior change or are not aware of the 

reasons for considering behavior change) to the contemplation stage (i.e., parents consider 

changing the behavior, but without a commitment to take action) and the preparation stage (i.e., 

parents intend to change the behavior and have started to take action) before moving to the 

action stage (i.e., parents have successfully changed the behavior for a short period of time) 

and the maintenance stage (i.e., parents maintain the behavior change).   

With respect to children’s television exposure, Jordan and colleagues (2006) have noted 

that many parents are at the precontemplation stage because they are not considering changing 

their children’s television time.  This seems to be confirmed by our study, as most parents had 

neither positive nor negative attitudes toward television and hardly believed that allowing their 

child to watch television would be negative, and because parents’ attitudes did not predict their 

intentions to allow or not to allow their children to watch television.  Further, the findings of 

our study may be especially relevant to moving parents from the stage of contemplation to the 

stage of preparation, and, subsequently to the stage of action (Slater, 1999).   

The findings from the current study suggest that strategies that aim to change parents’ 

perceived normative pressure may be effective for creating a committed intention to reduce 

children’s television use, thus to move parents from the contemplation to the preparation stage.  

This is an important goal for health practitioners because our findings show that most parents 

do not have the intention not to allow their children to watch television.  For parents who have 

reached the preparation stage, and thus have developed an intention to reduce children’s 

television use, this study shows that it may be important to reinforce their perceived behavioral 

control regarding children’s television use to transfer them to the stages of action and 

maintenance (Slater, 1999). 
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Although this study extends our knowledge about which parental factors should be 

targeted in television reduction interventions, some limitations should be noted.  First, the 

cross-sectional design of our study precludes drawing causal inferences.  Longitudinal research 

is needed that examines whether the cross-sectional relationships found in the current study 

hold longitudinally and that investigates the direction of the relationships, because it is likely 

that parents’ and children’s current behavior drives their future intentions, rather than vice 

versa.  However, while longitudinal studies could explain causal relationships between parents’ 

cognitions and intentions and children’s subsequent television exposure, longer time intervals 

between intention and behavior measures yield lower correlations (Ajzen, 2011), because 

intentions may have changed over time or because unforeseen circumstances preclude 

performing the behavior (Sutton, 1998).  Hence, scholars have argued that reasoned action 

theory may have more explanatory power in cross-sectional studies (Courneya, Bobick, & 

Schinke, 1999).   

Second, because children’s television exposure changes with age (Zimmerman et al., 

2007), the relatively broad age range of the children in this study implies that the findings 

should be interpreted with some caution.  Yet, segmenting the sample into different age 

categories would have made the different samples too small.  We tried to overcome this 

limitation by controlling for age in the structural equation models.  The findings showed that 

children’s viewing time did not vary with age, but that parents’ cognitions and intentions did.  

Finally, future studies should examine the role of environmental factors.  For instance, the 

number of children in the family, whether parents are employed or not, or other parental or 

child factors might determine parents’ intentions as well as parents’ self-efficacy, which is 

strongly predictive of parents’ intentions and children’s television viewing as well as a 

moderator of the relationship between these two factors. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of the present study are an important first step for developing interventions 

that help parents reduce their children’s television viewing.  This study provides knowledge for 

health promotion practitioners by identifying which parental cognitions and beliefs should be 

targeted to decrease children’s television exposure and reduce the risks of unfavorable health 

outcomes.  Our findings indicate that interventions that target parents’ perceived control and 

normative pressure, as well as their control beliefs and normative beliefs in order to reduce 

children’s television time seem promising. 
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Chapter 3. Understanding Children’s Television Exposure From a Life Logistics 

Perspective: A Longitudinal Study of the Associations Between Structural Family 

Circumstances and Children’s Television Viewing3 

 

Abstract 

Prior research has suggested that structural family circumstances may increase opportunities 

for children to watch television.  However, associations between structural circumstances of 

families’ lives and levels of children’s TV use have not been empirically investigated.  The 

contribution of the study presented in the current chapter is that it introduces a life logistics 

perspective on children’s television use and investigates maternal structural life circumstances 

longitudinally associated with children’s TV time and potential mechanisms underlying this 

association.  More specifically, the study examines the association between mothers’ working 

hours and children’s TV time, and the mediating role of mothers’ parenting time pressure and 

well-being in this relationship.  Structural equation modeling using data from a two-wave panel 

survey of mothers of one- to four-year-olds (N=404) demonstrates a longitudinal relationship 

between mothers’ working hours and children’s TV time.  This relationship is mediated by 

mothers’ parenting time pressure and well-being, indicating that high maternal working hours 

create parenting time pressure that undermines mothers’ well-being, which encourages 

children to watch more television. 

 

Introduction 

An extensive body of literature has shown that young children spend a substantial 

amount of their time watching television (Kourlaba, Kondaki, Liarigkovinos, & Manios, 2009; 

Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005; van Stralen et al., 2012).  In addition, 

research has increased our knowledge on the positive and negative effects that television may 

have on children (e.g., Bickham, Wright &, Huston, 2001; Garrison, Liekweg, & Christakis, 

2011; Linebarger, 2015; Thakkar, Garrison, & Christakis, 2006) and provided highly important 

contributions to our understanding of the explanatory processes underlying these effects (e.g., 

Fender, Richert, Robb, & Wartella, 2010; Nathanson & Fries, 2014), of which much of a 

psychological nature.   

                                                           
3 Based on Beyens, I., & Eggermont, S. (in press). Understanding children’s television exposure 

from a life logistics perspective: A longitudinal study of the association between 

mothers’ working hours and young children’s television time. Communication 

Research. doi:10.1177/0093650215607600 



 

82 

 

However, scholars have noted that research that emphasizes the social context of 

children’s television use is scarce (Evans, Jordan, & Horner, 2011; Jordan, 2004, 2005; Pinon, 

Huston, Wright, 1989).  Yet, in the early decades of television research, Anderson and Bryant 

(1983), as well as other scholars validating the Anderson and Bryant model (e.g., Pinon et al., 

1989; Truglio, Murphy, Oppenheimer, Huston, & Wright, 1996), demonstrated that social 

context models are highly important to fully understand why children are watching television.  

More specifically, these studies have emphasized the role of social systems within and outside 

the family, such as parents’ employment (Pinon et al., 1989).   

In this respect, the role of the mother could be particularly important, because mothers 

generally take on more caregiving responsibilities (Renk et al., 2003) and are more intensely 

involved in parenting than fathers (Forehand & Nousiainen, 1993), and because working hours 

affect caregiving time more strongly among mothers than among fathers (Argyrous & Rahman, 

2014).  In this vein, more recently, scholars have suggested that mothers’ structural life 

circumstances may increase opportunities for children to watch television (Vaala & Hornik, 

2014; Warren, 2005).  However, propositions to look at structural aspects of mothers’ situations 

when explaining children’s television exposure (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Warren, 2001, 2005) 

have not been empirically tested.  Little empirical research has investigated the relationship 

between mothers’ life circumstances and children’s levels of television viewing and the 

mechanisms underlying the relationship.   

The present study aims to address this lacuna by adopting a life logistics perspective 

that combines insights from work-family research with perspectives from television studies to 

simultaneously investigate maternal factors associated with children’s television time.  More 

specifically, as an illustration of the life logistics perspective, this study is the first to investigate 

the relationship between mothers’ working hours and children’s television exposure and 

examine the role of mothers’ parenting time pressure and well-being as the explanatory 

processes underlying this relationship, using a longitudinal design. 

The first contribution of this study lies in the importance of a life logistics perspective 

to explain children’s television use.  Scholars (e.g., Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Warren, 2001) have 

emphasized that although parental attitudes are powerful predictors of children’s television use, 

structural family circumstances may be crucial to children’s viewing time.  In this respect, 

Warren (2001, 2005) emphasized the importance of work-family conflict, describing that 

parents’ time at work negatively affects their time available at home.  Interviews illustrate that 

a lack of time and energy at home makes monitoring children’s television viewing difficult for 
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parents, particularly working parents (Evans et al., 2011).  This is not surprising, given that 

stress undermines parents’ ability to offer children a stimulating and supportive home 

environment (Lleras, 2008). 

However, structural family circumstance factors have largely been undervalued in 

research investigating children’s television use; for instance, little attention has been paid to 

the relationship between mothers’ working hours and children’s television use, particularly 

among very young children.  This lack of empirical understanding reflects a lack of theoretical 

underpinning, as others have noted (Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  Therefore, this study will take a 

life logistics perspective, which integrates theoretical evidence from work-family research and 

television studies, and empirically investigate the role of circumstances of mothers’ lives in 

children’s television viewing, more specifically the relationship between mothers’ working 

hours and children’s television time. 

The second contribution of this study is that it investigates the underlying mechanisms 

by which the life circumstances factor of maternal working hours might contribute to children’s 

television time.  Scholars have stated that research is lacking that rigorously investigates the 

mechanisms explaining potential relationships between mothers’ structural circumstances and 

children’s television exposure (Vaala & Hornik, 2014). 

A review of the literature suggests a mechanism that encompasses two possible 

mediators: mothers’ perceived parenting time pressure and mothers’ well-being.  Indications 

for this mechanism stem from two groups of studies.  The first group of studies indicates a 

relationship involving work hours, parenting time pressure and well-being, showing that higher 

working hours increase time pressure when parenting, and that parenting time pressure 

decreases mothers’ well-being (Roxburgh, 2006, 2012; van der Lippe, 2007). 

The second group of studies supports an association between mothers’ work hours, 

well-being and children’s television time, demonstrating that mothers’ employment increases 

their well-being (Moen, Robison, & Dempster-McClain, 1995), and that better maternal well-

being is associated with lower amounts of television viewing among children (Bank et al., 

2012; Conners, Tripathi, Clubb, & Bradley, 2007; Thompson & Christakis, 2007). Therefore, 

the present study aims to examine the mediating role of mothers’ parenting time pressure and 

well-being in the relationship between mothers’ working hours and children’s television time 

in an extensive life logistics model, as shown in Figure 1. 

In order to adequately test the life logistics model, we will apply a longitudinal design.  

Scholars have highlighted the lack of research into the longitudinal processes of media use 
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among children and called for research that increases our understanding about the long-term 

influence of predictors of children’s media use (Krosnick, Anand, & Hartl, 2003; Lee, Bartolic, 

& Vandewater, 2009; Nathanson, 2015; Vaala, 2014; Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  The use of a 

longitudinal design will allow us to investigate whether the relations in the life logistics model 

hold longitudinally while controlling for children’s baseline television viewing and other 

potential confounders in order to document changes in children’s television viewing over time.  

In addition, the longitudinal design is needed to establish the temporal order of the relationships 

(Kline, 2011) and to assess the significance of structural family circumstances as determinants 

of children’s television use over time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized life logistics model 
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Mothers’ Parenting Time Pressure and Children’s Television Exposure 

A possible mechanism linking mothers’ working hours with children’s television 

exposure, is mothers’ parenting time pressure. The theoretical grounds for these relationships 

lie in the stress process model (Pearlin, 1989), border theory (Clark, 2000), and time conflict 

theory (Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005).  An explanation for the 

relationship between mothers’ working hours and parenting time pressure can be found in the 

stress process model (Pearlin, 1989) and border theory (Clark, 2000).  The stress process model 

identifies relationships between stressors, such as role demands (Wheaton, 1999), and stress 

outcomes.  According to the stress process model, primary stressors create secondary stressors, 

in a process known as stress proliferation.  Border theory (Clark, 2000) posits that demands in 

one sphere may influence stressors in another sphere.  Building on the notions of the stress 

process model and border theory, mothers’ demands in the work sphere (primary stressor) may 

create time pressure in the parenting sphere (secondary stressor).  Moreover, because working 

parents in modern Western societies increasingly face demands in both their work and family 

life (van der Lippe, 2007), research grounded in the work-family literature argues for a role-

overload hypothesis, stating that separate roles with different demands may conflict (Moen et 

al., 1995). 

Consistent with the assumptions of time conflict theory (Eby et al., 2005; Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985), the amount of time parents work has frequently been identified as an important 

work stressor contributing to work-family conflict and cutting into parents’ time and energy 

(Huston & Rosenkrantz Aronson, 2005).  A specific type of work-family conflict is parenting 

time pressure, which is defined as a feeling of time deficit, feeling rushed and worried about 

time when executing the parenting role (Roxburgh, 2006, 2012).  Empirical evidence exists for 

the relationship between stressful aspects in the work domain and stressful circumstances 

related to parenting, particularly between long working hours and parenting time pressure 

(Roxburgh, 2006, 2012). 

Goode (1960) predicted that when people experience conflict when juggling different 

role demands, they will try to cope by adjusting their roles or the role-related behavior.  Mothers 

who experience parenting time pressure because of their long working hours may try to cope 

with this time pressure by entertaining their child with television or using television as a 

babysitter for their child, so that it provides a break from parenting and creates time for 

themselves (Evans et al., 2011). 
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Based on the premises of the stress process model (Pearlin, 1989), border theory (Clark, 

2000), and time conflict theory (Eby et al., 2005; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), we expect that 

the relationship between maternal working hours and children’s television viewing time is 

partially mediated by parenting time pressure.  Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Longer maternal working hours positively predict parenting time 

pressure, which, in turn, positively predicts children’s television viewing time. 

 

Mothers’ Well-Being and Children’s Television Exposure 

Another possible mechanism linking mothers’ working hours with children’s television 

exposure, is mothers’ well-being.  Support for a relationship between mothers’ working hours 

and their well-being can be found in studies that support the role-enhancement perspective 

(Moen et al., 1995; Rozario, Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, 2004).  According to this 

perspective, being employed improves one’s well-being, because working people experience 

more social contact, increased self-fulfillment, and have more resources and other benefits 

(Moen et al., 1995).  This is supported by studies showing that employed women (Glass & 

Fujimoto, 1994), and employed mothers in particular (Baruch & Barnett, 1986; Lavee, Sharlin, 

& Katz, 1996), are less depressed than non-employed women and mothers. 

Further, indications exist that mothers’ well-being influences children’s television 

viewing.  More specifically, mothers with lower well-being prefer to use television to occupy 

or entertain their child in order to cope with their poor well-being (Potts & Sanchez, 1994).  

For instance, mothers with poor well-being may use television to occupy their child so that 

they may attend to their personal needs, because these mothers may believe that watching 

television is more beneficial for their child than engaging in mother-child interactions or 

because these mothers neither have the motivation or energy to engage in interactions with 

their child (Conners et al., 2007; Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000; Potts & 

Sanchez, 1994).  This is supported by empirical evidence demonstrating that children of 

mothers with lower well-being watch more television (Bank et al., 2012; Bickham et al., 2003; 

Conners et al., 2007; Thompson & Christakis, 2007). 

Based on these assumptions, we expect that mothers’ well-being mediates the 

relationship between mothers’ working hours and children’s television time.  Accordingly, we 

will investigate the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Longer maternal working hours positively predict maternal well-

being, which, in turn, negatively predicts children’s television viewing time. 
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Mothers’ Parenting Time Pressure and Well-Being and Children’s Television Exposure 

Mothers’ working hours may relate to children’s television viewing in another way as 

well.  The relationship between mothers’ working hours and well-being (Moen et al., 1995), 

which is associated with children’s television time (Bank et al., 2012), as explained above, may 

be partially mediated by parenting time pressure.  According to the stress process model 

(Pearlin, 1989), stressors, such as role demands, are related to stress outcomes, such as anxiety 

and depression.  In this respect, research has found an association of feelings of time pressure 

with depression (Roxburgh, 2012).  Applying the notions of the stress process model to the 

current study, long working hours (primary stressor) may create parenting time pressure 

(secondary stressor), which may result in lower well-being (stress outcome).  Research has 

supported this assumption by demonstrating that working longer hours creates parenting time 

pressure and, consequently, decreases mothers’ well-being (Roxburgh, 2012).  Therefore, we 

expect that parenting time pressure partially mediates the relationship between mothers’ 

working hours and their mental well-being, which, in turn, negatively predicts children’s 

television time.  Hence, we hypothesize as follows: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Longer maternal working hours positively predict parenting time 

pressure, which negatively predicts maternal well-being, which, in turn, negatively 

predicts children’s television viewing time. 

 

Alternative Models for Understanding Children’s Television Exposure 

In order to investigate whether the life logistics model withstands controls for factors 

that have traditionally been emphasized in the literature and are known to be associated with 

children’s television exposure, the present study will investigate two alternative models. 

The first alternative model will include mothers’ television attitudes, in particular 

mothers’ attitudes toward the educational value of television, because attitudes are a major 

recurring factor that contributes to children’s television viewing.  Research has demonstrated 

that maternal attitudes toward television predict children’s television use, showing that children 

of parents with more positive views of television watch more television (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; 

Vandewater et al., 2005).  Therefore, the following research question is posited: 

Research Question 1 (RQ1):  Do the hypothesized relationships between mothers’ life 

logistics and children’s television viewing remain significant when attitudes are 

included in the life logistics model? 
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The second alternative model will include mothers’ television viewing, because it may 

1) predict children’s television viewing, because parents are important role models for their 

children’s television viewing (Bleakley, Jordan, & Hennessy, 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 2006); 

and 2) mediate the relationship of mothers’ parenting time pressure and well-being with 

children’s television viewing (Conners et al., 2007), because adults experiencing stress 

(Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, & Jacobvitz, 1996) and low well-being (Sidney et al., 1996) watch 

more television.  In this line, we expect that mothers with low well-being and with parenting 

time pressure watch more television.  Subsequently, because children’s television viewing is 

influenced by parental modeling (Bickham et al., 2003; Bleakley et al., 2013; Rideout & 

Hamel, 2006), we expect that children watch more television when their mothers watch high 

amounts of television.  Thus, mothers’ stress and well-being may influence their own television 

exposure, thereby influencing their children’s television exposure (Conners et al., 2007).  The 

present study will test these assumptions in the following research question: 

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Do the hypothesized relationships between mothers’ life 

logistics and children’s television viewing remain significant when mothers’ 

television viewing time is included in the life logistics model? 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected as part of the Child Activities Research (Care), a larger research 

project investigating young children’s television use.  The current chapter employs two-wave 

panel data from mothers of one- to four-year-old children.  At baseline, public and private 

daycare centers and kindergartens in various regions in Belgium were randomly selected.  After 

the daycare administrators and school principals granted the investigators permission, mothers 

were given a questionnaire, an informational letter, and a consent form.  Mothers were 

guaranteed that participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous, and were invited to 

complete the questionnaire at home.  When mothers had two or more children, they were 

instructed to think about the child who would have the next birthday, so that mothers only 

responded with regards to one child (next-birthday method; Salmon & Nichols, 1983).  Mothers 

returned their completed questionnaires in sealed envelopes to the daycare center or 

kindergarten, where the questionnaires were collected by research assistants.  Mothers provided 

consent to participate by completing and signing consent forms.   
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A follow-up survey was administered after six months.  Mothers who had provided their 

e-mail address were sent an online survey and two reminders (Total Design Method; Dillman, 

1978).  Mothers who had not provided an e-mail address were sent a paper questionnaire and 

a stamped return envelope at their home address.  A six-month interval between waves was 

chosen because six-month lags are statistically more powerful in detecting effects regarding 

processes in the family, compared with shorter time intervals (Cox et al., 1987).  Also, scholars 

have argued that well-being is a more powerful predictor in longer time intervals, because it 

reflects a more permanent and stable state over time (Derdikman-Eiron, Hjemdal, Lydersen, 

Bratberg, & Indredavik, 2013).   

A total sample of 691 mothers completed the first questionnaire (Wave 1), and 404 

mothers (58.47%) completed the follow-up questionnaire (Wave 2).  Mothers who completed 

both questionnaires were 32.85 years old, on average (SD = 3.90) at the first wave of the study.  

Mothers in the sample were predominantly White (99%), which is representative of the 

relatively homogeneous White, Belgian society (Child and Family, 2012).  Almost twenty 

percent completed high school (19.3%), 46.3% had finished college, and 33.3% had a graduate 

degree.  Children were two years old, on average (M = 2.15, SD = 0.78).  Forty-seven percent 

of the children were boys (47.3%), 52.7% were girls.  Most children lived in two-parent 

biological families (96.4%) and 38.6% were only children. 

According to a χ²-test, mothers of girls (61.1%) and mothers of boys (58.4%) were 

equally likely to complete both questionnaires, χ² (1) = .51, p = .47.  A multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) using Pillai’s Trace revealed significant differences at Wave 1 between 

respondents and non-respondents of Wave 2 (V= .03, F(5, 621) = 3.58, p < .01, ηp² = .03).  Tests 

of between-subjects effects indicated that children of mothers participating in only the first 

wave were older (M = 28.61, SD = 9.87) than children of mothers completing both waves (M 

= 25.99, SD = 9.43), F(1, 625) = 11.15, p < .01, ηp² = .018.  In addition, the children of mothers 

participating in only the first wave watched more television (M = 6.96, SD = 6.04) than the 

children of mothers who participated in both waves (M = 5.67, SD = 5.37), F(1, 625) = 7.82, p 

< .01, ηp² = .01.  No further significant differences were found. 

 

Measures 

Mothers’ working hours.  Following previous studies (Huston & Rosenkrantz 

Aronson, 2005; Roxburgh, 2012), the mothers were asked to report the number of hours of paid 

work they completed per week (Wave 1).   
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Mothers’ parenting time pressure.  To measure mothers’ feelings of time pressure 

related to parenting (Wave 1), Roxburgh’s (2006) Parenting Time Pressure scale was used.  The 

scale consists of three items (e.g., “You often feel rushed when you’re with your child(ren)”).  

Response options ranged from (almost) never (1) to (almost) always (6).  The reliability of the 

scale (Cronbach’s α = .69, M = 2.43, SD = 0.71) was slightly higher than in the original study 

(.67; Roxburgh, 2006).  Higher scores indicate more time pressure. 

Mothers’ well-being.  The Mental Health Inventory (MHI-5; Berwick et al., 1991), a 

scale employed in previous research on maternal mental health and children’s television 

viewing (Thompson & Christakis, 2007) that has been found to be a reliable screening 

instrument for mental distress (Rumpf et al., 2001), was used to measure maternal well-being 

(Wave 1).  Mothers were asked to indicate on a six-point scale ranging from (almost) none of 

the time (1) to (almost) all of the time (6) how much of the time during the past month they 

“had been a very nervous person” (reverse coded), “felt calm and peaceful,” “felt downhearted 

and blue” (reverse coded), “felt so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer them up” 

(reverse coded), and “had been a happy person” (Cronbach’s α = .85, M = 22.68, SD = 3.57).  

Lower scores indicate poorer mental well-being.  Prior research has identified a score of 21 or 

less as a cutoff point for having mental distress (Rumpf, Meyer, Hapke, & John, 2001).  

Individuals with scores of 21 or lower can be identified as being at high risk for mood disorders.

 Children’s television viewing time.  Children’s television viewing time (Wave 2) was 

measured using timelines, a procedure that has been used successfully in prior research (e.g., 

Eggermont, 2006; Van den Bulck, 2006; Van den Bulck & Hofman, 2009).  Three timelines 

ranging from 6 A.M. until 5 A.M. the next day were presented.  Each hour was divided into 

four checkboxes, each representing 15 minutes.  Each timeline thus consisted of 96 checkboxes 

(24 hours x 4 checkboxes).  Mothers were instructed to indicate when their child watches 

television on a typical Monday, Tuesday, Thursday or Friday (Timeline 1), a typical Wednesday 

(Timeline 2), and a typical Saturday and Sunday (Timeline 3) by marking all corresponding 

checkboxes.  Watching television was defined as instances in which the child watches 

television, a video or DVD.  Wednesday was singled out because in Belgium children are out 

of school on Wednesday afternoons, which typically creates extra opportunities for children to 

watch television, videos, or DVDs.  Television viewing time was calculated by summing across 

the marked checkboxes per timeline.  We divided the total sum by four, to convert these 

estimates into hours.  Estimates of weekly television viewing time in hours were calculated by 

multiplying the weekday viewing hours (Timeline 1) by four and adding the result to the 
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number of hours reported for Wednesday (Timeline 2) and Saturday and Sunday (Timeline 3) 

(M = 5.71, SD = 5.44). 

Mothers’ television viewing time.  Mothers’ television viewing time was measured 

using the same procedure as for children’s television viewing time.  Mothers were instructed 

to indicate on timelines when they usually watch television, videos, or DVDs, by marking the 

corresponding checkboxes.  Television viewing time per timeline was calculated by summing 

across the marked checkboxes.  To convert these estimates into hours, we divided this sum by 

four.  Estimates of weekly television viewing time in hours were calculated by multiplying the 

weekday viewing hours (Timeline 1) by four and adding the result to the number of hours 

reported for Wednesday (Timeline 2) and Saturday and Sunday (Timeline 3).   

Mothers’ attitudes toward television.  Following previous measures of parental 

attitudes toward the educational value of television (Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et 

al., 2005), mothers were asked to indicate whether television mostly helps children’s learning, 

using three items (e.g., “Do you think that watching television is beneficial for children’s 

education?”).  Response options ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) 

(Cronbach’s α = .75, M = 3.13, SD = .55).  Higher scores reflect a more positive attitude toward 

television. 

Control variables.  Mothers reported their highest level of education, their child’s age, 

and the number of children in their family.  Based on prior research (Barr, Danziger, et al., 

2010; Bickham et al., 2003; Certain & Kahn, 2002) and on bivariate analyses showing 

significant correlations between the control variables and factors of our hypothesized model, 

these variables were controlled for by including paths from mothers’ educational level to 

mothers’ working hours, well-being and children’s television time, as well as from the number 

of children to mothers’ parenting time pressure and children’s television time, and from 

children’s age to children’s television time.  In addition, we controlled for television viewing 

time measured at Wave 1 by including a path from television viewing time at Wave 1 to 

television viewing time at Wave 2. 

 

Analysis 

To evaluate the proposed models, structural equation modeling was applied using 

AmosTM (Arbuckle, 2010).  The two-step approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988) was used.  In 

the first step, the measurement part of the model was estimated using Confirmatory Factor 

Analysis (CFA).  In the second step, the structural part of the model was estimated.  The 
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goodness of fit of the models was determined using the ratio of chi-square to degrees of 

freedom (χ²/df), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Root-Mean-Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA), the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), and the Adjusted Goodness of Fit 

Index (AGFI).  Indirect effects were computed by calculating the product of the relevant 

indirect standardized path coefficients, as outlined by Cohen and Cohen (1983).  To examine 

the significance levels of the indirect effects, Sobel’s approximate significance test (Sobel, 

1982) was used (Kline, 2011).  Following the procedure used by Teo (2013), we compared the 

life logistics model with the alternative models by computing the Akaike information criterion 

(AIC; Akaike, 1987), the Bayesian information criterion (BIC; Raftery, 1995), and the expected 

cross-validation index (ECVI; Browne & Cudeck, 1993) and by calculating the AIC difference 

(∆AICi = AICi – AICmin ; Burnham & Anderson, 2002) and BIC difference (∆BICi = BICi – 

BICmin; Raftery, 1995). 

 

Results 

At baseline, the mothers worked an average of 29.39 hours per week (SD = 12.57).  This 

average is comparable (t(390) = -.69, p = .49) to the average weekly work hours of mothers 

with young children in Belgium reported in previous research (Abendroth, van der Lippe, & 

Maas, 2012).  One-tenth of the mothers did not engage in paid employment (10%), which is 

representative of the overall population of Belgian mothers with young children  (10.75%; 

Child and Family, 2012).  Most mothers agreed that they have time to enjoy their child (76.1%).  

However, one-fourth of the mothers (24.4%) agreed that they worry about having sufficient 

time to care for their child, and approximately one in six mothers (15.4%) agreed that they feel 

rushed when they are with their child.  The mothers’ well-being could be conceived as moderate 

because the mean level of mental well-being was slightly above the cutoff point of being at risk 

for mood disorders (M = 22.68, SD = 3.57).  On a weekly basis, children spent six hours, on 

average, watching television (M = 5.71, SD = 5.44).  The zero-order correlation matrix of all 

key variables of interest and control variables is provided in Table 1. 
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Table 1 Zero-order correlations 

  

Mothers’ 

Working 

Hours  

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Parenting 

Time 

Pressure 

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Well-

Being 

W1 

 

 

Children’s 

Age 

W1 

 

 

Mothers’ 

Education 

W1 

 

Number 

of 

Children 

in Family  

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Attitudes 

Toward 

Television  

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W1 

 

Children’s 

Television 

Viewing 

Time W1 

 

Children’s 

Television 

Viewing 

Time W2 

Mothers’ Working Hours W1 1 .12* .08 -.08 .16** -.08 -.09+ -.07 -.09+ -.11+ 

Mothers’ Parenting Time Pressure W1  1 -.36*** .02 .01 .13** -.00 -.06 -.03 -.02 

Mothers’ Well-Being W1   1 -.06 .13* -.03 -.03 .05 -.03 -.13* 

Children’s Age W1    1 -.09+ .16*** -.08 -.03 .40*** .25*** 

Mothers’ Education W1     1 -.01 -.06 -.28*** -.32*** -.32*** 

Number of Children in Family W1      1 .05 -.13* .02 -.04 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward Television W1       1 .07 .15** .15** 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time W1        1 .34*** .27*** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W1         1 .70*** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W2          1 

Note. +p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Testing the Life Logistics Model 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) showed that the measurement model yielded a 

good fit (χ² (14) = 32.67, χ²/df = 2.33, p < .01, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06, GFI = .98, AGFI 

= .95).  Structural equation modeling showed that the life logistics model (controlling for 

mothers’ education, number of children, children’s age and television viewing at Wave 1) 

yielded a good fit (χ² (61) = 114.62, χ²/df = 1.88, p < .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .05, GFI = .96, 

AGFI = .93).  As shown in Figure 2, mothers’ working hours positively predicted parenting 

time pressure (β = .15, B = .01, SE = .00, p < .01), indicating that working longer hours was 

associated with an increase in time pressure during parenting.  However, mothers’ parenting 

time pressure did not predict children’s television viewing (β = -.07, B = -.50, SE = .39, p = .20).  

Thus, H1, which predicted that longer working hours increase children’s television viewing 

through mothers’ parenting time pressure, was not supported. 

Mothers’ working hours marginally significantly increased their well-being (β = .09, B 

= .00, SE = .00, p < .10).  When mothers worked longer hours, they reported better mental well-

being.  Mothers’ well-being negatively predicted children’s television time (β = -.16, B = -1.72, 

SE = .49, p < .001) when controlling for children’s age, number of children in the family, 

mothers’ education and children’s television time at Wave 1.  As we expected, the better 

mothers’ well-being was, the less television children watched.  Mediation tests indicated that 

well-being marginally significantly mediated the relationship between mothers’ working hours 

and children’s television viewing (-.01 = .09 x -.16; z = -1.74, p < .10).  This indicates that 

children watched less television when their mothers worked longer because the longer working 

hours improved their mothers’ well-being.  Thus, weak support was found for H2. 

Finally, H3 was supported, since an increase in mothers’ working hours was associated 

with an increase in parenting time pressure (β = .15, B = .01, SE = .00, p < .01), and, 

subsequently, with lower well-being (β = -.49, B = -.35, SE = .06, p < .001), which resulted in 

an increase in the time children spent watching television (β = -.16, B = -1.72, SE = .49, p 

< .001).  Thus, mothers’ working hours predicted children’s television viewing time through 

parenting time pressure and well-being, when controlling for mothers’ education, number of 

children, children’s age and television time at Wave 1.  Mediation tests revealed that parenting 

time pressure significantly mediated the relationship between working hours and well-being 

(-.07 = .15 x -.49; z = -2.65, p < .01) and that mothers’ well-being significantly mediated the 

relationship between mothers’ parenting time pressure and children’s television viewing (.08 = 

-.49 x -.16; z = 2.98, p < .01). 



 

95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analyses further showed that children’s television viewing at Wave 1 positively 

predicted children’s television viewing at Wave 2 (β = .67, B = .68, SE = .04, p < .001) and that 

mothers’ education negatively predicted children’s television time (β = -.09, B = -.65, SE = .27, 

p < .05).  The number of children in a family did not predict children’s television time (β = 

-.05, B = -.37, SE = .28, p = .18), nor did children’s age (β = -.02, B = -.01, SE = .02, p = .66).  

Overall, the predictors in the model collectively explained 51% of the variance in children’s 

television viewing (R² = .51). 

In addition, we investigated a potential unmediated relationship between mothers’ 

working hours and children’s television viewing and the possibility of a reverse relationship 

between children’s television viewing and mothers’ well-being.  First, analyses showed that, in 

a simple structural equation model including only mothers’ working hours and children’s 

television viewing, a direct relationship was found, showing that the more mothers worked, the 

less television children watched (β = -.11, B = -.05, SE = .02, p < .05).  However, in the life 

logistics model, no direct relationship was found between mothers’ working hours and 

children’s TV time (β = -.03, B = -.01, SE = .02, p = .49), indicating that mothers’ parenting 

time pressure and well-being mediated the relationship.  Second, analyses showed that mothers’ 

well-being at Wave 2 was not associated with children’s television viewing at Wave 1 (β = -.03, 

B = -.00, SE = .01, p = .55), indicating that the relationship was not reciprocal. 

Mothers’  

Well-Being 

W1 

Mothers’ Parenting 

Time Pressure 

W1 

.09+ 

.15** 

-.49*** 

-.16*** 

-.07 

Mothers’ 

Working Hours 

W1 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time  

W2 

 

Figure 2. Observed life logistics model 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant 

paths. Ovals represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, 

observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 

+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Testing Alternative Models 

As shown in Figure 3, the alternative model that included mothers’ attitudes toward 

television (RQ1) yielded a good fit (χ² (101) = 174.46, χ²/df = 1.73, p < .001, CFI = .96, RMSEA 

= .04, GFI = .95, AGFI = .93).  The significant paths of the life logistics model remained 

significant when controlling for mothers’ television attitudes.  Moreover, mothers’ attitudes did 

not predict children’s television viewing time (β = .06, B = .65, SE = .46, p = .16).  As shown 

in Table 2, adding mothers’ television attitudes to the life logistics model did not improve the 

fit.  The AIC- and BIC-differences (Raftery, 1995) provided very strong evidence favoring the 

life logistics model over the alternative model including mothers’ attitudes (∆AICi = 278.46 – 

202.62 = 75.84; ∆BICi = 486.02 – 378.25 = 107.77).  The predictors in this model collectively 

explained 52% of the variance in television viewing (R² = .52). 

As shown in Figure 4, the model that included mothers’ television viewing time as a 

mediator between mothers’ parenting time pressure and well-being and children’s television 

viewing time (RQ2) yielded a good fit (χ² (70) = 127.93, χ²/df = 1.83, p < .001, CFI = .94, 

RMSEA = .06, GFI = .95, AGFI = .91).  The significant paths of the life logistics model 

remained significant when mothers’ television viewing time was added to the model.  However, 

adding mothers’ television time to the life logistics model did not improve the fit (Table 2).  

Very strong evidence was found favoring the life logistics model over the model including 

mothers’ television time (∆AICi = 265.00 – 202.62 = 25.31; ∆BICi = 452.60 – 378.25 = 74.35).  

The analyses indicated that mothers’ television use was not predicted by their well-being (β 

= .05, B = .81, SE = 1.03, p = .43), or parenting time pressure (β = -.06, B = -.71, SE = .83, p 

= .39), and that mothers’ television time did not predict children’s television time (β = .02, B 

= .01, SE = .02, p = .61).  Thus, mothers’ television use did not explain the relationship between 

mothers’ well-being and children’s television exposure.  Overall, the predictors in this model 

collectively explained 51% of the variance in children’s television viewing (R² = .51). 

To explore the marginally significant and positive relationship between mothers’ 

working hours and well-being more deeply, we examined whether the relationship was 

curvilinear, by inserting the polynomial of working hours in our model (Kline, 2011).  In order 

to solve possible collinearity problems, we created a residualized squared term using 

orthogonalization (Little, 2013; Little, Bovaird, & Widaman, 2006) by regressing the squared 

term on the main variable.  The model yielded a good fit (χ² (74) = 129.35, χ²/df = 1.75, p 

< .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04, GFI = .96, AGFI = .93).  The squared working hours term 

marginally significantly predicted mothers’ well-being in a positive way (β = .09, B = .00, SE 
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= .00, p < .10), reflecting a U-shaped relationship, indicating that well-being is lowest for 

mothers with mean working hours and highest for mothers with low and high working hours.  

The significant paths of the life logistics model remained significant.  However, the model did 

not perform better than the main life logistics model (∆AICi = 221.35 – 202.62 = 18.73; ∆BICi 

= 404.95 – 378.25 = 26.70). 

Finally, to complement our findings, we also tested an integrative life logistics model 

that encompasses the life logistics model and mothers’ attitudes toward television, mothers’ 

television viewing time, and the curvilinear relationship between working hours and well-

being.  This integrative model resulted in a good fit (χ² (130) = 209.84, χ²/df = 1.61, p < .001, 

CFI = .96, RMSEA = .04, GFI = .95, AGFI = .92).  However, there was strong evidence that 

the integrative model did not perform better than the basic life logistics model (∆AICi = 329.84 

– 202.62 = 127.22; ∆BICi = 569.33 – 378.25 = 191.08). 
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Mothers’  

Well-Being 

W1 

Mothers’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

Mothers’ Parenting 
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-.16*** 
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Figure 3. Observed life logistics model including mothers’ attitudes toward television 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant 

paths. Ovals represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, 

observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 

+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Figure 4. Observed life logistics model including mothers’ television viewing time 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Dashed lines represent insignificant 

paths. Ovals represent latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, 

observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 

+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 2 Fit indices and model comparison for the life logistics model and four alternative models 

Model CFI RMSEA GFI AGFI AIC Rank BIC Rank ECVI Rank 

1. Life Logistics Model .97 .05 .96 .93 202.62 1 378.25 1 0.51 1 

2. Life Logistics Model Including 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward Television 
.96 .04 .95 .93 278.46 4 486.02 4 0.70 4 

3. Life Logistics Model Including 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time .94 .06 .95 .91 265.00 3 452.60 3 0.66 3 

4. Life Logistics Model  Including 

Curvilinear Relationship .97 .04 .96 .93 221.35 2 404.95 2 0.56 2 

5. Integrative Life Logistics Model .96 .04 .95 .92 329.84 5 569.33 5 0.83 5 

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion (Akaike, 1987); BIC = Bayesian information criterion (Raftery, 1995); CFI = comparative fit index; ECVI = 

Expected cross-validation index (Browne & Cudeck, 1993); GFI = goodness-of-fit index; AGFI = adjusted goodness-of-fit index; RMSEA = root mean 

square error of approximation 

Rank indicates the order of the size of the AIC-, BIC-, and ECVI-values (1 = smallest value and 5 = highest value) 
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Discussion 

This study investigated the associations between structural family circumstances and 

children’s television viewing time, using a two-wave panel survey.  Adopting a life logistics 

perspective and building upon insights from the stress process model (Pearlin, 1989), border 

theory (Clark, 2000), and time conflict theory (Eby et al., 2005; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), 

this study sought to contribute to the existing body of knowledge on young children’s television 

use.  As an answer to scholars’ (e.g., Anand & Krosnick, 2005; Christakis, Ebel, Rivara, & 

Zimmerman, 2004; Thompson & Christakis, 2007) call to examine the reasons why parents 

allow their children to watch television, this study showed that structural family circumstances, 

particularly mothers’ working hours, parenting time pressure, and well-being, are important 

determinants of children’s television use.  The findings highlight the importance of adopting a 

life logistics perspective on children’s television use and offer several distinct contributions to 

the literature. 

The relationship between mothers’ working hours and children’s television time arises 

from two different processes.  First, to the extent that work and family demands do not conflict, 

children’s television viewing does not increase.  Although mothers’ working hours only 

marginally predicted their well-being, the findings suggest that being employed has a positive 

impact on mothers’ well-being, which, consequently, decreases children’s television time.  In 

this sense, our study supports the role-enhancement perspective (Moen et al., 1995), which 

starts form the premise that people who are employed have more social contact, more resources, 

increased self-fulfillment, and other benefits that improve one’s well-being.  Additional 

analyses found a trend towards a U-shaped curve for the relationship between mothers’ working 

hours and well-being, suggesting that mothers with lower and higher than average working 

hours have better well-being.   

Second, also a contrasting process was found to explain the relationship between 

mothers’ working hours and children’s television time.  The findings indicate that when work 

and family demands conflict, children’s television use increases.  More specifically, children’s 

television viewing increases because, in line with time conflict theory (Eby et al., 2005; 

Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) and studies in support of a role-overload hypothesis (Goode, 1960; 

Moen et al., 1995), working longer hours increases mothers’ parenting time pressures and, 

consequently, causes mental distress.  Our findings thus indicate that when mothers’ work 

demands conflict with their parenting demands, children tend to watch more television. 
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Our life logistics model showed that mothers’ well-being is a fundamental mechanism 

in the chain of events linking mothers’ working hours with children’s television use.  The fact 

that children watch more television when their mothers have lower well-being confirms the 

results of previous research (Thompson & Christakis, 2007).  However, compared with other 

studies, the mothers in our study appeared to have relatively low well-being.  According to the 

cutoff point used to identify mothers at risk for mood disorders (Rumpf et al., 2001), more than 

one-third of the mothers (35.4%) we studied could be considered to have mental distress.  This 

proportion is significantly higher (χ² (1) = 54.12, p < .001) than the proportion reported in a 

previous study of young children’s television viewing using Berwick et al.’s (1991) Mental 

Health Inventory, in which 21% of the mothers was identified as having mental distress 

(Thompson & Christakis, 2007), but significantly lower (χ² (1) = 7.686, p < .01) than the 

percentage of 42% reported by Olson & DiBrigida (1994). 

The fact that one third of the mothers in our study has mental distress is of particular 

concern considering that a substantial proportion of children potentially watch high amounts 

of television because of their mothers’ mood disorders.  This highlights the importance of 

investigating mothers’ life circumstances to understand children’s television use and the 

relevance of maternal well-being to identify children who watch high amounts of television.  

Further research is also needed to determine whether watching more television because a parent 

suffers mental illness is necessarily unfavorable.  Consistent with what Thompson and 

Christakis (2007) have argued, it is plausible that watching television, given that it is high-

quality content, is more stimulating for a child than interacting with a parent who experiences 

mental distress.  Watching television may offset the negative impact of parental distress on 

children’s social and cognitive development. 

The findings of the present study are of theoretical importance.  This study contributes 

to the existing literature by showing that a life logistics approach is a promising direction for 

research investigating children’s television use.  For instance, media effects research may 

benefit greatly from adopting a life logistics perspective because structural family circumstance 

factors may explain why some children are more influenced by television than others.  Mothers’ 

working hours and time pressures may be moderators that help identify children at particular 

risk for the impact of television viewing and may explain children’s differential susceptibility 

to television effects (see Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).  The impact of television on children’s 

social, cognitive, and physical outcomes (e.g., Dennison & Edmunds, 2008; Thompson & 

Christakis, 2005; Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007) may be different for children who watch 
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television because they themselves take the initiative to watch compared with children who 

watch television due to parents’ structural life circumstances, for instance because parents try 

to entertain or occupy their child by allowing him/her to watch television when parents feel 

time pressured or experience mental distress. 

In this respect, future research should also consider the impact of other family 

circumstances and other work characteristics.  For instance, studies have demonstrated that 

nonstandard work schedules are associated with lower involvement in family activities 

(Presser, 2000) and less cognitively stimulating parent-child interaction (Gassman-Pines, 

2011), which may encourage children to watch more television.  Also, future research would 

benefit from exploring additional factors that are linked to levels of child television viewing, 

such that we increase the empirical validation for the factors tested in this study, which have 

been tested in a relatively narrow model. 

This study provided a robust test of the life logistics model.  Our model withstood 

critical examination, providing evidence that the impact of structural family circumstances on 

children’s television exposure persists over time, even when controlling for children’s baseline 

television viewing and variables that have previously been shown to be strong predictors of 

children’s television use.  Compared to mothers’ attitudes about the educational value of 

television for children, mothers’ structural life circumstances have a stronger influence on 

children’s television use.  Mothers’ television attitudes did relate to children’s television 

viewing, but not when they were included in the life logistics model.  This indicates that 

mothers’ life logistics outweigh their attitudes toward the educational value of television as 

predictors of children’s television viewing time.  

It is important to note, however, that whereas the amount of television exposure is 

primarily predicted by life logistics, the content that children watch may be primarily under 

attitudinal control.  In this respect, research showed that although parental attitudes toward 

television did not predict the time children spent watching television, they did predict the 

content (Barr, Danziger, et al., 2010).  Also, studies have indicated that attitudes about 

television are strong predictors of parental mediation of children’s television viewing 

(Nathanson, 2001; Warren, 2005). 

Although mothers’ television use correlated significantly with children’s television 

exposure (r = .27, p < .001), parental modeling of television viewing did not play a role in 

children’s viewing when it was integrated in the life logistics model.  The assumption that 

mothers with low well-being would watch more television, thereby modeling the television 
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behavior for their children so that their children would watch more television, as suggested by 

others (Conners et al., 2007), was not supported in this study.  One explanation may be that 

mothers may do much of their viewing late at night, after having taken care of the children, 

when the children can no longer observe it such that parental modeling cannot take place.  This 

is possible as mothers’ television viewing is influenced by structural factors as well.  For 

instance, working mothers may have less time for viewing (Hochschild & Machung, 2012; 

Juster & Stafford, 1985).   

Clearly, research is needed to further disentangle the relationship between maternal 

well-being and children’s television use.  For instance, it is possible that watching television 

displaces mother-child interactions because depressed mothers have poorer parenting abilities 

(Downey & Coyne, 1990) and exhibit fewer interactions with their children (Lovejoy et al., 

2000).  In this view, scholars have argued that depressed mothers may rely more heavily on 

television as an electronic babysitter (Conners et al., 2007).  Also, research is needed that 

investigates whether young children are socialized to use television to entertain themselves as 

a way to cope with stress.  In this respect, research among older children already showed that 

they frequently watch television to cope with stress (Chen & Kennedy, 2005). 

The longitudinal design of our study showed that the relations in the life logistics model 

hold longitudinally, even while controlling for children’s baseline television viewing, thereby 

documenting changes in children’s television viewing over time.  Further, the two-wave design 

also allowed us to establish the temporal order of the relations (Kline, 2011), showing that 

mothers’ structural circumstances predict children’s television viewing, but not vice versa.  In 

this sense, our study moves beyond cross-sectional research by complying with the temporal 

precedence condition of causal order (Kline, 2011).  Following other scholars (Krosnick et al., 

2003; Lee et al., 2009), we encourage more research to investigate longitudinal relationships 

when examining predictors of children’s television viewing. 

The present study is also of practical importance.  The findings indicate that mothers’ 

life logistics make it challenging to monitor young children’s television use.  Because mothers’ 

structural life circumstances are associated with increased television viewing among children 

when it creates mental distress, future interventions aimed at reducing children’s television 

time should target mothers’ life logistics.  We agree with Thompson and Christakis (2007) that 

health practitioners should screen for maternal mental distress.  Policy makers should provide 

opportunities for families that create a healthy work-family balance so that parents are able to 

better attend to the needs of their children and limit children’s television viewing time. 
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It is important to note that the data for this study were collected in Belgium, a Western 

European country.  Whereas studies of children’s television viewing primarily use data 

collected in U.S samples (e.g., Bank et al., 2012; Bickham et al., 2003; Conners et al., 2007; 

Thompson & Christakis, 2007; Warren, 2005), this study adds a European perspective to the 

literature by using data collected in a European, non-U.S. sample.  However, while the average 

working hours are representative of Belgian mothers with young children and comparable to 

the average reported by European employed mothers (Abendroth et al., 2012), they are 

relatively low compared with the average working hours of U.S. mothers (e.g., Roxburgh, 

2006).  Also, children’s television exposure tends to be higher in U.S. samples (e.g., Barr, 

Lauricella, Zack, & Calvert, 2010; Bickham et al., 2003; Thompson & Christakis, 2007) than 

in our sample and other  European samples (e.g., Kourlaba et al., 2009; van Stralen et al., 2012).  

Future studies should therefore investigate whether U.S. mothers’ life logistics would have a 

stronger impact.  The higher working hours and higher viewing time suggest that the life 

logistics model might be more powerful in a U.S. context. 

Further, some selection bias might be inherent to the recruitment procedure of this 

study, in which children were recruited from daycare centers and kindergarten.  People with 

different backgrounds, either ethnic, social or other, might have different approaches to child 

raising and the use of child care provision.  It might be possible that people with a particular 

background are more likely to use kindergarten and daycare centers.  Therefore, White 

respondents are over-represented in our study as well as working mothers.  In order to increase 

our understanding of the relationships examined in this study, more research is needed in 

samples with different ethnic, social and other backgrounds.   

Also, research should look at fathers’ role and investigate the role of fathers’ structural 

circumstances.  In order to increase the validity of the life logistics model, studies should test 

the model in samples of fathers and people from different ethnic, cultural and social 

backgrounds.  Further, other socioeconomic factors should be included in future studies.  For 

instance, while mothers’ educational level was used as an indicator of the socioeconomic status 

and controlled for in our study, other studies might also include other socioeconomic factors as 

a control variable, such as parents’ income. 

It should also be noted that the parenting time pressure scale used in this study had a 

relatively low reliability.  However, the Cronbach’s alpha (.69) was slightly below the generally 

accepted level of .70 (Shelby, 2011) and even slightly higher than in the original study (.67; 

Roxburgh, 2006).  Moreover, lower alphas are less of a problem with scales that encompass 
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fewer items (Cortina, 1993).  Little (2013) argues that underdeveloped measures are allowed if 

the theoretical propositions being tested are worthy of analysis.  Future research may improve 

the parenting time pressure scale and consequently improve the quality of the structural family 

circumstance factors included in the life logistics model. 

Also, future studies should look at the predictive value of other attitude dimensions in 

the life logistics model.  The attitudes toward television measure used in our study asked only 

about the educational value of television for children and may therefore not sufficiently test 

mothers’ attitudes toward television as a mediator in the life logistics model.  This is not a 

global attitude construct, which would tap into other relevant dimensions of attitude as well, as 

it is a multidimensional construct (Warren, 2003).  Thus, while our study shows that the second 

alternative model finds no relationship between the attitude construct and children’s television 

viewing, it is still possible that other dimensions of mothers’ attitudes would be predictive.  For 

instance, parents’ attitudes toward the value of television for parenting (e.g., occupying the 

child so the parent can do household chores, or using television as a reward for good behavior 

or as a punishment for bad behavior) may be more powerful predictors of children’s television 

viewing in our life logistics model.   

 

Conclusion 

This study highlights the importance of adopting a life logistics perspective in research 

investigating children’s television use and offers an important step to advance our empirical 

understanding of the role of structural family circumstances in children’s television viewing.  

The life logistics model revealed important mechanisms linking mothers’ structural life 

circumstances with children’s television use.  Overall, our study indicates that to the extent that 

mothers’ work demands are beneficial for their well-being, children tend to watch less 

television.  However, when mothers’ work demands create parenting time pressure and thereby 

decrease their well-being, children watch more television. 

Children’s television exposure seems to be primarily determined by structural family 

circumstances and not so much by mothers’ television attitudes or modeling of television use 

when integrated in the life logistics model.  It is possible that the impact of parents’ attitudes 

and television use observed in prior research (e.g., Barr, Danziger, et al., 2010; Bleakley et al., 

2013; Vandewater et al., 2005) may be confounded by life logistics not investigated in previous 

studies.  Continued research is needed on the role of structural family circumstances and other 

determinants of children’s television exposure.   
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Chapter 4. Understanding Parents’ Use of Television to Soothe Children: The 

Associations Among Child Temperament, Maternal Well-Being, Mothers’ Use of 

Television to Soothe Children, and Children’s Television Viewing4 

 

Abstract 

The study presented in this chapter applies a life logistics perspective on children’s television 

use and investigates the contribution of structural family circumstances to the use of television 

to soothe children.  In particular, the study examines the associations among children’s 

temperament, mothers’ mental well-being, mothers’ motivation for using television to soothe 

their children, and the time children spend watching television.  A survey of 944 mothers of 

one- to five-year-olds was conducted to investigate the relationships.  The findings show that 

mothers of children with temperamental problems and mothers who feel depressed are more 

likely to use television to soothe their children.  Also, children with more temperamental 

problems watch more television.  A significant two-way interaction indicates that children with 

temperamental problems whose mothers have mental distress watch more television than 

children with temperamental problems whose mothers do not have mental distress.  The 

findings emphasize the importance of considering structural family circumstances that 

originate from both the child and the mother to understand why some children watch more 

television than others. 

 

Introduction 

Research on young children’s television use has increased our understanding of the 

amount of television that children watch (Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005) 

and the potential effects this exposure may have on children (Bickham, Wright, & Huston, 

2001; Garrison, Liekweg, & Christakis, 2011; Thakkar, Garrison, & Christakis, 2006).  Yet, 

this research has rarely taken an interdisciplinary perspective that integrates insights from 

communication, sociology, psychology, and family studies to investigate to what extent child 

and parent characteristics predict the frequency of children’s television use (Pinon, Huston, & 

                                                           
4 Based on Beyens, I., & Eggermont, S. (in press).  Dark climates and media use in the family: 

The associations among child temperament, maternal mental well-being, and the 

frequency of mothers’ use of television viewing to soothe their children. In L. N. 

Olson & M. A. Fine (Eds.), Examining the darkness of family communication: The 

harmful, the morally suspect, and the socially inappropriate. Peter Lang Publishing. 
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Wright, 1989).  Nonetheless, such a perspective is needed to understand the motivations behind 

children’s television use, which is required to inform prevention campaigns that aim to reduce 

children’s screen time and the impact of media on children.   

The present study takes an integrative approach to investigate how individual child 

characteristics in conjunction with maternal characteristics drive mothers’ use of television for 

their children.  In particular, the study focuses on the role of television as a potential means for 

mothers to cope with temperamental problems of their children and to cope with their own 

mental distress.  We examine (1) whether mothers of children with difficult temperament rely 

more heavily on television to soothe their children, (2) whether mothers with mental distress 

rely more heavily on television to soothe their children, and (3) to what extent children’s 

temperament and mothers’ mental well-being interact with each other to predict the amount of 

time that children spend watching television. 

 

Children’s Television Viewing in the Family Context 

Media have become an integral part of today’s families.  Families have access to 

multiple platforms and likely spend large amounts of their time using media (Common Sense 

Media, 2013; Nathanson & Fries, 2014; Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005).  For 

instance, studies have shown that families with young children currently have access to a 

variety of screen media, from television, videos and DVDs, to mobile devices such as laptops, 

smartphones and tablet computers (Common Sense Media, 2013; Wartella, Rideout, 

Lauricella, & Connell, 2013).  Among this range of screen media, television is still the most 

popular screen medium in the family system and the most frequently consumed by children 

(Common Sense Media, 2013; Wartella et al., 2013). 

In many families, the television functions as a constant noise, being on in the 

background, whether or not the family members are watching (Common Sense Media, 2013; 

Wartella et al., 2013), or as an electronic babysitter, keeping children occupied when parents 

need a break (Evans, Jordan, & Horner, 2011; Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007; Chapter 1).  

Also, many families have a television set in the child’s bedroom (Common Sense Media, 2013; 

Nathanson & Fries, 2014; Wartella et al., 2013).  Others have described how television has a 

functional role within the family system (Jordan, 1992, 2004; Lull, 1990).  Routines in the 

family system evolve around the family’s television use and parents express their authority by 

controlling television access and content.   
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While research has increased our understanding of the family routines around children’s 

television viewing (e.g., Jordan, 1992, 2004; Lull, 1990), little is understood about the factors 

that drive mothers’ motivations for children’s television viewing (Bryant, 1990; Nathanson, 

2015).  Some studies have described mothers’ motivations for children’s television viewing, 

showing that mothers use television for educational or entertainment reasons, as well as for 

practical reasons (Evans et al., 2011; Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vaala, 2014).  For instance, 

mothers use television to get chores done, to establish a routine for their child, or to keep their 

child safely occupied (Evans et al., 2011; Vaala, 2014; Chapter 1).   

However, knowledge about the extent to which stressful circumstances in the family 

elicit such motivations is scarce.  In particular, knowledge is lacking about the extent to which 

children’s temperamental difficulties and maternal mental distress elicit the use of television to 

soothe children.  Nonetheless, understanding to what extent mothers’ motivations regarding 

children’s television use are prompted by such stressful experiences in the family is important 

to learn which mothers and children and which traits should be targeted in interventions aimed 

at reducing children’s television viewing.   

 

Children’s Temperament and Children’s Television Viewing 

In line with claims that personal dispositions may drive the selection of media use 

(Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Valkenburg et al., in press), research has shown that personality 

traits are driving forces behind a person’s media use (Aubrey et al., 2012; Hall, 2005; Kirzinger, 

Weber, & Johnson, 2012; Langstedt & Atkin, 2013).  In this respect, scholars found that 

personality characteristics such as extraversion and neuroticism predicted individuals’ media 

use and selection of media genres (Aubrey et al., 2012; Hall, 2005; Langstedt & Atkin, 2013; 

Shim & Paul, 2007).  For instance, Langstedt and Atkin (2013) found that while individuals 

who scored high on neuroticism were more motivated to watch television for companionship, 

individuals who scored high on extraversion were less motivated to watch television for 

companionship.  Also, individuals with high levels of extraversion spent less time watching 

television (Langstedt & Atkin, 2013).  In a sample of students, Aubrey and colleagues (2012) 

found that students with high levels of extraversion watched less reality television programs.  

However, students’ level of neuroticism was not associated with reality television exposure. 

Researchers studying the uses and gratifications of media have stated that managing 

emotional states and arousal levels is an important motivation for individuals to use media 

(Beatty, McCroskey, & Valencic, 2001; Kim & Oliver, 2013; Taylor & Friedman, 2015; 
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Zillman & Bryant, 1994).  In this vein, individuals’ temperament has previously been identified 

as a predictor of the motivations behind people’s media use (Sherry, 2001).  For instance, 

research among adults has revealed that temperament predicts adults’ motivations to watch 

television (Sherry, 2001). In particular, Sherry (2001) found that adults’ negative mood, 

behavioral rigidity, and low task orientation predicted their motivation to watch television. 

Indications exist that parents’ motivations behind young children’s television use are 

influenced by children’s temperament as well.  Research has indicated that parents develop 

different parenting strategies to handle their children’s temperamental difficulties (Putnam, 

Sanson, & Rothbart, 2002).  Some studies have shown that parents of children with difficult 

temperaments develop more positive parenting strategies (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006), such as 

greater involvement with their children (Crockenberg, 1986) or showing more warmth (Rubin, 

Hastings, Chen, Stewart, & McNichol, 1998).  Other studies, however, have demonstrated that 

children’s temperamental problems can elicit negative parenting behaviors (Scaramella & 

Leve, 2004), such as lower responsiveness (Hemphill & Sanson, 2000), harsh and strict 

discipline (Katainen, Räikkönen, & Keltikangas-Järvinen, 1997; Kochanska, Friesenborg, 

Lange, & Martel, 2004), or an authoritarian parenting style (Lee et al., 2013).  Children’s 

difficult temperament is thus challenging to parents and often creates problems for managing 

children efficiently (Belsky, 1984; Sanson, Hemphill, & Smart, 2004). 

Although a large body of research has investigated the link between children’s 

temperament and parents’ parenting behavior (e.g., Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; Lee et al., 2013), 

research has not fully addressed the possibility that children’s temperament influences parents’ 

decisions around children’s television use.  It is likely that children’s difficult temperament 

elicits parenting strategies that promote the use of television for children, because studies have 

shown that parents often rely on television in parenting (Evans et al., 2011; Nathanson & 

Manohar, 2012).  One strategy by which parents may try to cope with difficult child 

temperament may be to soothe children by letting them watch television.  For instance, scholars 

have suggested that more active or fussier children may encourage parents to use television to 

entertain their children (Thompson, Adair, & Bentley, 2013).  Also, recent studies showed that 

children with self-regulation problems and children who are more active or fussier watch more 

television (Radesky, Silverstein, Zuckerman, & Christakis, 2014; Thompson et al., 2013).  This 

reasoning suggests that children’s difficult temperament encourages parents to use television 

to soothe their children and increases children’s television viewing.  Therefore, we propose the 

following hypotheses:  
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Hypothesis 1 (H1): Children’s difficult temperament is associated with an increase in 

mothers’ motivations for using television to soothe children 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Children’s difficult temperament is associated with an increase in 

children’s television viewing 

 

Structural Family Circumstances and Children’s Television Viewing 

Scholars have argued that individual level factors, such as personality traits, do not 

affect individuals’ media use in a one-dimensional way (Hall, 2005).  Rather, the impact of 

individual level factors varies according to the social context.  Pinon and colleagues (1989) 

have argued that it is necessary to take into account the social context of children when studying 

how child characteristics predict children’s television use.  If one wants to understand why 

some children watch more television than others, one needs to examine the interaction of 

individual level factors with factors in the family environment (Pinon et al., 1989).  More 

specifically, Sherry (2004) stated that the impact of temperament on decisions around media 

use needs to be examined by looking at interactions with environmental factors.   

From family systems and media studies we know that parenting practices, including 

those relating to children’s television viewing, are affected by both parental and child factors 

(Gingold, Simon, & Schoendorf, 2014; Jordan, 1992, 2004).  Through their parenting practices, 

parents create a reality within the family system that influences how much television their 

children watch (Jordan, 1992; Taras, Sallis, Nader, & Nelson, 1990).  Parents regulate the media 

environment, set television rules, and may encourage or discourage television viewing for their 

children.  Scholars showed that the quality of the home environment (Certain & Kahn, 2002) 

influences parents’ decisions regarding children’s television viewing and how much time 

children spend watching television.  Prior research has confirmed that the circumstances of 

families’ lives predict children’s television use (Chapter 3).  In particular, the findings showed 

that children watch more television when their mothers work longer hours and experience time 

pressure and mental distress. 

 

Mothers’ Mental Well-Being and Children’s Television Viewing 

Mental health problems such as mental distress and depression are highly prevalent 

among mothers with young children (e.g., Burdette, Whitaker, Kahn, & Harvey-Berino, 2003; 

Davé, Petersen, Sherr, & Nazareth, 2010; Giles, Davies, Whitrow, Warin, & Moore, 2011; 

Thompson & Christakis, 2007).  Prevalence rates of depressive symptoms among mothers with 
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young children found in previous studies range from 21% of the mothers in a study of 0- to 3-

year-old children (Thompson & Christakis, 2007), to 30% of the mothers in a study of 3- and 

4-year-old children (Burdette et al., 2003) and 31% of the mothers in a study of two- and three-

year-olds (Giles et al., 2011). 

Mental health problems can have important consequences for the family system 

(Segrin, 2006).  In particular, mental health problems largely affect how family members 

interact with each other within the family system, and, as such, also have an impact on 

parenting behaviors and parent-child interactions (Brown, McBride, Bost, & Shin, 2011; 

Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000; Segrin, 2006).  Scholars have argued that 

mental distress would also influence parents’ decisions regarding children’s television viewing 

(Conners, Tripathi, Clubb, & Bradley, 2007).  Recent studies found evidence for an association 

between mothers’ experience of mental distress and higher amounts of television viewing 

among their children (Bank et al., 2012; Conners et al., 2007; Thompson & Christakis, 2007; 

Chapter 3).  Explanations for this association are that mental distress depletes mothers’ energy 

and motivation to interact with their children, or strengthens mothers’ belief that children may 

benefit more from watching television than from engaging in mother-child interactions (Potts 

& Sanchez, 1994).  As such, there is good reason to expect that mothers with mental distress 

rely more heavily on television to calm children than mothers without mental distress. 

The fact that mothers allow their children to watch more television when mothers have 

mental distress (Bank et al., 2012; Conners et al., 2007; Thompson & Christakis, 2007; Chapter 

3), and the fact that mothers are less likely to interact with their children when mothers have 

mental distress (Potts & Sanchez, 1994; Segrin, 2006), suggest that mothers with mental 

distress are more often motivated than mothers without mental distress to use television for 

their children, in particular when their children are fussy and have to calm down.  Therefore, 

we hypothesize as follows: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Mothers’ mental distress is positively associated with mothers’ 

motivations for using television to soothe children 

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Mothers’ mental distress is associated with an increase in children’s 

television viewing 
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Television to Cope with Children’s Difficult Temperament Under Conditions of Maternal 

Mental Distress 

The effect of temperamental problems on mothers’ decisions regarding children’s 

television viewing may vary according to the conditions in the family system.  The fact that 

some studies did (Sherry, 2001; Thompson et al., 2013) and others (Pagani, Fitzpatrick, Barnett, 

& Dubow, 2010) did not find a relationship between children’s temperament and television use, 

suggest that the relationship is not simple but dependent on other forces within the family. 

Evidence exists that mothers’ mental well-being moderates the impact of children’s 

temperament on mothers’ decisions around television viewing.  Recently, scholars argued that 

more research is needed on the role of parents’ well-being in the relationship between children’s 

temperament and parents’ behavior (Laukkanen, Ojansuu, Tolvanen, Alatupa, & Aunola, 

2014).  More specifically, scholars have suggested that the relationship between children’s 

temperament and parents’ parenting behaviors is moderated by parents’ well-being 

(Mertesacker, Bade, Haverkock, & Pauli-Pott, 2004; Pauli-Pott, Mertesacker, & Bade, 2000).  

Studies have indeed found support for a moderating role of mothers’ well-being in the 

relationship between children’s difficult temperament and mothers’ parenting practices 

(Mertesacker et al., 2004; Pauli-Pott et al., 2000).  For instance, Mertesacker and colleagues 

(2004) found that children’s negative emotionality predicted lower sensitivity only among 

mothers who had depressive symptoms. 

Mothers with poor mental well-being, mental distress or depression may be in a more 

difficult position to deal with children’s temperamental problems.  It is possible that mothers 

who experience mental distress are more prone to use television to soothe children with difficult 

temperament, because they may be more unsuccessful in monitoring children’s television 

viewing, as scholars have noted (Bickham et al., 2003; Conners et al., 2007).  The extent to 

which mothers rely on television for their children to cope with their children’s difficult 

temperament may thus depend on the mothers’ ability to cope with temperamental problems.  

It is likely that mothers with feelings of mental distress are more likely than their non-distressed 

counterparts to rely on television to cope with children’s temperamental problems.  As such, 

children with temperamental problems may watch more television when their mothers have 

mental distress, than when their mothers do not have mental distress.  This reasoning suggests 

the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 5 (H5): The relation between children’s temperament and their television 

viewing is moderated by mothers’ level of mental distress 
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Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected as part of the Child Activities Research (Care), a larger research 

project investigating young children’s television use.  The current chapter employs data of the 

first data collection wave from mothers of children aged one to five years old (M = 37.00 

months old, SD = 17.66; 47.5% boys and 52.5% girls).  Participants were recruited from 47 

public and private day care centers and preschools that were randomly selected in different 

regions in Belgium.  Parents received packages including a questionnaire, an informational 

letter, and a consent form and were invited to complete the questionnaire at home.  Participants 

were guaranteed that participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous, and were offered 

a chance to win a raffle (gift vouchers).  Participants provided consent to participate in the 

study by reading, completing, and signing consent forms and returned their completed 

questionnaires in sealed envelopes to their day care center or preschool. 

A total of 944 mothers participated in the study.  Mothers who had completed the 

questionnaire predominantly identified themselves as Caucasian (99.58%), which is 

representative of the Belgian society (Child and Family, 2012).  The majority of mothers had 

graduate degrees (44.6%) or college graduate degrees (26.7%), one in four held a high school 

degree (25.8%), 1.9% held an elementary school degree, and 1.0% had no degree.  On average, 

mothers had 1.90 children (SD = 0.79). 

 

Measures 

Children’s temperament.  Mothers completed the Emotionality subscale of the EAS 

Temperament Survey (Buss & Plomin, 1984) using a 5-point Likert scale to assess their 

children’s emotionality, a temperament indicator that is described as “the tendency to become 

aroused easily and intensely” (Mathiesen & Tambs, 1999).  This 5-item scale, which includes 

items such as “My child often fusses and cries” and “My child gets upset easily”, has been 

widely validated and used in previous studies (Mathiesen & Tambs, 1999).  Higher scores are 

indicative of more temperamental difficulties (Cronbach’s α = .72, M = 2.75, SD = 0.70). 

Mothers’ mental distress.  The Mental Health Inventory (MHI-5; Berwick et al., 1991) 

was used to measure to what extent the mother was mentally distressed. On a six-point scale 

ranging from (almost) none of the time (1) to (almost) all of the time (6) mothers indicated how 

much of the time during the past month they “had been a very nervous person” (reverse coded), 

“felt calm and peaceful,” “felt downhearted and blue” (reverse coded), “felt so down in the 
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dumps that nothing could cheer them up” (reverse coded), and “had been a happy person” 

(Cronbach’s α = .85, M = 22.57, SD = 3.65).  Lower scores are indicative of poorer mental 

well-being.  A score of 21 has been identified as a cutoff point for having mental distress 

(Rumpf, Meyer, Hapke, & John, 2001):  Mothers scoring 21 or lower were identified as having 

mental distress; mothers with scores of 22 and higher were identified as not having mental 

distress.  In line with prior research (Rumpf et al., 2001; Thompson & Christakis, 2007) that 

has attempted to compare distressed mothers with non-distressed mothers, we dichotomized 

the sample into mothers having mental distress and mothers without mental distress. 

Mothers’ use of television to soothe children.  Mothers reported how often they use 

television when their child is fussy (M = 2.02, SD = 0.92) and how often they use television to 

help their child calm down (M = 1.64, SD = 0.88).  Response options ranged from (almost) 

never (1) to very often (5). 

Children’s television viewing time.  Mothers reported when their child watches 

television on a typical weekday, a typical Wednesday, and a typical weekend day.  Wednesday 

was singled out because children do not attend preschool on Wednesday afternoons in Belgium, 

which typically creates extra opportunities to watch television.  Timelines were presented 

ranging from 6 A.M. until 5 A.M. the next day, each representing the weekday, Wednesday, or 

weekend day.  Each hour on the timeline was divided into four checkboxes of 15 minutes each.  

Mothers were instructed to mark a checkbox when their child was watching television, a video, 

or DVD, during the corresponding 15 minutes. We calculated children’s television viewing 

time by adding up all of the marked checkboxes per timeline.  This sum was then divided by 

four to convert the estimates into hours.  We then calculated weekly television viewing time in 

hours by multiplying the weekday viewing hours by four and adding the result to the number 

of hours reported for Wednesday and the weekend day times two ([weekday hours x 4] + 

[Wednesday hours] + [weekend day hours x 2]).  Children’s mean weekly television viewing 

averaged 8 hours (M = 8.17, SD = 6.00). 

Control Variables.  Mothers reported their education (1 = no degree to 5 = university 

degree), their relationship status (1 = married or cohabitating and 2 = single), the child’s age, 

the number of children in their family, their attitudes toward television (3-item scale, with 

higher scores reflecting more positive attitudes toward television) and the time they spent 

watching television (measured with the same procedure as for the children’s measure). Based 

on prior research (Barr, Danziger, Hilliard, Andolina, & Ruskis, 2010; Bickham et al., 2003; 

Certain & Kahn, 2002), these variables were controlled for in the analyses. 
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Analysis 

First, in order to investigate whether mothers of children with difficult temperament 

(H1) and mothers with mental distress (H3) would more heavily rely on television when their 

child is fussy and when they think that their child has to calm down, we computed χ² tests.   

Second, in order to investigate whether children with difficult temperament (H2) and 

children of mothers with poor well-being (H4) would watch more television, and in order to 

investigate the interaction effect between children’s temperament and mothers’ well-being 

(H5), we conducted hierarchical regression analysis (see Table 1).  Mothers’ education, 

children’s age, the number of children in the family, and mothers’ attitude toward television 

were entered as control variables in the first step of the equation, because prior research has 

shown that these variables are typically associated with children’s television viewing (Barr et 

al., 2010; Bickham et al., 2003; Certain & Kahn, 2002).  In the second step, we entered the 

child’s temperament (centered variable) and mother’s level of mental distress (dichotomized 

variable).  In the third step, we entered the interaction term between the child’s temperament 

and mother’s level of mental distress. 

 

Results 

Television to Cope With Children’s Difficult Temperament 

Our first hypothesis (H1), which stated that mothers of children with difficult 

temperament would be more often motivated to use television when their child is fussy and 

when they want their child to calm down, was confirmed.  First, mothers of children with 

temperamental problems indicated that soothing a fussy child was more often a reason for 

letting their child watch television than for mothers whose children did not have temperamental 

problems (χ² (4) = 23. 96, p < .001).  Almost one in eight mothers of children with difficult 

temperament reported that soothing a fussy child was (very) often a reason for her to let their 

child watch television (12.3%).  For mothers who indicated that temperamental problems were 

not typical/not atypical of their child (3.7%) and for mothers who indicated that their child did 

not experience temperamental problems (2.3%), this was far less a reason.  Second, mothers of 

children with temperamental problems indicated that calming down their child was more often 

a reason for having their child watch television (χ² (4) = 54.33, p < .001).  While one in eight 

mothers who indicated that their child had difficult temperament used television to this end 

(13%), only 1.3% of mothers who indicated that difficult temperament was not typical/not 
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atypical for their child and 1.7% of mothers whose child did not have difficult temperament 

used television for this reason. 

The regression analysis showed that children’s temperament was significantly related 

to children’s time spent watching television (β = .38, B = 3.24, SE = .98, p < .01), indicating 

that children with more temperamental problems watched more television (see Table 1).  

Hence, H2 was supported.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 Hierarchical regression analysis of the associations among children’s temperament, mothers’ level of 

mental distress and children’s television viewing time 

 B SE β t 

Step 1     

Mothers’ Education -.98 .24 -.14*** -4.05 

Mothers’ Relationship Status -.99 .96 -.03 -1.03 

Children’s Age .11 .01 .32*** 9.70 

Number of Children -.33 .25 -.05 -1.35 

Adj. R² .18***    

Step 2     

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward Television 1.32 .35 .12*** 3.79 

Mothers’ TV Viewing .29 .02 .40*** 12.00 

Incr. R²/Adj. R² .18***/.36***    

Step 3     

Children’s Temperament 2.29 .91 .27* 2.52 

Mothers’ Level of Mental Distress -.63 .41 -.05 -1.53 

Incr. R²/Adj. R² .00/.36***    

Step 4     

Children’s Temperament X Mothers’ Level of Mental Distress -1.44 .56 -.27** -2.57 

Incr. R²/Adj. R² .01*/.36***    

F 41.87***  df 9 
Note. Coefficients are derived from the final regression model (i.e., after all four steps were entered in the 

regression analysis) 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Television to Cope With Mothers’ Mental Distress 

Our hypothesis that mothers with mental distress would be more often motivated than 

mothers without mental distress to use television when their child is fussy and when they think 

that their child has to calm down (H3), was confirmed.  First, mothers experiencing mental 

distress indicated that soothing a fussy child was more often a reason for letting their child 

watch television than mothers not experiencing mental distress (χ² (2) = 18.46, p < .001).  While 

almost one in ten mothers who experienced mental distress indicated that this was (very) often 

a reason for her (7.2%), only 2.9% of the mothers who did not experience mental distress 

indicated that this was a reason for her.  Second, mothers who experienced mental distress 

reported that calming down their child was more often a reason for letting their child watch 

television than mothers not experiencing mental distress (χ² (2) = 28.15, p < .001).  While using 

television to calm down their child was a reason for more than half of the mothers who 

experienced mental distress (52.9%), this was less of a reason for mothers who did not 

experience mental distress, with 35% indicating that this was a reason for them. 

The regression analysis showed that mothers’ level of mental distress was marginally 

significantly related to children’s television viewing (β = -.06, B = -0.77, SE = .44, p = .08), 

indicating that children whose mothers had mental distress watched more television.  Hence, 

H4 was weakly supported. 

 

Testing the Moderating Role of Maternal Mental Distress 

Finally, a significant two-way interaction effect was found between children’s 

temperament and mothers’ level of mental distress (see Table 1), indicating that mothers’ level 

of mental distress significantly moderated the relationship between children’s temperament and 

the time they spent watching television (β = -.37, B = -1.95, SE = .60, p < .01).  In order to 

further explore this interaction, we plotted the separate regression lines for children of mothers 

with mental distress and for children of mothers without mental distress according to the 

procedure of Aiken and West (1991) and Dawson (2014).  As shown in Figure 1, and according 

to our expectations, mothers’ mental distress increased the strength of the relationship between 

children’s temperament and their television viewing, indicating that children with 

temperamental problems whose mothers had mental distress watched more television than 

children with temperamental problems whose mothers did not have mental distress.  Thus, H5 

was supported. The final regression model explained 21% of the variance in children’s 

television viewing. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of the study presented in this chapter was to investigate the extent to which 

children’s temperamental problems and mothers’ well-being drive mothers’ decisions around 

children’s television use.  Dealing with children’s temperamental difficulties can be 

challenging for parents (Belsky, 1984; Sanson et al., 2004).  Children’s difficult temperament 

is clearly a negativity in the family system that, especially under conditions of maternal mental 

distress, influences parents’ parenting practices (Mertesacker et al., 2004; Pauli-Pott et al., 

2000).  The findings that are presented in the current study showed that in a family system that 

is characterized by temperamental problems from the part of the child, mothers are likely to 

choose television to soothe their children, especially when these mothers experience high levels 

of mental distress.  As such, our study confirms that individual-level issues have an impact on 

dyadic interactions in a family (Olson, Baiocchi-Wagner, Wilson-Kratzer, & Symonds, 2012). 

Further, the findings emphasized the importance of mothers’ mental well-being for their 

decisions around children’s television use.  Mothers who experience high levels of mental 

distress indicated that they rely more heavily on television to soothe their children and to help 

them calm down than mothers with lower levels of mental distress.  Moreover, their children 

also watch more television when they have temperamental problems than do children with 

temperamental problems whose mothers do not experience mental distress (see Figure 1).   

Figure 1. Two-way interaction effect of children’s temperamental problems and 

mothers’ level of mental distress on children’s television viewing 
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Another important finding of the current study is that to understand why some children 

watch more television than others, the interaction of child factors with maternal factors is 

important.  It is the interplay of children’s temperamental problems with mothers’ mental 

distress that increases mothers’ likelihood to soothe their children with television and ultimately 

increases children’s actual television viewing time.  In this sense, the findings emphasize that 

screening for maternal mental health problems and children’s temperamental difficulties should 

be incorporated in interventions that aim to reduce children’s television viewing. 

While the findings of the current study demonstrate that mothers see television as an 

excellent tool to help children calm down when children are upset or fussy, in particular when 

mothers experience mental distress, nothing is said about whether using television to soothe 

children is a positive choice or not, however.  It is very likely that children’s television viewing 

negatively affects their emotional, mental and physical well-being.  Television viewing, 

especially in high amounts, displaces other, more physically active (DuRant, Thompson, 

Johnson, & Baranowski, 1996), social (Vandewater, Bickham, & Lee, 2006) or cognitively 

stimulating activities (Huston, Wright, Marquis, & Green, 1999).  Children who watch large 

amounts of television are likely to have more sleep disorders (Garrison et al., 2011), decreased 

fitness (Tremblay et al., 2011), and poorer cognitive functioning (Nathanson, Aladé, Sharp, 

Rasmussen, & Christy, 2014; Nathanson & Fries, 2014), among others.  Hence, using television 

to cope with the negativity of children’s temperamental problems might aggravate children’s 

problematic symptoms and result in more negativities in the family system instead of 

countering the negativities.   

However, a distressed mother’s use of television for her child could also be a positive 

coping strategy.  It is possible that when a mother is unable to deal with her child, putting the 

child in front of the television while the mother calms down could be beneficial.  In line with 

what Thompson and Christakis (2007) have argued, watching television — given that it is high-

quality content — could have the potential to offset the negative impact of mothers’ feelings of 

distress. 

Further, it is important to note that the experience of stressful circumstances might 

differ between families: While for some families stressful experiences may place a heavy 

burden on family life and familial functioning, they may be of a more temporary nature for 

other families (Olson et al., 2012).  In this respect, our study showed that some mothers try to 

cope with children’s temperamental problems by using television, but others do not.  Also, 

stressful experiences in the family can decrease or increase over time (Olson et al., 2012).  
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However, while it was the aim of our study to investigate the extent to which children’s 

temperamental problems and mothers’ mental well-being encourage mothers to use television 

for their children, the question whether television ultimately soothes children or not remains 

unanswered and deserves further attention.   

It is possible that relying on television to soothe children does not help children to calm 

down.  Instead of calming down, children may become more active and fussier.  As such, it is 

possible that the relationship between children’s temperamental problems and their television 

viewing is reciprocal and continues in an ongoing chain of reactions, as proposed by other 

scholars (e.g., Radesky et al., 2014).  Mothers who use television to soothe their children may 

disengage their children from other more stimulating activities (DuRant et al., 1996; Huston et 

al., 1999; Vandewater et al., 2006), which may result in continued temperamental difficulties, 

which might again encourage mothers to use television for their children.  Research is needed 

that examines the consequences of relying on television as a tool to manage children’s 

temperamental problems and mothers’ mental distress. 

Another implication of mothers’ use of television for their children to cope with their 

children’s difficult temperament, is that it might create messages for children that television is 

an appropriate outlet to cope with difficulties.  As children learn how to cope with emotions 

from their parents (Cupach & Olson, 2006), children may perhaps become socialized to think 

about television as a tool for coping with negative experiences and stressful circumstances.  

Further research is needed to investigate the extent to which children who grow up with these 

stressful circumstances and whose mothers rely on television to cope with these experiences 

may be learning to use television themselves as a way to cope with their own stress. This is not 

unlikely, considering the fact that older children, whose media use is less controlled by their 

parents, frequently choose television as a coping strategy when they experience stress (Chen 

& Kennedy, 2005).   

In line with our findings that children’s difficult temperament increases the use of 

television among children, and because previous research has shown that children’s difficult 

temperament elicits parenting strategies that are more harsh, more strict and more authoritarian 

(Katainen et al., 1997; Kochanska et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2013), it is possible that children’s 

difficult temperament also predicts other parental decisions around children’s television, such 

as more restrictive mediation strategies (Nathanson, 1999, 2001).  More research is needed that 

investigates the impact of children’s temperament on parents’ decisions and rules around 

children’s television viewing.  In addition, studies are needed to examine the extent to which 
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families use television as a tool to cope with other significant stressors or stressful experiences 

in their family (see, for example, Olson et al., 2012). 

Mothers’ use of television to soothe their children may result in negative media effects 

on children and may create more negativities in the family instead of alleviating negativities.  

Yet, in a family environment that is more supportive for mothers, mothers might be less inclined 

to use television to soothe their children.  Mothers who receive social support likely have less 

mental distress (Cutrona & Troutman, 1986).  Also, social support has the potential to decrease 

the impact of mental distress on mothers’ parenting practices (Trapolini, Ungerer, & McMahon, 

2008).  Likewise, social support might decrease the use of television to soothe children.  When 

mothers can turn to their partners, other family members or friends for emotional help with 

parenting, or when they can count on someone to watch their child when they need a break, 

mothers may be less inclined to use television for their children when their children have 

temperamental problems and when they themselves experience mental distress. 

Also parents’ level of parenting self-efficacy could play a role. Some mothers are better 

than others at soothing their child (Coleman & Karraker, 1997, 2003) and might be less inclined 

to use television to soothe their child.  Mothers who exhibit less efficacy to soothe their child, 

might rely more on television.  We recommend that future research investigate the extent to 

which social support and parents’ parenting self-efficacy could limit the use of television to 

soothe children. 

 

Conclusion 

While research has increased our understanding about the amount of television that 

children watch (e.g., Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005) and the potential effects 

that television may have on children (e.g., Bickham et al., 2001; Garrison et al., 2011; Thakkar 

et al., 2006), this study added to the literature by investigating the role of children’s 

temperament and mothers’ well-being in the use of television to soothe children.  Of course, 

this study is not without limitations.  The cross-sectional design of our study limits any 

inferences about the direction of causality.  A longitudinal design is needed to more fully 

investigate the associations among children’s temperament, mothers’ well-being and mothers’ 

use of television for their children.   

Future research could for instance examine our suggestion of a potential mutual 

relationship between children’s temperamental difficulties and the use of television to soothe 

children.  Also, we recommend that research examine how fathers use television with their 
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children.  Finally, it is important to underscore that while temperamental difficulties are likely 

to be associated with problematic behavior among children (e.g., Sanson et al., 2004; Vitaro, 

Barker, Boivin, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 2006), temperamental problems are not an illness or 

disease as such (Carey, 1997).  Yet, this study showed that children’s difficult temperament, in 

particular under conditions of maternal mental distress, encourages mothers to soothe their 

children with television.  More research is needed to investigate the extent to which using 

television to soothe children with temperamental problems might put these children at 

increased risk for negative outcomes. 

 



 

132 

 

References 

Aiken, L. S., & West, S. G. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting interactions. 

Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Anderson, D. R., & Hanson, K. G. (2010). From blooming, buzzing confusion to media 

literacy : The early development of television viewing. Developmental Review, 30, 239–

255. doi: 10.1016/j.dr.2010.03.004 

Aubrey, J. S., Olson, L., Fine, M., Hauser, T., Rhea, D., Kaylor, B., & Yang, A. (2012). 

Investigating personality and viewing-motivation correlates of reality television 

exposure. Communication Quarterly, 60, 80–102. doi: 10.1080/01463373.2012.641830 

Bank, A. M., Barr, R., Calvert, S. L., Parrott, W. G., McDonough, S. C., & Rosenblum, K. 

(2012). Maternal depression and family media use: A questionnaire and diary analysis. 

Journal of Child and Family Studies, 21, 208–216. doi:10.1007/s10826-011-9464-1 

Barr, R., Danziger, C., Hilliard, M., Andolina, C., & Ruskis, J. (2010). Amount, content and 

context of infant media exposure: A parental questionnaire and diary analysis. 

International Journal of Early Years Education, 18, 107–122. 

doi:10.1080/09669760.2010.494431 

Beatty, M. J., McCroskey, J. C., & Valencic, K. M. (2001). The biology of communication: A 

communibiological perspective. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton. 

Belsky, J. (1984). The determinants of parenting: A process model. Child Development, 55, 83–

96. doi:10.2307/1129836 

Belsky, J., & Jaffee, S. R. (2006). The multiple determinants of parenting. In D. Cicchetti & D. 

J. Cohen (Eds.), Developmental psychopathology. Vol. 3. Risk, disorder, and adaptation 

(pp. 38–85). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Bickham, D. S., Vandewater, E. A., Huston, A. C., Lee, J. H., Gilman Caplovitz, A., & Wright, 

J. C. (2003). Predictors of children’s electronic media use: An examination of three 

ethnic groups. Media Psychology, 5, 107–137. doi:10.1207/S1532785XMEP0502_1 

Bickham, D. S., Wright, J. C., & Huston, A. C. (2001). Attention, comprehension, and the 

educational influences of television. In D. Singer & J. Singer (Eds.), Handbook of 

children and the media (pp. 101–120). Newbury Park, California: Sage. 

Brown, G. L., McBride, B. A., Bost, K. K., & Shin, N. (2011). Parental involvement, child 

temperament, and parents’ work hours: Differential relations for mothers and fathers. 

Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 32, 313–322. 

doi:10.1016/j.appdev.2011.08.004 



 

133 

 

Bryant, J. (Ed.). (1990). Television and the American family. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, Inc. 

Burdette, H. L., Whitaker, R. C., Kahn, R. S., & Harvey-Berino, J. (2003). Association of 

maternal obesity and depressive symptoms with television-viewing time in low-income 

preschool children. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 157, 894–899. 

doi:10.1001/archpedi.157.9.894 

Buss, A. H., & Plomin, R. (1984). Temperament: Early developing personality traits. Hillsdale, 

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

Carey, W. B. (1997). Obsessive difficult temperament. Journal of the American Academy of 

Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 36, 722. doi:10.1097/00004583-199706000-00005 

Certain, L. K., & Kahn, R. S. (2002). Prevalence, correlates, and trajectory of television 

viewing among infants and toddlers. Pediatrics, 109, 634–642. 

doi:10.1542/peds.109.4.634 

Chen, J., & Kennedy, C. (2005). Cultural variations in children’s coping behaviour, TV viewing 

time, and family functioning. International Nursing Review, 52, 186–195. 

doi:10.1111/j.1466-7657.2005.00419.x  

Child and Family. (2012). The Child in Flanders. Brussels: Child and Family. 

Coleman, P. K., & Karraker, K. H. (1997). Self-efficacy and parenting quality: Findings and 

future applications. Developmental Review, 18, 47–85. doi:10.1006/drev.1997.0448 

Coleman, P. K., & Karraker, K. H. (2003). Maternal self-efficacy beliefs, competence in 

parenting, and toddlers’ behavior and developmental status. Infant Mental Health 

Journal, 24, 126–148. doi:10.1002/imhj.10048 

Common Sense Media. (2013). Zero to eight: Children’s media use in America 2013. San 

Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.  

Conners, N. A., Tripathi, S. P., Clubb, R., & Bradley, R. H. (2007). Maternal characteristics 

associated with television viewing habits of low-income preschool children. Journal of 

Child and Family Studies, 16, 415–425. doi:10.1007/s10826-006-9095-0 

Crockenberg, S. B. (1986). Are temperamental differences in babies associated with predictable 

differences in care giving? In J. V. Lerner & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), New directions for 

child development: Vol. 31. Temperament and social interaction during infancy and 

childhood (pp. 53–73). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Cupach, W. R., & Olson, L. N. (2006). Emotion regulation theory: A lens for viewing family 

conflict and violence. In D. O. Braithwaite & L. A. Baxter (Eds.), Engaging theories in 



 

134 

 

family communication: Multiple perspectives (pp. 213–228). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage. 

Cutrona, C. E., & Troutman, B. R. (1986). Social support, infant temperament, parenting self-

efficacy: A mediational model of postpartum depression. Child Development, 57, 1507–

1518. doi:10.2307/1130428 

Davé, S., Petersen, I., Sherr, L., & Nazareth, I. (2010). Incidence of maternal and paternal 

depression in primary care: A cohort study using a primary care database. Archives of 

Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 164, 1038–1044. 

doi:10.1001/archpediatrics.2010.184 

Dawson, J. F. (2014). Moderation in management research: What, why, when, and how. Journal 

of Business and Psychology, 29, 1–19. doi: 10.1007/s10869-013-9308-7 

DuRant, R. H., Thompson, W., Johnson, M., & Baranowski, T. (1996). The relationship among 

television watching, physical activity, and body composition of 5- or 6-year-old 

children. Pediatric Exercise Science, 8, 15–26. 

Evans, C. A., Jordan, A. B., & Horner, J. (2011). Only two hours?: A qualitative study of the 

challenges parents perceive in restricting child television time. Journal of Family 

Issues, 32, 1223–1244. doi:10.1177/0192513X11400558 

Fitness, J., & Duffield, J. (2004). Emotion and communication in families. In A. L. Vangelisti 

(Ed.), Hanbook of family communication (pp. 473–494). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum. 

Garrison, M. M., Liekweg, K., & Christakis, D. A. (2011). Media use and child sleep: The 

impact of content, timing, and environment. Pediatrics, 128, 29–35. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2010-3304 

Giles, L. C., Davies, M. J., Whitrow, M. J., Warin, M. J., & Moore, V. (2011). Maternal 

depressive symptoms and child care during toddlerhood relate to child behavior at age 

5 years. Pediatrics, 128, e78–84. doi:10.1542/peds.2010-3119 

Gingold, J. a, Simon, A. E., & Schoendorf, K. C. (2014). Excess screen time in US children: 

Association with family rules and alternative activities. Clinical Pediatrics, 53, 41–50. 

doi:10.1177/0009922813498152 

Hall, A. (2005). Audience personality and the selection of media and media genres. Media 

Psychology, 7, 377–398. doi:10.1207/S1532785XMEP0704 



 

135 

 

Hemphill, S., & Sanson, A. (2000). Relations between toddler and preschooler temperament 

and parenting style in an Australian sample. In Sixteenth Biennial Meetings of the 

International Society for the Study of Behavioral Development. Beijing. 

Huston, A. C., Wright, J. C., Marquis, J., & Green, S. B. (1999). How young children spend 

their time: Television and other activities. Developmental Psychology, 35, 912–925. 

doi:10.1037/0012-1649.35.4.912 

Jordan, A. B. (1992). Social class, temporal orientation, and mass media use within the family 

system. Critical Studies in Mass Communciation, 9, 374–386. 

doi:10.1080/15295039209366840 

Jordan, A. B. (2004). The role of media in children’s development: An ecological perspective. 

Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 25, 196–206. doi:10.1097/00004703-

200406000-00009 

Katainen, S., Räikkönen, K., & Keltikangas-Järvinen, L. (1997). Childhood temperament and 

mother’s child-rearing attitudes: stability and interaction in a three-year follow-up 

study. European Journal of Personality, 11, 249–265. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-

0984(199711)11:4<249::AID-PER289>3.0.CO;2-Y 

Kim, J., & Oliver, M. B. (2013). How do we regulate sadness through entertainment messages? 

Exploring three predictions. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 57, 374–391. 

doi:10.1080/08838151.2013.816708 

Kirzinger, A. E., Weber, C., & Johnson, M. (2012). Genetic and environmental influences on 

media use and communication behaviors. Human Communication Research, 38, 144–

171. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2958.2011.01424.x 

Kochanska, G., Friesenborg, A. E., Lange, L. A., & Martel, M. M. (2004). Parents’ personality 

and infants’ temperament as contributors to their emerging relationship. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 86, 744–759. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.86.5.744 

Langstedt, E. R., & Atkin, D. J. (2013). An examination of personality traits and television 

viewing motives using patterns of interrelation and quadratic analysis. Atlantic Journal 

of Communication, 21, 278–293. doi:10.1080/15456870.2013.842571 

Laukkanen, J., Ojansuu, U., Tolvanen, A., Alatupa, S., & Aunola, K. (2014). Child’s difficult 

temperament and mothers’ parenting styles. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 23, 

312–323. doi:10.1007/s10826-013-9747-9 



 

136 

 

Lee, E. H., Zhou, Q., Eisenberg, N., & Wang, Y. (2013). Bidirectional relations between 

temperament and parenting styles in Chinese children. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 37, 57–67. doi:10.1177/0165025412460795 

Lull, J. (1990). Inside family viewing: Ethnographic research on television audiences. London: 

Routledge. 

Mathiesen, K. S., & Tambs, K. (1999). The EAS temperament questionnaire—factor structure, 

age trends, reliability, and stability in a Norwegian sample. Journal of Child Psychology 

and Psychiatry, 40, 431–439. doi:10.1111/1469-7610.00460 

Mertesacker, B., Bade, U., Haverkock, A., & Pauli-Pott, U. (2004). Predicting maternal 

reactivity/sensitivity: The role of infant emotionality, maternal expressiveness/anxiety, 

and social support. Infant Mental Health Journal, 25, 47–61. doi:10.1002/imhj.10085 

Nathanson, A. I. (1999). Identifying and explaining the relationship between parental 

mediation and children’s aggression. Communication Research, 26, 124–143. 

doi:10.1177/009365099026002002 

Nathanson, A. I. (2001). Mediation of children’s television viewing: Working toward 

conceptual clarity and common understanding. In W. B. Gudykunst (Ed.), 

Communication Yearbook 25 (pp. 115–151). 

Nathanson, A. I. (2015). Media and the family: Reflections and future directions. Journal of 

Children and Media, 9, 133–139. doi: 10.1080/17482798.2015.997145 

Nathanson, A. I., Aladé, F., Sharp, M. L., Rasmussen, E. E., & Christy, K. (2014). The relation 

between television exposure and executive function among preschoolers. 

Developmental Psychology, 50, 1497–1506. doi:10.1037/a0035714 

Nathanson, A. I., & Fries, P. T. (2014). Television exposure, seep time, and neuropsychological 

function among preschoolers. Media Psychology, 17, 237–261. 

doi:10.1080/15213269.2014.915197 

Nathanson, A. I., & Manohar, U. (2012). Attachment, working models of parenting, and 

expectations for using television in childrearing. Family Relations, 61, 441–454. 

doi:10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00701.x 

Olson, L. N., Baiocchi-Wagner, E., Wilson-Kratzer, J. M., & Symonds, S. (2012). The dark 

side of family communication. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press. 

Pagani, L. S., Fitzpatrick, C., Barnett, T. a, & Dubow, E. (2010). Prospective associations 

between early childhood television exposure and academic, psychosocial, and physical 



 

137 

 

well-being by middle childhood. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 164, 

425–31. doi:10.1001/archpediatrics.2010.50 

Pauli-Pott, U., Mertesacker, B., & Bade, U. (2000). Contexts of relations of infant negative 

emotionality to caregiver’s reactivity/sensitivity. Infant Behavior and Development, 23, 

23–39. doi:10.1016/s0163-6383(00)00029-1 

Pinderhughes, E. E., Dodge, K. A., Bates, J. E., Pettit, G. S., & Zelli, A. (2000). Discipline 

responses: Influences of parents’ socioeconomic status, ethnicity, bleiefs about 

parenting, stress, and cognitive-emotional processes. Journal of Family Psychology, 14, 

380–400. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.14.3.380 

Pinon, M. F., Huston, A. C., & Wright, J. C. (1989). Family ecology and child characteristics 

that predict young children’s educational television viewing. Child Development, 60, 

846–856. doi:10.2307/1131026 

Potts, R., & Sanchez, D. (1994). Television viewing and depression: No news is good news. 

Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 38, 79–90. 

doi:10.1080/08838159409364247 

Putnam, S. P., Sanson, A. V., & Rothbart, M. K. (2002). Child temperament and parenting. In 

M. H. Bronstein (Ed.), Handbook of Parenting: Volume I: Children and Parenting (pp. 

255–277). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

Radesky, J. S., Silverstein, M., Zuckerman, B., & Christakis, D. A. (2014). Infant self-

regulation and early childhood media exposure. Pediatrics, 133, e1172–e1178. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2013-2367 

Rideout, V., & Hamel, E. (2006). The media family: Electronic media in the lives of infants, 

toddlers, preschoolers and their parents. Menlo Park, CA: Kaiser Family Foundation. 

Rubin, K. H., Hastings, P., Chen, X., Stewart, S., & McNichol, K. (1998). Intrapersonal and 

maternal correlates of aggression, conflict, and externalizing problems in toddlers. 

Child Development, 69, 1614–1629. doi:10.2307/1132135 

Rumpf, H. J., Meyer, C., Hapke, U., & John, U. (2001). Screening for mental health: Validity 

of the MHI-5 using DSM-IV Axis I psychiatric disorders as gold standard. Psychiatry 

Research, 105, 243–53. doi:10.1016/S0165-1781(01)00329-8 

Sanson, A., Hemphill, S., & Smart, D. (2004). Connections between temperament and social 

development: A review. Social Development, 13, 142–170. doi:10.1046/j.1467-

9507.2004.00261.x 



 

138 

 

Scaramella, L. V, & Leve, L. D. (2004). Clarifying parent-child reciprocities during early 

childhood: The early childhood coercion model. Clinical Child and Family Psychology 

Review, 7, 89–107. doi:10.1023/b:ccfp.0000030287.13160.a3 

Segrin, C. (2006). Invited article: Family interactions and well-being: Integrative perspectives. 

Journal of Family Communication, 6, 3–21. doi:10.1207/s15327698jfc0601 

Sherry, J. (2001). Toward an etiology of media use motivations: The role of temperament in 

media use. Communication Monographs, 68, 274–288. doi:10.1080/03637750128065 

Sherry, J. L. (2004). Media effects theory and the nature/nurture debate: A historical overview 

and directions for future research. Media Psychology, 6, 83–109. 

doi:10.1207/s1532785xmep0601 

Shim, J. W., & Paul, B. (2007). Effects of personality types on the use of television genre. 

Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 51, 287–304. 

doi:10.1080/08838150701304852 

Taras, H. L., Sallis, J. F., Nader, P. R., & Nelson, J. (1990). Children’s television-viewing habits 

and the family environment. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 144, 357–

359. doi:10.1001/archpedi.1990.02150270107036 

Taylor, C. L., & Friedman, R. S. (2015). Sad mood and music choice: Does the self-relevance 

of the mood-eliciting stimulus moderate song preference? Media Psychology, 18, 24–

50. doi:10.1080/15213269.2013.826589 

Thakkar, R. R., Garrison, M. M., & Christakis, D. A. (2006). A systematic review for the effects 

of television viewing by infants and preschoolers. Pediatrics, 118, 2025–31. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2006-1307 

Thompson, A. L., Adair, L. S., & Bentley, M. E. (2013). Maternal characteristics and perception 

of temperament associated with infant TV exposure. Pediatrics, 131, e390–397. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2012-1224 

Thompson, D. A., & Christakis, D. A. (2007). The association of maternal mental distress with 

television viewing in children under 3 years old. Ambulatory Pediatrics, 7, 32–37. 

doi:10.1016/j.ambp.2006.09.007 

Trapolini, T., Ungerer, J. A., & McMahon, C. A. (2008). Maternal depression: Relations with 

maternal caregiving representations and emotional availability during the preschool 

years. Attachment & Human Development, 10, 73–90. 

doi:10.1080/14616730801900712 



 

139 

 

Tremblay, M. S., Leblanc, A. G., Kho, M. E., Saunders, T. J., Larouche, R., Colley, R. C., … 

Connor Gorber, S. (2011). Systematic review of sedentary behaviour and health 

indicators in school-aged children and youth. The International Journal of Behavioral 

Nutrition and Physical Activity, 8, 98. doi:10.1186/1479-5868-8-98 

Vaala, S. E. (2014). The nature and predictive value of mothers’ beliefs regarding infants’ and 

toddlers’ TV/video viewing: Applying the integrative model of behavioral prediction. 

Media Psychology, 17, 282–310. doi:10.1080/15213269.2013.872995 

Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013). The differential susceptibilty to media effects model. 

Journal of Communication, 63, 221–243. doi:10.1111/jcom.12024 

Valkenburg, P. M., Peter, J., & Walther, J. B. (in press). Media effects: Theory and research. 

Annual Review of Psychology, 67. 

Vandewater, E. A., Bickham, D. S., & Lee, J. H. (2006). Time well spent? Relating television 

use to children’s free-time activities. Pediatrics, 117, e181–e191. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2005-0812 

Vandewater, E. A., Bickham, D. S., Lee, J. H., Cummings, H. M., Wartella, E. A., & Rideout, 

V. J. (2005). When the television is always on: Heavy television exposure and young 

children’s development. American Behavioral Scientist, 48, 562–577. 

doi:10.1177/0002764204271496 

Vitaro, F., Barker, E. D., Boivin, M., Brendgen, M., & Tremblay, R. E. (2006). Do early difficult 

temperament and harsh parenting differentially predict reactive and proactive 

aggression? Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 34, 685–695. doi:10.1007/s10802-

006-9055-6 

Wartella, E., Rideout, V., Lauricella, A. R., & Connell, S. L. (2013). Parenting in the age of 

digital technology: A national survey. Evanston, IL. Northwestern University. 

Zillman, D., & Bryant, J. (1994). Entertainment as media effect. In J. Bryant & D. Zillman 

(Eds.), Media effects: Advances in theory and research. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 

Inc. 

Zimmerman, F. J., & Christakis, D. A. (2007). Associations between content types of early 

media exposure and subsequent attentional problems. Pediatrics, 120, 986–992. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2006-3322 

 

 

  



 

140 

 

Chapter 5. Understanding the Relationship Between Mothers’ Attitudes Toward 

Television and Children’s Television Viewing: A Longitudinal Study of Reciprocal 

Patterns and the Moderating Role of Maternal Stress5 

 

Abstract 

The current chapter presents a two-wave panel study among mothers (N = 508) of children 

between ages six months and six years that investigates (1) the possibility of a reciprocal 

relationship between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television viewing, and 

(2) the conditional probability of this reciprocal relationship.  Two-wave multi-group cross-

lagged analyses provide evidence for reciprocal patterns that depend on the level of maternal 

stress.  The findings indicate that mothers’ attitudes toward television predict children’s 

subsequent television viewing among non-stressed mothers, but not among stressed mothers.  

Children’s television viewing predicts mothers’ subsequent negative attitudes toward television 

among stressed mothers, but not among non-stressed mothers.  Implications for the role of 

parents’ attitudes regarding children’s television viewing are discussed. 

 

Introduction 

Research investigating parents’ decision making around children’s television viewing 

largely rests on the dominant assumption that parents’ attitudes drive children’s television 

viewing (e.g., Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, Park, Huang, & Wartella, 2005).  Yet, 

propositions about the reverse assumption that children’s television viewing drives parents’ 

attitudes regarding the medium have not been considered, due in part to a lack of longitudinal 

studies.  Also, under what conditions these relationships occur is unknown.  The purpose of 

this study was to explore how mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television 

viewing relate to each other, with a particular focus on (1) the possibility of a reciprocal 

relationship between these factors, and (2) the conditional probability of these relationships.  

This involved a two-wave multi-group cross-lagged study that examined the role of mothers’ 

attitudes toward television as a predictor and as an outcome of children’s television viewing 

and the role of maternal stress (i.e., mental distress and time pressure) as a moderator of the 

relationship between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television viewing. 

                                                           
5 Based on Beyens, I., Eggermont, S., & Nathanson, A. I. (submitted). Understanding the 

relationship between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television 

exposure: Reciprocal patterns and the moderating role of maternal stress. 
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The Relationship Between Mothers’ Attitudes and Children’s Television Viewing 

Gaining a clear understanding of the relationship between parents’ attitudes and 

children’s television viewing is important, for instance because parental attitudes are important 

components in prevention campaigns (Ajzen, 1991) and predict parents’ intention to limit 

children’s screen time (Bleakley, Piotrowski, Hennessy, & Jordan, 2013; Hamilton, Thomson, 

& White, 2013).  Moreover, parental attitudes toward television play an important role in the 

establishment of parental mediation strategies, as parents who endorse negative attitudes 

toward children’s television exposure are more likely to use active and restrictive mediation 

strategies (Nathanson, 2001; Warren, Gerke, & Kelly, 2002).   

Research has extensively explored the assumption that parents’ television attitudes 

drive children’s television viewing.  Studies have shown that positive attitudes are related to 

more permissiveness and negative attitudes are related to more restrictiveness toward children’s 

television exposure (Cohen, Brown, & Clark, 1981; Vandewater et al., 2005; Warren, 2001).  

Others found that parents with negative attitudes are less likely to use television as an 

“electronic babysitter” (Austin, Bolls, Fujioka, & Engelbertson, 1999; Chapter 1).  Finally, 

studies showed that infants, toddlers, and preschoolers are more likely to live in a heavy 

television household when their parents have positive attitudes regarding children’s television 

viewing (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater et al., 2005).   

However, partially because many of these studies are of a cross-sectional nature, 

previous studies did not present a complete picture of the relationship between parents’ 

attitudes toward television and children’s television viewing.  One of the limitations of previous 

studies is that they focused on the role of attitudes as driving children’s television viewing.  

However,  children’s television viewing could drive parents’ attitudes toward television (Cohen 

et al., 1981; Vaala, 2014).  Research is thus lacking, partially due to a lack of longitudinal 

studies, that investigates the possibility of a reciprocal relationship between parents’ attitudes 

toward television and children’s television use. 

 

The Possibility of a Reciprocal Relationship Between Mothers’ Attitudes and Children’s 

Television Viewing 

In order to provide a full picture of the relationship between mothers’ attitudes and 

children’s television viewing, the first purpose of this study was to investigate the possibility 

of a reciprocal relationship between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s 

television use.  In particular, we aimed to investigate to what extent mothers’ attitudes toward 
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television predict children’s television viewing and to what extent children’s television viewing 

predicts mothers’ attitudes toward television. 

The proposition that children’s television use drives parents’ attitudes toward television 

draws on self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) and cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 

1957).  Both theories are based on the principle that people derive their attitudes from their 

behavior.  Self-perception theory is based on a deductive reasoning process in which past 

behavior drives attitudes about the behavior (Bem, 1972).  After performance of the behavior, 

people express more positive attitudes toward that behavior.  Cognitive dissonance theory 

posits that people feel a need for cognitive consistency: They seek consistency between their 

behavior and attitudes and try to reduce any potential dissonance (Festinger, 1957).  Research 

on parents has described these processes as justification, arguing that parents’ attitudes justify 

the actions that precede them (Goodnow, 1988). 

These theoretical assumptions suggest that mothers derive their attitudes toward 

television from their children’s television behaviors and that they are motivated to maintain 

consistency between their children’s television viewing and their attitudes about children’s 

television viewing.  In this respect, scholars have suggested that mothers who regularly use 

television with their children, will develop positive attitudes toward children’s viewing 

(Nathanson, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  The observation of positive consequences from 

children’s television viewing could lead mothers to express more positive attitudes about their 

children’s viewing (Vaala & Hornik, 2014).  Empirical evidence indicates that this process is 

very likely to occur, given that mothers are more inclined to observe positive consequences 

from children’s viewing (Evans, Jordan, & Horner, 2011; Rideout & Hamel, 2006).  For 

instance, mothers see television as an excellent parenting tool for occupying their children 

(Evans et al., 2011; Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007), believe in the educational 

benefits and entertainment value of their children’s television viewing (Evans et al., 2011; 

Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Rideout, 2014), and often overestimate what their children learn from 

television (DeLoache et al., 2010).   

Furthermore, scholars have suggested that mothers may adjust their attitudes about 

children’s viewing in order to avoid cognitive dissonance (Nathanson, 2013).  Because they 

aim to maintain consistency between their behaviors and attitudes (Festinger, 1957; Goodnow, 

1988), mothers will likely align their attitudes to their children’s viewing: Mothers may try to 

convince themselves that children’s television viewing brings along benefits and opportunities, 
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even though they may sometimes observe negative consequences from television viewing 

(Nathanson, 2013). 

In conclusion, given the theoretical and empirical evidence, we will investigate the 

possibility of a reciprocal relationship between mothers’ attitudes and children’s television 

viewing and hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Mothers’ attitudes toward television positively predict children’s 

television viewing.  

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Children’s television viewing positively predicts mothers’ attitudes 

toward television. 

 

The Conditional Probability of the Relationship Between Mothers’ Attitudes and 

Children’s Television Viewing 

The second purpose of this study was to investigate under what conditions mothers’ 

attitudes toward television drive children’s television viewing and under what conditions 

children’s television viewing drives mothers’ attitudes toward the medium.  In particular, we 

aimed to investigate whether maternal stress, defined as mental distress and time pressure, 

would moderate the relationship between mothers’ attitudes and children’s television viewing. 

Scholars investigating the relationships between attitudes and behavior have 

emphasized that it is important to acknowledge that the level of consistency between attitudes 

and behavior may depend on moderating variables (Fazio, 1986; Kraus, 1995) and thus to 

examine under what conditions such relationships occur.  Only then we can provide a complete 

picture of the relationships and precisely predict the relevance of particular attitudes for 

behavior (Bybee, Robinson, & Turow, 1982; Glasman & Albarracín, 2006; Goodnow, 1988; 

Zanna & Fazio, 1982).  With respect to children’s television viewing, the identification of such 

conditions is also needed to develop better targeted interventions to reduce children’s television 

viewing and provide suitably tailored advice for effective guidance of children’s viewing.  And 

yet, we know little about the conditions under which maternal attitudes about television drive 

children’s viewing and the conditions under which children’s television viewing predicts 

mothers’ attitudes toward the medium. 

The relationships between attitudes and behavior are often moderated by situational 

conditions (Fazio, 1986).  Claims about the potential of situational variables as moderators are 

also made by media effects theories, including the Reinforcing Spirals Model (RSM; Slater, 

2007, 2014) and the Differential Susceptibility to Media Effects Model (DSMM; Valkenburg 
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& Peter, 2013).  In the case of children’s television viewing, such conditions can relate to the 

child, the parent, or characteristics of the family.  In this study, we focused on conditions of the 

parent, in particular the role of maternal stress.  Stress is a multidimensional construct and 

certain aspects of maternal stress are likely to be related to children’s viewing behaviors and 

parents’ attitudes (Conners, Tripathi, Clubb, & Bradley, 2007).   

First, mothers’ experience of depression or mental distress may be crucial.  Maternal 

mental distress has a negative impact on mothers’ parenting behavior (Lovejoy, Graczyk, 

O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000; Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000; Psychogiou & 

Parry, 2014), perceptions of their children (Webster-Stratton, 1990), and children’s 

development (Cummings & Davies, 1994).  Mothers who are depressed show poorer parenting 

abilities and exhibit fewer interactions with their children (Lovejoy et al., 2000; Psychogiou & 

Parry, 2014), and their children are more likely to develop problematic symptoms such as 

behavior problems (Barry, Dunlap, Cotten, Lochman, & Wells, 2005; Cummings & Davies, 

1994; Giles, Davies, Whitrow, Warin, & Moore, 2011) and sleep problems (Caldwell & 

Redeker, 2014; El-Sheikh, Kelly, Bagley, & Wetter, 2012).   

Second, mothers’ experience of time pressure may be important.  Mothers who feel 

rushed and concerned about the time available to complete life tasks experience feelings of 

frustration, worry and agitation, and often express negative emotional reactions (Roxburgh, 

2012; Szollos, 2009).  When experiencing time pressure, and in particular stress from 

coordinating work and family demands, mothers make less healthy lifestyle choices for their 

children (Stenhammar, Sarkadi, & Edlund, 2007) and develop depressive symptoms 

(Roxburgh, 2004, 2012). 

Research has also found that maternal stress is related to children’s television viewing 

(Bank et al., 2012; Burdette, Whitaker, Kahn, & Harvey-Berino, 2003; Conners et al., 2007; 

Thompson & Christakis, 2007; Chapter 3).  For example, maternal depression is related to 

higher levels of personal viewing as well as children’s viewing (Bank et al., 2012; Burdette et 

al., 2003; Conners et al., 2007; Thompson & Christakis, 2007).  Prior research found that both 

maternal depression and time pressure from coordinating the demands of parenting and long 

working hours are related to increased television viewing among children (Chapter 3).  Feeling 

depressed, mothers may use television for their children so that they can attend to their personal 

needs or compensate for their lack of energy or motivation for interacting with their children 

(Potts & Sanchez, 1994).  Mothers who experience time pressure and feel rushed and concerned 
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about the time available to complete life tasks may use television to occupy their children (see 

also Chapter 3).   

Both sources of stress may alter the relationship between parents’ attitudes toward 

television and children’s actual television viewing.  In particular, the reciprocal patterns 

between mothers’ attitudes and children’s television viewing might vary according to mothers’ 

level of stress.  First, the possibility that parental attitudes toward television predict children’s 

television viewing might be strongest among mothers without significant stress.  As long as 

mothers do not experience mental distress or time pressure, children will watch more television 

when their mothers hold positive attitudes toward the medium (Cohen et al., 1981; Vandewater 

et al., 2005; Warren, 2001).  In line with expectancy value theories (e.g., Theory of Reasoned 

Action, Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), among mothers without significant mental distress or time 

pressure the relationship between mothers’ attitudes and children’s television viewing might be 

more of a reasoned path, characterized by deliberate decision making (Gerrard, Gibbons, Stock, 

Lune, & Cleveland, 2005).   

However, for mothers who experience significant mental distress or time pressure, the 

social reaction path (Gerrard et al., 2005) might be more relevant.  According to this 

perspective, the circumstances in which one finds him/herself facilitates behavior rather than 

perceptions about the behavior itself.  As a result, mothers’ mental distress or time pressure 

might facilitate children’s television viewing, rather than their attitudes toward television.  

Under conditions of maternal stress, mothers’ decision making around children’s television use 

may be less deliberate and less influenced by their attitudes but more responsive to the needs 

of their stressed feelings.  Following previous research (e.g., Bank et al., 2012; Conners et al., 

2007; Chapter 3), children may watch more television because their mothers’ mood is 

depressed or because their mothers feel rushed for time, but not as much because their mothers 

hold positive attitudes.  For instance, it is likely that children do watch high amounts of 

television when their mothers have negative attitudes toward the medium, precisely because 

mothers are stressed.  Thus, it is likely that the role of mothers’ attitudes toward television as a 

predictor of children’s television viewing will be more pronounced among mothers without 

stress.  Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Mothers’ attitudes toward television predict children’s subsequent 

viewing more strongly among non-stressed mothers than among stressed mothers. 
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Second, the possibility that young children’s television viewing predicts mothers’ 

attitudes toward television might be strongest for stressed mothers.  Mothers who experience 

mental distress or time pressure may see television more as a personally useful tool compared 

to mothers without significant mental distress or time pressure (Potts & Sanchez, 1994), for 

instance because they regularly use television to occupy or entertain their children (Conners et 

al., 2007).  Mothers who are stressed may express more positive feelings toward children’s 

television viewing because their children’s television viewing allows themselves to refrain 

from interactions with their children or because stressed mothers believe that their children’s 

television viewing is beneficial for their children (Conners et al., 2007; Lovejoy et al., 2000; 

Potts & Sanchez, 1994).  Therefore, mothers who experience mental distress or time pressure 

may form their attitudes about television in line with these benefits.  Children’s television 

viewing may thus play an important role in the formation of stressed mothers’ attitudes toward 

television.   

Furthermore, many mothers who are stressed also have negative perceptions of 

themselves and feel guilty, because they are unable to meet the demands of their various roles, 

including their role as a mother (Rossiter, Fowler, Mcmahon, & Kowalenko, 2012).  The fact 

that children’s television viewing may be associated with feelings of guilt among mothers 

(Rideout & Hamel, 2006), may thus be especially salient among mothers with mental distress 

or time pressure.  In line with the predictions of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), 

these feelings of guilt create cognitive dissonance, which is likely to be followed by attempts 

to reduce the dissonance and establish consistency between behaviors and attitudes.  As such, 

the need to reduce feelings of guilt about imperfect parenting and relying on television for 

children might be driving the consistency between children’s viewing and mothers’ attitudes, 

especially for stressed mothers. 

Less stressed mothers may view television as less beneficial for their children than 

stressed mothers, for instance because these mothers use television less often to replace 

interactions with their children (Conners et al., 2007; Lovejoy et al., 2000).  Mothers without 

significant mental distress or time pressure may form their attitudes about television not so 

much in response to children’s television viewing.  That is, children’s television viewing may 

predict mothers’ attitudes toward television to a more limited extent among mothers without 

significant stress.   

Based on this evidence, it is likely that the role of children’s television viewing as a 

predictor of mothers’ attitudes toward television will be more pronounced among mothers with 
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stress.  That is, there may be more consistency between children’s television viewing and 

mothers’ subsequent attitudes toward television among stressed mothers than among non-

stressed mothers.  Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Children’s television viewing predicts mothers’ attitudes toward 

television more strongly among stressed mothers than among non-stressed mothers. 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected as part of a larger investigation of children’s television viewing, 

the Child Activities Research (Care).  The current chapter employs data from a two-wave panel 

study conducted among mothers (N = 508) of children aged six months to six years old (M = 

32.03 months old, SD = 19.58; 45.3% boys and 54.7% girls).  Data were collected using a two-

step sampling method.  First, public and private day care centers and preschools in different 

regions in Belgium were randomly selected and asked to participate.  Second, participants were 

recruited from the 47 day care centers and preschools that agreed to participate.  After the 

daycare administrators and school principals granted the investigators permission, research 

assistants visited the centers and schools and distributed questionnaire packages including a 

questionnaire, an informational letter, and a consent form.  Mothers were guaranteed that 

participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous, and were invited to complete the 

questionnaire at home.  Mothers returned their completed questionnaires in sealed envelopes 

to the daycare center or kindergarten, where the questionnaires were collected by research 

assistants.  Mothers provided consent to participate by completing and signing consent forms.  

Participants were offered a chance to win a raffle (gift vouchers). 

Follow-up surveys were administered after one year.  Mothers who had provided their 

e-mail address were sent an online survey and two reminders when the survey was not yet 

completed (Total Design Method; Dillman, 1978).  Mothers who had not provided an e-mail 

address were sent a paper questionnaire and a stamped return envelope at their home address.  

A total of 1,144 mothers completed the first questionnaire and 508 of them also completed the 

follow-up questionnaire (44.41%).  Most of the mothers who did not complete the follow-up 

questionnaire were lost to follow-up due to relocation or inability to be located and due to 

disinterest in continued participation.  The response rate at wave 2 was similar to other 

longitudinal studies with one-year intervals involving children (e.g., Atkin, Corder, & van 

Sluijs, 2013; Opree, Buijzen, van Reijmersdal, & Valkenburg, 2014).   
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Mothers predominantly identified themselves as Caucasian (98.88%), which is 

representative of the Belgian society (Child and Family, 2012).  The majority of mothers had 

graduate degrees (47.5%) or college graduate degrees (31.1%), one-fifth held high school 

degrees (20.1%), 0.8% held elementary school degrees and 0.4% had no degree. 

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) using Pillai’s Trace revealed significant 

differences at Time 1 between respondents and non-respondents of Time 2 (V= .052, F(6, 723) 

= 6.59, p < .001, ηp² = .05).  Tests of between-subjects effects indicated that the children of 

mothers participating in only the first wave watched more television (M = 8.34, SD = 6.16) 

than the children of mothers who participated in both waves (M = 7.30, SD = 5.77), F(1, 728) 

= 7.33, p = .007, ηp² = .01.  In addition, the mothers participating in both waves were more 

highly educated (M = 4.15, SD = .73) than mothers participating in only the first wave (M = 

3.81, SD = .85), F(1, 728) = 36.25, p < .001, ηp² = .05, as were the mothers’ partners (only first 

wave: M = 3.65, SD = .95; both waves: M = 3.84, SD = .87), F(1, 728) = 6.52, p = .011, ηp² 

= .01.  No further significant differences were found. 

 

Measures 

Children’s television viewing time.  Mothers reported how much television their child 

watches on an average weekday, an average Wednesday, and an average weekend day.  Three 

timelines were presented ranging from 6 A.M. until 5 A.M. the next day, each representing the 

weekday (Timeline 1), Wednesday (Timeline 2), and weekend day (Timeline 3).  Wednesday 

was singled out because children do not attend preschool on Wednesday afternoons in Belgium, 

which typically creates extra opportunities to watch television.  Each hour on the timeline was 

divided into four checkboxes, each representing 15 minutes.  Mothers marked a checkbox when 

their child was watching television during the corresponding 15 minutes.  Television viewing 

time was calculated by summing all of the marked checkboxes per timeline.  To convert these 

estimates into hours, the total sum was divided by four.  By multiplying the weekday viewing 

hours by four and adding the result to the number of hours reported for Wednesday and the 

weekend day times two ([weekday hours x 4] + [Wednesday hours] + [weekend day hours x 

2]), we created estimates of weekly television viewing time in hours (Time 1 M = 7.41, SD = 

5.79; Time 2 M = 8.36, SD = 6.87).  This procedure has been applied successfully in prior 

television research (e.g., Eggermont, 2006; Van den Bulck, 2006; Van den Bulck & Hofman, 

2009). 
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Mothers’ attitudes toward television.  Following previous measures of parental 

attitudes toward television (Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005, 2007), mothers 

indicated whether television mostly helps children’s learning, using three items (i.e., “Watching 

television is beneficial for children’s development,” “Watching television helps children’s 

learning,” and “Watching television teaches children new things”).  Response options ranged 

from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) (Time 1 Cronbach’s α = .77, M = 3.13, SD 

= .56; Time 2 Cronbach’s α = .81, M = 3.26, SD = .60). Higher scores reflected more positive 

attitudes toward television. 

Mothers’ mental distress.  The Mental Health Inventory (MHI5; Berwick et al., 1991), 

a scale employed in previous research on maternal mental health and children’s television 

viewing (Thompson & Christakis, 2007), was used to measure whether the mother had mental 

distress. Mothers indicated on a six-point scale ranging from (almost) none of the time (1) to 

(almost) all of the time (6) how much of the time during the past month they “had been a very 

nervous person” (reverse coded), “felt calm and peaceful,” “felt downhearted and blue” 

(reverse coded), “felt so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer them up” (reverse coded), 

and “had been a happy person.”  Responses were summed so that higher scores indicate better 

mental health (Cronbach’s α = .84, M = 22.68, SD = 3.60).  Prior research has identified a score 

of 21 as a cutoff point for having mental distress (Rumpf, Meyer, Hapke, & John, 2001).  

Mothers with scores of 21 or lower were identified as having mental distress (33.9%); mothers 

with scores of 22 and higher were identified as not having mental distress (66.1%). 

Mothers’ time pressure.  Mothers indicated their agreement with the ten items of 

Roxburgh’s (2004) Time Pressure scale, including “I often feel rushed to do the thing that I 

have to do,” “I feel that too much is expected of me,” and “I often feel pressed for time,” using 

a five-point scale ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (5) (Cronbach’s α = .88, M 

= 3.37, SD = .69).  Based on a median split, we divided the sample into a group of mothers 

with low time pressure (54%) and a group of mothers with high time pressure (46%). 

Control Variables.  Based on previous research on young children’s television 

exposure (Bickham et al., 2003; Certain & Kahn, 2002), the child’s age, the mother’s education 

as well as their partner’s education (ranging from no degree (1) to graduate degree (5)), and 

the mother’s television viewing at baseline and at follow-up were included as control variables 

in the models.  We measured mothers’ television viewing time  by using the same procedure as 

for children’s television viewing time (i.e., using timelines). 
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Analysis 

The hypothesized relationships were investigated using AmosTM (Arbuckle, 2010).  We 

conducted two-wave cross-lagged analyses (Little, Bovaird, & Slegers, 2006) to investigate the 

predicted reciprocal relationships between mothers’ television attitudes and children’s 

television exposure.  To investigate the predicted conditional probability of the relationships, 

we conducted two-wave multi-group cross-lagged analyses (Little et al., 2006).  Two multi-

group models were tested: the first multi-group model compared two groups based on mothers’ 

level of mental distress, comparing mothers with mental distress and mothers without mental 

distress; the second multi-group model compared two groups based on mothers’ level of time 

pressure, comparing mothers experiencing high time pressure and mothers experiencing low 

time pressure. 

The analysis procedure of the multi-group analyses involved two steps. First, we 

investigated the measurement model by testing a configural model and by testing the metric 

invariance across mothers with mental distress and mothers without mental distress, as well as 

the metric invariance across mothers with low time pressure and mothers with high time 

pressure, by comparing each configural model with the corresponding metric invariance model 

(Little, 2013).  In order to control for common method variance and for the impact of potential 

third variables, we allowed error terms of corresponding indicators and outcomes measured at 

the same time point to be correlated (Kline, 2011; Little, 2013).   

Second, multi-group cross-lagged models were tested, by constraining the paths from 

attitudes to subsequent television exposure to be equal across the two mental distress groups 

and across the two time pressure groups, and by constraining the paths from television exposure 

to subsequent attitudes to be equal across the two mental distress groups and across the two 

time pressure groups (Little, 2013).  Chi-square difference tests were computed to investigate 

differences in model fit between models with constrained and unconstrained paths (Kline, 

2011).  All models controlled for the child’s age, the mother’s education level and partner’s 

education level at baseline, and the mother’s television viewing at all time points.   

As recommended by Hurlbert and Lombardi (2012), Schulz and Grimes (2005), and 

others, we used an alpha level of .05 and did not adjust for multiple testing because we did not 

want to reduce statistical power (O’Keefe, 2003) and miss potentially important findings 

(Chew, Bradley, Boyko, 2004). 
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Results 

Zero-order correlations between all relevant variables included in the models are 

presented in Table 1 for mothers with mental distress and mothers without mental distress  and 

in Table 2 for mothers with high time pressure and mothers with low time pressure. 

 

Testing the Hypothesized Reciprocal Relationship 

Hypothesis 1.  The hypothesized cross-lagged model for the relationship between 

children’s television viewing and mothers’ television attitudes yielded a good fit (χ² (39) = 

69.01, χ²/df = 1.77, p = .002, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .05, GFI = .97).  H1 predicted that mothers’ 

attitudes toward television would predict children’s subsequent television viewing.  Yet, the 

analyses showed that mothers’ attitudes did not predict children’s subsequent television 

viewing (β = .08, B = 1.04, SE = .76, p = .17).  Thus, no support was found for H1.   

Hypothesis 2.  H2 predicted that children’s television behaviors would predict mothers’ 

attitudes toward the medium.  However, the findings showed that children’s television viewing 

did not predict mothers’ attitudes toward television (β = -.06, B = -0.01, SE = 0.01, p = .32).  

Hence, H2 was not supported.  This suggests that the relationship between mothers’ attitudes 

and children’s television viewing might be conditional.  This assumption was tested in the 

multi-group cross-lagged panel models. 

 

Testing the Hypothesized Conditional Probability 

The multi-group configural invariance model with mental distress as the moderator 

yielded a good fit (χ² (78) = 105.47, χ²/df = 1.35, p = .021, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .04, GFI = .95), 

as well did the metric invariance model (χ² (82) = 107.49, χ²/df = 1.31, p = .031, CFI = .98, 

RMSEA = .04, GFI = .95).  The data supported full metric invariance across groups, as the 

comparison between the configural and metric invariance models was not significant (∆χ²(4) = 

2.02, p = .73).  The observed cross-lagged model for mothers without mental distress and with 

mental distress is shown in Figure 1.  Both the multi-group configural invariance model (χ² 

(78) = 109.09, χ²/df = 1.400, p = .012, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04, GFI = .95), and the metric 

invariance model with time pressure as the moderator yielded a good fit (χ² (82) = 112.86, χ²/df 

= 1.38, p = .014, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04, GFI = .95).  Full metric invariance across groups 

was supported, according to the lack of significant difference between the configural and metric 

invariance models (∆χ²(4) = 3.77, p = .44).  Figure 2 shows the observed cross-lagged model 

for mothers with low time pressure and mothers with high time pressure.   
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Hypothesis 3.  The analyses showed that the path from mothers’ attitudes to children’s 

subsequent television did not significantly differ across mental distress groups (∆χ²(1) = .35, p 

= .55).  Mothers’ attitudes toward television did not significantly predict children’s television 

exposure one year later for mothers without mental distress (β = .12, B = 1.07, SE = .56, p 

= .05), nor for mothers with mental distress (β = .12, B = 2.51, SE = 2.35, p = .29).   

However, the findings showed that the path from mothers’ attitudes to children’s 

subsequent television viewing differed significantly across time pressure groups (∆χ²(1) = 6.55, 

p = .011).  The results indicated that mothers’ attitudes toward television positively and 

significantly predicted children’s television exposure one year later for mothers experiencing 

low time pressure (β = .18, B = 2.83, SE = 1.23, p = .021).  Thus, the more positive mothers’ 

attitudes toward television were, the more television children watched one year later. However, 

mothers’ attitudes toward television did not predict children’s television exposure for mothers 

experiencing high time pressure (β = -.10, B = -1.04, SE = .84, p = .22).  Thus, H3 was supported 

when looking at mothers’ level of time pressure. 

Hypothesis 4.  The path from television viewing to subsequent attitudes differed 

significantly across mental distress groups (∆χ²(1) = 4.10, p = .043).  More specifically, the 

findings showed that for mothers without mental distress, children’s television exposure at 

Time 1 did not predict mothers’ attitudes one year later (β = .05, B = .01, SE = .01, p = .50).  

However, for mothers with mental distress, children’s television exposure negatively and 

significantly predicted mothers’ attitudes toward television one year later (β = -.27, B = -.02, 

SE = .01, p = .035).  This indicates that the more television children watched, the more negative 

mothers’ attitudes toward television became one year later when mothers experienced poor 

mental health. 

Furthermore, the path from television viewing to subsequent attitudes was also 

significantly different across time pressure groups (∆χ²(1) = 3.88, p = .049).  The analyses 

indicated that for mothers experiencing low time pressure, children’s television exposure at 

Time 1 did not predict mothers’ attitudes one year later (β = .03, B = .00, SE = .01, p = .75).  

Yet, for mothers experiencing high time pressure, children’s television exposure negatively and 

significantly predicted mothers’ attitudes toward television one year later (β = -.23, B = -.02, 

SE = .01, p = .016).  Thus, the more television children watched, the more negative mothers’ 

attitudes toward television became.   



 

153 

 

Table 1 Zero-order correlations, means, and standard deviations for mothers with mental distress and mothers without mental distress 

Mothers With

Mental Distress

Mothers 

Without Mental Distress 

Mothers’ 

Attitudes 

Toward  

Television  

W1 

Mothers’ 

Attitudes 

Toward  

Television  

W2 

Children’s  

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W1 

Children’s  

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W2 

Children’s 

Age 

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Education 

W1 

 

Partners’ 

Education 

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W1 

Mothers’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W2 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward Television W1 – .58*** .12** .16* -.00 -.04 -.01 .06 .13* 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward Television W2 .60*** – .05 .10 -.05 .09 -.02 .00 .05 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W1 .14* .12 – .47*** .35*** -.33*** -.35*** .42*** .30*** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W2 .26*** .24** .59*** – .24*** -.28*** -.29*** .31*** .45*** 

Children’s Age W1 .06 .04 .33*** .28*** – -.13** -.15*** -.00 .03 

Mothers’ Education W1 -.04 .02 -.31*** -.18* -.13** – .51*** -.33*** -.37*** 

Partners’ Education W1 .01 -.05 -.34*** -.32*** -.18*** .46*** – -.22*** -.23*** 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time W1 .08 .02 .45** .27** .00 -.28*** -.17** – .560*** 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time W2 .19* .09 .34*** .50*** .05 -.34*** -.25** .52*** – 

M 3.15/3.11 3.26/3.21 6.94/7.95 8.13/9.78 31.59/33.53 4.17/4.11 3.84/3.84 13.45/14.11 14.14/14.98 

SD .56/.53 .62/.56 5.54/6.13 5.08/9.70 19.48/20.04 .72/.72 .86/.88 7.68/7.68 7.04/8.31 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 
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Table 2 Zero-order correlations, means, and standard deviations for mothers with high time pressure and mothers with low time pressure 

Mothers With 

High Time Pressure 

 

 

Mothers 

With Low Time Pressure 

Mothers’ 

Attitudes 

Toward  

Television  

W1 

Mothers’ 

Attitudes 

Toward  

Television  

W2 

Children’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W1 

Children’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W2 

Children’s 

Age 

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Education 

W1 

 

Partners’ 

Education 

W1 

 

Mothers’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W1 

Mothers’ 

Television 

Viewing 

Time 

W2 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward  Television W1 – .60*** .06 -.06 -.06 -.09 -.00 .11 .09 

Mothers’ Attitudes Toward  Television W2 .57*** – -.05 .13 -.09 -.02 -.00 .08 .08 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W1 .16** .11 – .45*** .41*** -.24*** -.23*** .21** .31** 

Children’s Television Viewing Time W2 .25** .09 .48*** – .34*** -.12 -.27** .26** .42*** 

Children’s Age W1 .04 -.01 .29*** .21* – -.11* -.08 -.01 .05 

Mothers’ Education W1 -.01 .16* -.38*** -.36*** -.14** – .48*** -.28*** -.43*** 

Partners’ Education W1 -.02 -.04 -.42*** -.28** -.20*** .54*** – -.13* -.19* 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time W1 .05 -.05 .52*** .37*** -.02 -.39*** -.28*** – .59*** 

Mothers’ Television Viewing Time W2 .18* .04 .29** .50*** .01 -.32*** -.28** .52*** – 

M 3.12/3.16 3.25/3.22 7.36/7.28 8.89/8.52 32.09/32.75 4.12/4.18 3.87/3.80 13.84/13.36 14.81/13.94 

SD .55/.55 .60/.61 6.15/5.39 8.09/5.21 19.23/20.46 .71/.75 .85/.90 7.47/7.77 7.34/7.58 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 
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Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 
W1 

Children’s Television 

Viewing Time 
W2 

Mothers’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

W1 

Mothers’ Attitudes 

Toward Television 

W2 

Figure 1. Observed two-wave cross-lagged model of the relationship 

between children’s television viewing time and mothers’ 

attitudes toward television for mothers without mental distress 

and mothers with mental distress 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Ovals represent 

latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, 

observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 

MD1 = mothers without mental distress; MD2 = mothers with 

mental distress 

+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Figure 2. Observed two-wave cross-lagged model of the relationship 

between children’s television viewing time and mothers’ 

attitudes toward television for mothers with low time pressure 

and mothers with high time pressure 

Note: Path coefficients are presented in standardized form. Ovals represent 

latent constructs. For clarity of presentation, control variables, 

observed indicators and error terms are not shown. 

TP1 = mothers with low time pressure; TP2 = mothers with high 

time pressure 

+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Hence, as we expected, both mental distress and time pressure moderated the 

relationship from children’s television viewing to mothers’ subsequent attitudes, showing that 

young children’s television viewing predicted mothers’ attitudes toward television more 

strongly among stressed mothers than among non-stressed mothers, as we expected (H4).  

However, while we found that  young children’s television viewing did not predict mothers’ 

attitudes toward television among non-stressed mothers, we found that children’s television 

viewing negatively predicted mothers’ attitudes toward television among stressed mothers, and 

not positively, as we expected (H4).   As such, H4 was partially supported.   

 

Discussion 

Prior research has repeatedly demonstrated that parents’ decisions regarding children’s 

television viewing stem from their attitudes toward the medium (Cohen et al., 1981; 

Vandewater et al., 2005; Warren, 2001).  Yet, no studies to date have looked at the possibility 

of a reciprocal relationship between parents’ attitudes toward television and children’s 

television viewing and the conditional probability of the relationship.  The findings of this two-

wave panel study showed that mothers’ attitudes toward television function as a predictor as 

well as an outcome of young children’s television viewing, depending on mothers’ level of 

stress.  In this sense, our study adds to the literature stating that the level of consistency between 

attitudes and behavior depends on other, moderating variables (Kraus, 1995). 

First, mothers’ attitudes toward television predicted children’s television viewing when 

mothers did not experience significant stress.  Thus, for mothers who do not experience stress, 

the findings are in line with prior research showing that positive attitudes are related to higher 

television viewing (Cohen et al., 1981; Vandewater et al., 2005; Warren, 2001).  Mothers 

without significant stress seem to make more deliberate decisions around children’s television 

viewing.  Yet, an important nuance has to be made.  Our study shows that stressed mothers’ 

decisions relating to children’s television viewing appear to be less deliberate and do not stem 

from their evaluation of television.  Thus, other processes explain why mothers who have 

significant stress choose television for their children and more research is needed to understand 

stressed mothers’ decisions around children’s television viewing.  For instance, it is plausible 

that mothers with stress choose television for their children because these mothers lack energy 

or motivation to involve in mother-child interactions (Potts & Sanchez, 1994; Psychogiou & 

Parry, 2014), regardless of their attitudes. 
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Second, children’s television viewing predicted mothers’ attitudes toward the medium 

when mothers experienced significant stress.  However, the results do not confirm what we 

might expect from self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) and cognitive dissonance theory 

(Festinger, 1957).  That is, instead of finding evidence for consistency between children’s 

television viewing and mothers’ attitudes, we found evidence for inconsistency.  Contrary to 

our expectations, young children’s television viewing did not predict mothers’ subsequent 

positive attitudes toward television.  Instead, the findings showed that young children’s 

television viewing negatively predicted mothers’ subsequent attitudes toward television when 

mothers had significant stress, indicating that these mothers expressed more negative attitudes 

about children’s television viewing.     

Beck’s cognitive distortion theory of depression (Beck, 1976) provides an explanation 

for this unexpected inconsistency.  According to Beck (1976), depressed individuals exhibit 

negative cognitive styles, that are characterized by a distortion in thinking and negatively 

biased perceptions of personal experiences.  More generally, stressed or depressed individuals 

often engage in negative cycles of thinking that perpetuate mental distress and create a general 

negative view of life (Beck, 2002; Psychogiou & Parry, 2014).  The cognitive distortion that is 

implicated in cognitive theories of depression (Beck, 1976, 2002) is also manifest in stressed 

or depressed parents’ perceptions of themselves as parents.  That is, stressed or depressed 

parents tend to hold negatively biased perceptions and negative views of themselves as parents 

(Goodman, Sewell, Cooley, & Leavitt, 1993).  Extending this evidence to parents’ decision 

making around children’s television use, it is likely that mothers with significant stress display 

negatively biased perceptions of their decisions around children’s television use and hold 

negative attitudes regarding children’s television viewing. 

In addition, studies have demonstrated that depressed individuals show difficulties in 

learning from positive events (Conklin, Strunk, & Fazio, 2009) and do not fully appreciate 

positive situations (Shook, Fazio, & Vasey, 2007).  It is possible that depressed mothers pay 

more attention to the negative aspects of children’s television viewing than to the positive 

aspects and overvalue the negative experiences with children’s television viewing over the 

positive experiences (Shook et al., 2007).  Although mothers are more inclined to observe 

positive consequences from children’s viewing (Evans et al., 2011; Rideout & Hamel, 2006) 

and may enjoy positive benefits of children’s television viewing, for instance because it allows 

them to have some time for themselves (Conners et al., 2007), mothers may fail to appreciate 

the potential personal benefits associated with children’s viewing (Conklin et al., 2009).  That 

is, the observation of negative consequences from children’s television viewing could have 
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produced negative attitudes among depressed mothers.  In particular, given the one-year 

interval in this study, mothers may have had ample opportunity to consider the potential 

negative effects of television exposure on their children.  As such, mothers’ consideration of 

the negative effects of television on their children could have produced more of an effect on 

their attitudes than cognitive dissonance would have produced consistency. 

This study has several implications for our understanding of the role of parents’ 

attitudes about young children’s television viewing.  The reciprocal and conditional nature of 

the relationship between mothers’ attitudes regarding children’s television viewing and 

children’s actual television viewing provides important perspectives.  First, with regard to the 

conditional nature of the relationship, our study adds to the “when approach” in attitudes 

research (Zanna & Fazio, 1982) by identifying conditions under which the relationships 

between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television viewing are more or less 

likely to occur and extends the research on situational explanations of behavior (Kraus, 1995) 

to research on children’s television viewing.   

In particular, as in Chapter 3, the findings of the study presented in the current chapter 

emphasize the need for a life logistics perspective that looks at the role of parents’ life 

circumstances in shaping children’s television viewing (see Chapter 3).  Our study 

demonstrates that mothers’ life circumstances, in particular the level of mental distress and time 

pressure, moderate the relationship between children’s television viewing and mothers’ 

attitudes toward the medium.  The fundamental role that has been ascribed to parents’ attitudes 

toward television seems to be less relevant under certain life circumstances and conditions.   

The conditionality of the impact of mothers’ attitudes toward television on children’s 

television viewing and the importance of life logistics in that respect might also apply to 

parental mediation practices around television.  Studies have shown that parents who endorse 

negative attitudes toward children’s television exposure are more likely to use active and 

restrictive mediation strategies (Nathanson, 2001; Warren et al., 2002).  However, Bybee and 

colleagues (1982) argued that parents’ attitudes toward television do not necessarily predict 

parental guidance of children’s television viewing.  Perhaps mothers who endorse negative 

attitudes toward television may ultimately be less likely to use active and restrictive mediation 

strategies for their children when they feel depressed or feel rushed for time.   

Second, with regard to the reciprocal nature of the relationship, our study emphasizes 

the importance of examining processes of reverse socialization in children’s television use (Van 

den Bulck & Van Den Bergh, 2005).  For mothers with significant stress a reverse socialization 

process or child effect (Van den Bulck & Van Den Bergh, 2005) may occur, in the sense that 
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children’s television viewing influences parents’ attitudes toward the medium.  This 

emphasizes that it is crucial to consider both parent and child effects in order to fully understand 

socialization processes around children’s television viewing. 

These findings have important implications for intervention studies that aim to reduce 

children’s television viewing.  By identifying the conditions under which mothers’ attitudes are 

relevant for children’s television viewing, this study increases our understanding about which 

intervention strategies might be most suitable.  The findings provide useful information for the 

development of targeted interventions for mothers with or without stress.  We agree with 

Thompson and Christakis (2007) that the social context of children’s television viewing, and 

mothers’ stress in particular, deserves more attention in intervention studies and counseling by 

pediatricians.  Our findings highlight the importance of screening for maternal stress to 

understand how mothers and their children should be addressed.  For mothers who face 

significant stress, targeting mothers’ attitudes for change might not be relevant to reduce 

children’s television viewing.  Overall, studying the conditions that determine the relationship 

between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television viewing seems an 

effective approach to improve the development of targeted interventions for reducing children’s 

television viewing. 

Several limitations of this study deserve consideration.  First, while the longitudinal 

design of this study is one of the key strengths, it should be noted that differences existed 

between follow-up participants and dropouts.  More specifically, children of mothers who 

dropped out in the second wave watched more television.  This might have led to an 

underestimation of the impact of children’s television viewing on mothers’ attitudes.   

Second, our data came from a relatively highly educated and White sample.  This might 

restrict the generalizability of the present findings.  For instance, it is unclear how our 

understanding about the relations between mothers’ attitudes and children’s television viewing 

as well as about the moderating role of stress might translate to a sample of lower educated 

parents.  Mothers with different educational backgrounds might experience different types of 

stress.  Studies have found that more highly educated mothers tend to experience more work-

related stress and stress due to balancing job demands and family demands, as well as stress 

due to family demands and stress related to child care than mothers with less education 

(Mathiesen, Tambs, & Dalgard, 1999; Sperlich, Arnhold-Kerri, & Geyer, 2011).  Sampling 

parents with less education seems especially challenging, though, since particularly those 

mothers who were less educated dropped out in the second wave of our study.   
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Further, the type of stress that mothers experience might also differ according to their 

ethnicity.  For instance, among ethnic minority women depression is often caused by 

discrimination and acculturation stress (Jackson & Williams, 2006).  Moreover, scholars have 

found ethnic differences in the rate of depressive symptoms that women report, showing, for 

instance, that White women show lower rates of depressive symptoms than Black women 

(Jackson & Williams, 2006; Plant & Sachs-Ericsson, 2004).  As such, the moderating role of 

stress that we uncovered in this study might be more pronounced among Black mothers. 

Third, the attitudes measure used in our study asked about the educational value of 

television for children, because many mothers strongly believe in the educational value of 

children’s television viewing (DeLoache et al., 2010. Evans et al., 2011; Rideout & Hamel, 

2006; Rideout, 2014).  While this method of measuring television attitudes has been validated 

and extensively used in previous studies (e.g., Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater et al., 2005, 

2007), other attitudes toward television exist.  For instance, other researchers have asked 

parents about their attitude toward positive and negative outcomes of television among children 

(e.g., Austin et al., 1999), or about their concerns about the effects of exposure to specific 

television content (Warren, 2005).  Also, mothers’ attitudes regarding the usefulness of 

television in parenting could be more predictive of children’s television viewing behaviors.  

Future research should seek to investigate whether these dimensions of mothers’ television 

attitudes relate differently to children’s television behaviors and would yield different results.   

Finally, the prevalence rate of mental distress was rather high in this study.  One in three 

mothers were identified as having depressive symptoms.  This is higher than the prevalence 

rate in the study of Thompson and Christakis (2007), but comparable to the prevalence rates 

found in studies of Burdette and colleagues (2003) and Giles and colleagues (2011).  However, 

additional frequency analyses showed that most of the mothers that were identified as having 

mental distress clustered near the 21 cutoff point, with one in ten mothers (10.8%) having a 

score equal to the cutoff point.  Therefore, future research could investigate the relationships 

and models of our study in samples of more highly distressed mothers to see whether mothers 

with higher distress scores would display the relationships more clearly.  

Replication of our findings is needed.  This is particularly important because only by 

replicating the relationships that were tested in our study  can we alleviate any concerns about 

false discoveries or false negatives (Koole & Lakens, 2012; O’Keefe, 2007; Weber, 2007).  

While some scholars advocate for alpha-level-adjustment in order to control for false 

discoveries, in particular in the case of multiple tests (e.g., Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995; 

Cribbie, 2007), other scholars have criticized alpha adjustment practices for reducing statistical 
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power (e.g., O’Keefe, 2003), increasing the risk of missing potentially important findings (i.e., 

false negatives; e.g., Chew et al., 2004), and, more broadly, causing undesirable research 

practices (e.g., O’Keefe, 2003; Schulz & Grimes, 2005).  Therefore, we followed a twofold 

procedure: In order to minimize the risk of false discoveries, we followed Jöreskog and 

Sörbom’s advice (1993) to only investigate the relationships and models that were derived from 

the literature.  Furthermore, because we wanted to avoid the risk of false negatives, we followed 

the advice of scholars not to adjust for multiple testing (e.g., Hurlbert & Lombardi, 2012; 

O’Keefe, 2003; Schulz & Grimes, 2005). 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study is the first to provide evidence on the reciprocal and 

conditional nature of the relationship between parents’ attitudes regarding children’s television 

viewing and children’s television viewing.  While prior research has largely rested on the 

unidimensional assumption that parents’ attitudes drive children’s television viewing and has 

failed to consider the possibility of the reciprocity and the conditional probability of the 

relationship, this two-wave panel study shows that mothers’ attitudes toward television and 

children’s television viewing are differently related to each other depending on mothers’ level 

of stress.  We recommend that future research examine other conditions that might moderate 

the relationships between mothers’ attitudes toward television and children’s television 

viewing.  In addition, we encourage more work to examine longitudinal relationships and 

moderators when studying children’s television behaviors. 
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Conclusions and Implications 

 

Infants, toddlers, and preschoolers spend large amounts of their time using screen media 

(Common Sense Media, 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005).  

Triggered by questions about the potential consequences of the widespread use of screen media 

by infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, research has accumulated evidence that media may 

affect children both in positive and negative ways (e.g., Garrison, Liekweg, & Christakis, 2011; 

Hancox, Milne, & Poulton, 2005; Jordan & Robinson, 2008; Lin, Cherng, Chen, Chen, & Yang, 

2015; Linebarger, 2015; Linebarger & Walker, 2005; Mistry, Minkovitz, Strobino, & 

Borzekowski, 2007; Nathanson & Fries, 2014; Wright et al., 2001).  However, although we are 

gaining more and more knowledge about the effects that media may have on young children, 

the mechanisms that determine children’s media selection are not fully understood.  While it is 

crucial to continue to increase our understanding of the effects that media may have on children, 

it is crucial as well to increase our understanding of the origins of children’s media exposure. 

The current dissertation aimed to address this need and deepen our understanding of 

young children’s television exposure.  In particular, the aim of the dissertation was to find 

answers to the question what motivates parents to encourage the use of television for children 

(see Anand & Krosnick, 2005; Austin, Bolls, Fujioka, & Engelbertson, 1999; Christakis, Ebel, 

Rivara, & Zimmerman, 2004; Nathanson & Manohar, 2012).  More specifically, we sought to 

answer this question by introducing a life logistics perspective on children’s television use and 

investigating the role of structural family circumstances as determinants of the television use 

of infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.   This resulted in three key conclusions, which concern 

the role of (1) structural family circumstances, (2) parents’ attitudes regarding children’s 

television, and (3) situational conditions. 

 

Key Conclusion 1: The Role of Structural Family Circumstances 

While social science and communication science have produced abundant research on 

the role of television in children’s lives, thereby increasing our understanding of the effects 

that television may have on infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, the role of structural family 

circumstances as determinants of children’s television use has received far less attention from 

researchers (see criticisms by Vaala, 2014; Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Warren, Gerke, & Kelly, 

2002).  Research has mainly focused on demographic determinants (e.g., children’s age, 

parents’ education), psychosocial factors and cognitions (e.g., parents attitudes regarding 

television), as well as parental modeling and rule-making (e.g., parents’ own television use) 
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that may encourage or discourage children’s television use.  While these studies have offered 

highly valuable insights in children’s television use and an increased understanding of why 

children are encouraged to watch television, important gaps in the literature remain. 

In particular, much remains unknown about the extent to which circumstances in the 

family motivate parents to use television for their children.  Let alone that we know to what 

extent structural family circumstances determine children’s television use compared with 

factors that traditionally emerge from theory and literature (e.g., social learning theory; 

Bandura, 1994; reasoned action theory; Ajzen & Albarracín, 2007; Fishbein, 2008; Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 2010), such as socio-demographics, psychosocial factors, or parental modeling.  The 

current dissertation addressed these gaps and unraveled the role of three types of determinants 

of children’s television use: functional needs and viewing motivations, traditional factors, and 

structural family circumstances.  

 

The Role of Functional Viewing Motivations 

First, the results of this dissertation point out that parents’ decisions around children’s 

television use are not only motivated by educational or entertainment reasons.  In line with the 

idea that media are used as a regulator of family life (Lull, 1990), the dissertation shows that 

personal benefits and functional needs motivate parents to use television for their children as 

well and increase the time children spend watching television.  More specifically, both in 

Chapter 1 and Chapter 4, the dissertation applied a need satisfaction perspective (see Krosnick, 

Anand, & Hartl, 2003) and focused on two viewing motivations: the use of television to occupy 

children (Chapter 1) and the use of television to soothe children (Chapter 4).  The dissertation 

identified determinants of these viewing motivations and determined the extent to which the 

functional viewing motivations predict children’s actual use of television.   

In particular, the findings of Chapter 1 demonstrate that parents rely on television as a 

tool to occupy children.  While evidence for the use of television as an “electronic babysitter” 

for children has been provided before (e.g., Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Zimmerman, Christakis, 

& Meltzoff, 2007), the study here provided more detail about which parents are especially 

motivated to use television as a babysitter and the extent to which the use of television as a 

babysitter is associated with children’s actual viewing time.  These findings were obtained from 

the two-stage model that was derived from the assumptions of social learning theory (Bandura, 

1994), self-perception theory (Bem, 1972), and attitude-behavior models (Bentler & Speckart, 

1979).   
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Looking at which parents are more eager to occupy children with television, the 

dissertation reveals that it is parents with positive attitudes toward television, and, indirectly, 

parents who watch more television themselves.  However, the use of television as a babysitter 

does not vary according to the parents’ educational background or the children’s age.  Although 

it is clear that, given the relatively broad age range in the study that is reported here, children 

in the study differ developmentally (Berk, 2014), parents turn to television as an electronic 

babysitter for younger infants as well as for toddlers and preschoolers.  While the educational 

and entertainment potential of television may vary widely across infants, toddlers, and 

preschoolers (Anderson & Hanson, 2010; Courage & Howe, 2010; Richert, Robb, & Smith, 

2011), parents use television to occupy their children no matter what age they are.  Looking at 

what using television as a babysitter does for children’s actual television viewing time, the 

dissertation reveals that it increases the amount of time children actually spent watching 

television.   

According to the findings of Chapter 4, parents also see benefit in television as a tool 

to help children calm down.  Mothers rely on television to soothe their children, in particular 

when children have temperamental difficulties.  The study also provided evidence for the 

importance to investigate the interplay between maternal factors and child factors.  More 

specifically, the extent to which children’s temperament is associated with a higher television 

viewing time varies with mothers’ mental well-being: Children’s television viewing time peaks 

in families where children’s temperamental problems exist in combination with poor maternal 

well-being. 

Overall, then, the dissertation indicates that perspectives regarding children’s television 

use that emphasize need satisfaction (Krosnick et al., 2003), provide important insights into 

parents’ decision making regarding children’s television use.  

 

The Role of Traditional Determinants 

Second, determinants that have traditionally been emphasized in the literature define 

children’s television use, but not as much as we expected.  In Part 1, we first explored the 

relationships among socio-demographic factors (i.e., children’s age, parents’ educational 

level), psychosocial factors (i.e., parents’ attitudes toward television), behavioral modeling 

factors (i.e., parents’ television viewing behavior), the use of television to occupy children and 

children’s television viewing time (Chapter 1).  As mentioned earlier, the use of television as 

an electronic babysitter appeared to be a marker of parents’ attitudes toward television and, 

indirectly, parents’ own viewing behavior.  Other socio-demographic factors were not related 



 

173 

 

to parents’ use of television to occupy children.  However, the time that children spent watching 

television was mainly defined by the time that parents spent watching television and also 

increased when parents more often used television as a babysitter, when they had more positive 

attitudes toward television, when children were older, and when parents had a lower 

educational degree. 

Further studies in the current dissertation, in particular the studies in Part 2, add more 

detail to our understanding of the role of the traditional determinants and put their role into 

perspective (see second key conclusion).  First, the impact of traditional determinants is largely 

contingent upon other conditions.  Under some conditions, traditional factors determine 

children’s television use, under some conditions, they do not (see third key conclusion).  

Evidence for this conclusion was especially found in Chapter 5, where we further unraveled 

the relationship between parents’ attitudes regarding television and children’s television use, 

by exploring the possibility of a reciprocal relationship and the conditionality of the 

relationship.  According to the findings of the longitudinal study presented in Chapter 5, the 

relationship between parents’ attitudes regarding television and the time children spend 

watching television is contingent upon the parents’ level of stress.  More specifically, parents’ 

attitudes toward television determine children’s actual viewing only when mothers do not 

experience significant stress.   

Second, traditional factors are less important than structural family circumstances in 

defining children’s television use, according to the studies of the current dissertation (see also 

second key conclusion).  Children’s television use appears to be more a marker of structural 

circumstances in the family than of parents’ own television use or their attitudes toward the 

medium.  Comparing the contribution of structural family circumstances to children’s 

television viewing with the contribution of traditional determinants, leads to a remarkable 

conclusion.  In line with the premises of behavioral modeling and social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1994), the findings of the study presented in Chapter 1 show that parents’ own 

viewing contributes substantially to children’s television viewing.  As such, consistent with the 

parental modeling perspective on children’s television viewing (see Krosnick et al., 2003), 

parental modeling appears to be an important determinant of children’s television viewing 

behavior according to the study presented in Chapter 1.   

However, this is not the case in the life logistics model that we examined in Chapter 3.  

While, according to the findings of Chapter 1, parents’ own viewing is the most important 

determinant of children’s television viewing and contributes more substantially to children’s 

viewing than socio-demographic factors, parents’ attitudes, and parents’ viewing motivations, 
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its contribution is eliminated by the contribution of structural family circumstances in the life 

logistics model that we tested in Chapter 3.  The application of a life logistics perspective to 

children’s television use shows that the role of parental modeling is less important than the role 

of structural family circumstances, such as mothers’ well-being. 

As such, the dissertation sheds new light on the role of parental modeling in children’s 

television use.  In particular, the life logistics perspective provides indications for another type 

of parental modeling.  The dissertation illustrates that parents may function as models for 

children’s television viewing behavior through their use of television as a tool to manage the 

circumstances in their family.  Children may observe that their parents use television to relieve 

stress, to disengage from each other, or for self-regulation.   In this way, parents are modeling 

that television can be used to adapt to or manage family life circumstances. 

In addition, structural circumstances also seem to outweigh attitudes as determinants of 

children’s television use (see also second key conclusion).  In Chapter 1, we found that parents’ 

attitudes are positively related to parents’ use of television as a babysitter and children’s actual 

viewing time.  Parents with more positive attitudes toward television report a higher use of 

television to occupy children, and, indirectly, a higher viewing time among their children.  

However, although the findings of the study presented in Chapter 1 are consistent with 

perspectives on children’s television use that emphasize the role of parents’ attitudes toward 

children’s television use (e.g., Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, 

Park, Huang, & Wartella, 2005), the findings of the study presented in Chapter 3 show that 

structural circumstances outweigh attitudes.  In particular, the time that parents spend working 

outside the home, the feelings of time pressure that they experience during parenting, and their 

mental well-being determine the time children spend watching television, rather than what they 

think about children’s television use.  Thus, the application of a life logistics perspective to 

children’s television use shows that the role of attitudes as determinants of children’s television 

use is less important than the role of structural family circumstances. 

Overall, then, it seems that traditional orientations regarding the determinants of 

children’s television use, that emphasize the role of socio-demographic factors, parental 

modeling, and parents’ attitudes toward children’s television use, reveal important 

relationships.  However, complementing these traditional perspectives with a life logistics 

perspective provides important new insights into the importance of the traditional determinants. 
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The Role of Structural Family Circumstances 

Third, and most importantly, the current dissertation highlights the importance of 

structural family circumstances as determinants of children’s television use.  In Part 2, we 

introduced and validated a life logistics perspective that investigates the importance of social 

context factors in encouraging children’s television use.  Social context factors have been 

recognized as important determinants of media use in different media effects theories and 

models (e.g., Prior, 2005; Slater, 2007) and have been shown to influence media use selection 

(Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).  According to the life logistics perspective, it is important to 

consider the extent to which the structural circumstances in a family affect children’s television 

use (see Chapter 3).   

Throughout the studies presented in Part 2, it became clear that a life logistics 

perspective helps to understand why young children watch television: Family circumstances 

predict the use of television (Chapter 3), outweigh traditional factors that typically determine 

children’s television use (Chapter 3; see second key conclusion), and shape conditions that 

moderate the relationships of psychosocial and dispositional factors with children’s television 

use (Chapter 4 and 5; see third key conclusion).  As an answer to the question what motivates 

parents to encourage or discourage children to watch television (see Anand & Krosnick, 2005; 

Austin et al., 1999; Christakis et al., 2004; Nathanson & Manohar, 2012), the dissertation 

clearly points out that it is to a large extent the circumstances in a family.  Structural family 

circumstances are powerful determinants of children’s television use: Children’s television 

viewing does not always arise from a deliberate choice of parents that follows from positive 

attitudes toward television or that reflects the parents’ own viewing behavior.  It is more a 

marker of the structural circumstances in a family, such as the hours that mothers work or 

mothers’ mental well-being.  

The studies in the present dissertation that follow a life logistics perspective seem to 

confirm the idea that stress undermines parents’ ability to offer children a stimulating and 

supportive home environment (Lleras, 2008) and depletes parents’ time and energy for non-

television activities with their children while encouraging children’s television viewing (Evans, 

Jordan, & Horner, 2011).  In particular, parents’ time spent working outside the home, their 

mental well-being, and, indirectly, the time pressure that they experience during parenting 

affect the time children spend watching television.  As such, parents seem to use television for 

their children as an escape route for themselves, in order to escape from stress and disengage 

from their children.   
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We might ask ourselves to what extent, then, structural circumstances such as the time 

pressure that parents experience during parenting and the mental distress that they experience 

affect other dimensions of parents’ decision making around children’s television use.  For 

instance, stress may impair parents’ capability to set rules about children’s television viewing 

(Evans et al., 2011).  When parents use television as an escape tool to cope with stress, they 

may be less concerned about setting time or content rules. 

Overall, the first key conclusion of the current dissertation is that structural family 

circumstances play a prominent role in parents’ “decisions” around the use of television for 

infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.  More generally, complementing traditional perspectives 

on children’s television use, that focus on the role of socio-demographic determinants, attitudes 

toward television, and parental modeling, with a life logistics perspective that emphasizes the 

role of structural circumstances, provides new answers to the question what motivates parents 

to encourage the use of television for children.  As discussed in the aforementioned section, 

structural family circumstances seem to outweigh traditional determinants of children’s 

television use.  In the next section we will single out the consequences of the introduction of a 

life logistics perspective for the role of parents’ attitudes regarding television.  

 

Key Conclusion 2: The Role of Parents’ Attitudes Toward Television 

The second conclusion of the current dissertation concerns the role of parents’ attitudes 

regarding children’s television viewing.  In prior research, scholars have often successfully 

applied an orientation regarding children’s television use that emphasizes the role of parents’ 

attitudes regarding children’s television use (e.g., Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 

2014; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005).  In particular, parents’ attitudes toward children’s 

television viewing are recognized as important psychosocial determinants of children’s 

television use (Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 

2005).  The findings of Chapter 1 confirmed the assumptions of models that deal with attitude-

behavior relationships and their claim that attitudes are important predictors of behaviors (e.g., 

Bagozzi & Yi, 1989; Bentler & Speckart, 1979), in particular the role that parents’ television 

attitudes play in children’s television use (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, Park, et al., 

2005).  More specifically, the findings show that parents’ attitudes are positively related to 

parents’ use of television as a babysitter and to the time children spend watching television.  

That is, parents who have more positive attitudes toward television report a higher use of 

television as a babysitter for children, which, ultimately, leads to a higher actual viewing time 

among the children. 
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However, the dissertation provides an important nuance that deepens our understanding 

of the role of parents’ attitudes.  According to the findings of the current dissertation, we need 

to put the role of attitudes into perspective.  This conclusion is threefold.  First, the role of 

attitudes as determinants of children’s television viewing is overshadowed by the role that 

structural family circumstances play.  Second, the impact of parents’ attitudes on children’s 

television use is contingent upon structural family circumstances.  Third, children’s television 

viewing drives parents attitudes toward television, but only in certain circumstances. 

A first reason why, according to the studies of the current dissertation, we need to see 

the role of attitudes in their proper perspective, is because children’s television use appears to 

be more a marker of structural circumstances in the family than of parents’ attitudes toward 

television.  The findings presented in Chapter 3 demonstrate that structural circumstances 

outweigh attitudes.  That is, the circumstances of a family drive children’s television viewing 

rather than what parents think about television.  More specifically, the longitudinal study in 

Chapter 3 showed that the time mothers spend working outside the home, the time pressure 

that they experience during parenting, and their mental well-being determine the time children 

spend watching television.  Mothers’ attitudes toward television are of less importance for 

children’s viewing in this study.  This finding confirms that the circumstances in which one 

finds him/herself facilitate behavior rather than perceptions about the behavior itself (Gerrard 

et al., 2005): The family circumstances facilitate children’s television viewing, rather than what 

parents think about children’s television viewing.  By applying a life logistics perspective to 

children’s television use and comparing it with a perspective that emphasizes the role of 

parents’ attitudes regarding children’s television use, the dissertation reveals that the role of 

parents’ attitudes as determinants of children’s television use is less important than the role of 

structural family circumstances. 

A second reason why we need to put the role of attitudes in their proper perspective, is 

because the impact of parents’ attitudes toward television on children’s television use appears 

to be contingent upon structural circumstances in the family.   In Chapter 5 we investigated the 

conditionality of the relationship from parents’ attitudes to children’s actual television viewing 

time, building on the premises of expectancy value theories and claims that the level of 

consistency between attitudes and behavior depends on moderating variables (Fazio, 1986; 

Kraus, 1995).  The findings resulting from the two-wave multi-group cross-lagged analyses 

showed that the correspondence between mothers’ attitudes and their decisions around 

children’s television viewing depends upon structural circumstances in the family.  More 

specifically, in this study, mothers’ attitudes toward children’s television viewing predict the 
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time children spend watching television only when mothers do not experience significant stress 

(Chapter 5).  In this way, the study provides evidence for the proposition that the structural 

circumstances of parents’ lives may create inconsistency between parents’ television attitudes 

and children’s actual television behavior (Vaala & Hornik, 2014). 

Another indication of the conditionality of the relationship between parents’ television 

attitudes and children’s actual viewing time was already found in Chapter 1.  According to the 

findings presented in Chapter 1 what parents think about children’s television viewing 

corresponds with what they do with television for their children in terms of its functional use, 

that is, using television as a babysitter (see supra).  Yet, parents’ thoughts about television do 

not correspond with the time children spend watching television under all conditions.  More 

specifically, when parents have a university degree, their attitudes do not predict the time 

children spend watching television in this study.  Only when parents have a higher, non-

university education degree or less, their attitudes predict children’s actual viewing time. 

A third reason to put the role of attitudes in their proper perspective stems from the 

findings presented in Chapter 5, which ads yet another perspective to our understanding of 

parents’ attitudes toward television.  The study demonstrates that research that examines the 

role of attitudes in parents’ decision making around children’s television viewing needs to 

move beyond the dominant assumption that parents’ attitudes drive children’s television 

viewing (Vaala & Hornik, 2014; Vandewater, Park, et al., 2005).  In order to answer the 

question where parents’ attitudes about children’s television use stem from, research also needs 

to examine the reverse assumption that children’s television viewing drives parents’ attitudes 

regarding television.  The findings of the study presented in Chapter 5 demonstrate that the 

answer to the question is multifaceted and depends on the structural circumstances of the 

parent.  That is, children’s television use predicts mothers’ attitudes toward children’s 

television viewing only when mothers experience significant stress (Chapter 5). 

It should be noted here that, surprisingly, more viewing among children resulted in less 

positive attitudes among mothers in this study.  While based on cognitive dissonance theory 

(Festinger, 1957) we expected that cognitive dissonance would produce consistency between 

how much children view and what mothers think about children’s television viewing, we found 

evidence for inconsistency.  The inconsistency may be due to the fact that, more generally, 

stressed individuals have negatively biased perceptions of themselves, of their personal 

experiences, and of life in general, according to cognitive theories of depression (Beck, 1976, 

2002).  More specifically, mothers with significant stress may hold negatively biased 

perceptions of themselves as parents (Goodman, Sewell, Cooley, & Leavitt, 1993) and their 
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decisions regarding children’s television viewing in particular (Conklin, Strunk, & Fazio, 2009; 

Shook, Fazio, & Vasey, 2007).   

Indirectly then, the dissertation indicates that using television for children might not 

always be perceived as positive as parents expect.  While parents appreciate the personal 

benefits that television provides by occupying their children with television (Chapter 1 ), by 

helping their children calm down with television (Chapter 4), and when they experience time 

pressure and mental distress (Chapter 3), the findings of Chapter 5 indirectly indicate that 

parents who experience significant stress develop negative views about children’s television 

use.  Although the dissertation does not provide an answer to the question why mothers develop 

negative attitudes, it is likely that mothers with significant stress engage in ongoing cycles of 

negative thinking that create a negative view of life and perpetuate mental distress (Beck, 1976, 

2002; Conklin et al., 2009; Psychogiou & Parry, 2014). 

This negative view of children’s television is especially intriguing since children’s 

television use is a marker of stress in the family, according to the current dissertation (Chapter 

3).  Stress in a family thus seems to play a prominent role in children’s television viewing: 

Stress defines children’s television use and shapes conditions that define mothers’ thoughts 

about using television for their children.  While parents use television for their children when 

they feel distressed, they seem to feel guilty afterwards.  This urges us to think of the role of 

television in the family.  It seems that in the short term structural family circumstances 

stimulate the use of television for children, but that in the long term parents regret it and develop 

negative views of television for their children.     

Overall, the results of the dissertation indicate that we should not overestimate the role 

of attitudes in children’s television viewing and need to cast some doubt on the importance of 

attitudes models.  According to the studies presented in the current dissertation, children’s 

television use is defined by a complex confluence of forces, in which attitudes are of minor 

importance.  We do not presume that parents’ attitudes are irrelevant for children’s television 

viewing.  We still need perspectives that focus on the role of parents’ attitudes.  But according 

to the results of the studies presented in the current dissertation we can conclude that (1) in a 

life logistics model attitudes are less predictive of children’s television viewing than the 

structural circumstances in the family, (2) under certain conditions (i.e., when mothers 

experience stress) attitudes are less predictive of children’s television viewing, and (3) the 

reverse relationship from children’s television viewing behavior to parents’ television attitudes 

is contingent upon mothers experiences of stress.  As such, the second key conclusion of the 



 

180 

 

current dissertation is that the role of parents’ attitudes in children’s television use needs to be 

put into perspective.  

 

Key Conclusion 3: The Role of Situational Explanations and Conditions 

The third conclusion of the current dissertation is that conditions in the family increase 

or decrease the likelihood that functional viewing motivations and traditional factors define the 

time children spend watching television.  In this way, the dissertation answers scholars’ call to 

look at parents as representatives of distinct families with different backgrounds (Nathanson, 

2015; Salmon, Timperio, Telford, Carver, & Crawford, 2005; Warren, 2005) and stresses 

claims that parents’ decisions around children’s media use are contingent upon the specific 

conditions of the family (Nathanson, 2015).  According to the findings of the dissertation, both 

traditional factors and structural circumstances have the ability to shape such conditions. 

According to the findings of Chapter 1, traditional factors may shape conditions: Both 

psychosocial factors (i.e., parents’ attitudes toward television) and socio-demographic factors 

(i.e., parents’ education) create conditions under which the use of television as a babysitter is 

more or less likely to ultimately increase the time children spend watching television.  That is, 

the extent to which using television to occupy children leads to more viewing among children 

is contingent upon parents’ attitudes toward television and parents’ educational level.  In 

particular, the relationship between parents’ use of television to occupy children and children’s 

actual time spent watching television is stronger among parents who have more positive 

attitudes toward children’s television than among parents who have less positive attitudes.  

With respect to parents’ education, the results indicated that when parents have a high school 

degree or less, the use of television as a babysitter does not lead to more or less viewing among 

children.  When parents have a higher (non-university) education degree or, particularly, a 

university degree, the use of television as a babysitter leads to more viewing among children. 

While psychosocial factors and socio-demographic factors have the potential to 

reinforce or undermine the impact of factors that drive children’s television viewing on 

children’s actual viewing time, the current dissertation also investigated other types of 

moderators.  Valkenburg and Peter (2013) criticized media effects theories for not paying 

sufficient attention to the potential of social contexts to intensify or outweigh dispositional and 

developmental predictors of media use.  Drawing on Valkenburg and Peter’s (2013) criticism, 

we investigated whether and how children’s social context can moderate relationships between 

determinants of children’ television use and children’s actual viewing.  In particular, we 

examined  the potential of structural family circumstances as moderators. 
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According to the findings of Part 2, structural circumstances in a family as well can 

shape conditions that increase or decrease the impact of determinants of children’s television 

use.  In particular, the findings demonstrate that indicators of maternal stress moderate the 

relationship between dispositional factors (i.e., children’s temperament) and children’s 

television viewing (Chapter 4) and between psychosocial factors (i.e., mothers’ attitudes 

regarding television) and children’s television viewing (Chapter 5).   

The findings of Chapter 4 support the assumption that social contexts can strengthen or 

weaken the impact of dispositional factors on the selection of television (Valkenburg & Peter, 

2013).  More specifically, we found that children’s temperamental problems lead to more 

television viewing.  This finding was particularly salient under conditions of poor maternal 

well-being.  That is, the impact of the dispositional factor (i.e., temperament) on children’s 

television viewing was more pronounced when mothers had mental distress in the study. 

The findings of Chapter 5 demonstrate that the social context shapes the impact of 

psychosocial factors on children’s television use.  In particular, the predictive value of attitudes 

as determinants of children’s television use is contingent upon the level of maternal stress.  

Based on the attitudes model that we tested in the study, we found that mothers’ positive 

attitudes toward television lead to more television viewing under conditions of no stress (see 

supra).  When mothers experience stress, there is no correspondence between their attitudes 

and children’s television behavior.  That is, mothers’ positive attitudes do not lead to more (or 

less) television viewing among children.   

In addition, the dissertation shows that other relationships are also contingent upon the 

circumstances in a family.  In order to answer the question whether children’s television 

viewing drives mothers’ attitudes toward the media, it is also important to consider 

conditionality and to look at the social context (Chapter 5).  Again, the findings demonstrate 

that indicators of maternal stress moderate the relationship.  In particular, children’s television 

viewing drives mothers’ attitudes regarding television only under conditions of stress (see 

supra).  More specifically, when mothers experience stress, children’s television viewing 

negatively affects mothers’ attitudes.  When mothers do not experience significant stress, 

children’s television viewing does not predict mothers’ attitudes.   

Overall, the third key conclusion of the current dissertation is that the impact of parents’ 

motivations for children’s television viewing on children’s actual viewing time is contingent 

upon the structural circumstances in the family and parents’ psychosocial and socio-

demographic background. 
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The Significance of a Life Logistics Perspective on Children’s Television Exposure 

The integration of structural family circumstances in models that investigate the 

determinants of children’s screen media use has proven useful in understanding what motivates 

children to use screen media, according to the studies presented in the current dissertation.  In 

the present dissertation, the life logistics perspective emerged as a valuable approach to 

increase our understanding of what motivates parents to encourage or discourage the use of 

television for children.   

Of course, while the evidence supporting hypotheses generated under the life logistics 

perspective in the current dissertation provides confidence in the theoretical underpinnings of 

the life logistics perspective, such evidence is not definitely conclusive.  Further refinement 

and validation of the life logistics perspective is needed.  For instance, other family 

circumstance factors that are framed in the life logistics perspective that were not covered by 

the studies in this dissertation (e.g., daily hassles, stressful life events, or other stressors) may 

be further explored.  The life logistics perspective may generate new, specific hypotheses 

regarding the role of structural family circumstances. 

Validation of the life logistics perspective also implies broadening our scope to the area 

of new, digital and mobile screen media such as tablet computers, smartphones and handheld 

game players (see infra).  Considering the rapid proliferation of mobile media into children’s 

homes, we eagerly await future research to assess the merits of the life logistics perspective for 

children’s mobile media use.  In addition, further refinement of the life logistics perspective 

requires more attention for developmental differences across children.  Although the studies in 

the current dissertation used samples similar to previous studies of young children’s media use 

with regard to children’s age (e.g., Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Rideout, Vandewater, & Wartella, 

2003; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005), we might have considered the samples as somewhat 

too homogenous.   

While we strongly believe in the need of a life logistics perspective and the strength of 

structural family circumstances as determinants of children’s television use, we do not presume 

that structural circumstances are the only route by which parents’ decisions regarding 

children’s television use are shaped.  Family circumstances emerged as one of many possible 

ways in which parents influence children’s television viewing.  Many other ways in which 

parents influence children’s television use exist.  In fact, our dissertation provides only a 

snapshot of a complex issue.  We do not seek to claim that children’s television use is purely 

driven by family life circumstances.  Yet, family life circumstances, and, more broadly, a life 
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logistics perspective prove effective in, at least partially, understanding what motivates parents 

to use television for children. 

The life logistics perspective does not pretend to serve as a theory.  Yet, by emphasizing 

the role of structural family circumstances, the life logistics perspective adds a new theoretical 

orientation regarding the determinants of children’s television use to the research area of media 

and the family.  It is our sincere hope that the introduction and validation of a life logistics 

perspective to the study of parents’ decision making around children’s television viewing 

provide stepping stones that will stimulate theoretical development.  It is through, what 

Neuman and Guggenheim (2011) call, “cumulative scientific refinement”, that the life logistics 

perspective, and, more generally, the theoretical perspectives regarding children’s television 

use, may fully develop.  

 

The Significance of a Life Logistics Perspective for Media Effects 

If we want to understand the effects that television may have on infants, toddlers, and 

preschoolers, scholars (e.g., Jordan, 2005; Krosnick et al., 2003; Nathanson, 2015) have 

emphasized that we need to understand why children engage in heavy television viewing.  It 

was precisely the aim of the current dissertation to increase our understanding of what 

determines children’s television viewing and what drives parents to engage children in high 

amounts of viewing.  But what do the findings mean for our understanding of media effects?  

While the current dissertation is grounded in the selectivity paradigm of media effects theories 

(Valkenburg et al., in press), we think it might be valuable to extrapolate the findings to other 

features of media effects theories.   

A particularly important feature of many media effects theories is that they address the 

underlying mechanisms of relationships between media use and potential outcomes.  Many 

media effects scholars have argued that media effects are indirect and operate through 

mediating variables (e.g., McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 2009; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).  

Media effects theories distinguish three types of mediating variables: media response states, 

such as cognitive or emotional processes; media effects themselves, such as attitudes; and 

media use itself (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther, in press).  It is the 

latter type of mediating variables that might be of particular interest here. 

Indirect effects models that investigate media use as a mediator (e.g., Differential 

Susceptibility to Media Effects Model, Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Reinforcing Spirals Model, 

Slater, 2007), conceptualize media use as the link between developmental, dispositional, or 

social context factors that drive media use and the outcomes of that media use (Valkenburg & 
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Peter, 2013; Valkenburg et al., in press).  For instance, according to the premises of the 

Reinforcing Spirals Model (Slater, 2007), Slater (2014) sees media use “as part of a dynamic, 

endogenous process combining selective exposure and media effects […]”.   

Following this conceptualization of indirect effects models, the findings of the current 

dissertation may reflect the first step of this type of indirect effect models.  That is, the step 

from individual difference variables to media use, or the media selection step.  In particular, 

the dissertation showed that structural family circumstances drive children’s television use, 

which thus may represent the first part of an indirect effects model in which children’s 

television use functions as the mediating variable. 

Such an indirect effects model could increase our understanding of the extent to which 

children’s television use mediates relationships between structural family circumstances and 

different child outcomes.  Prior research has shown that structural family circumstances are 

associated with several child outcomes.  For instance, depression among mothers is associated 

with behavioral problems (Giles, Davies, Whitrow, Warin, & Moore, 2011), sleep problems 

(Keller, Kouros, Erath, Dahl, & El-Sheikh, 2014), and poor emotional functioning (Goodman 

et al., 2011) among children.  In addition, other studies have shown that children’s television 

use is associated with behavioral problems (Mistry et al., 2007), sleep problems (Garrison et 

al., 2011), and poor emotional functioning (Landhuis, Poulton, Welch, & Hancox, 2007).  The 

findings of the current dissertation show that structural family circumstances drive children’s 

television use.  Combining these lines of research may result in a mediated effects model in 

which structural family circumstances (e.g., maternal depression), lead to child outcomes (e.g., 

behavioral problems, sleep problems, poor emotional functioning) through children’s 

television use. 

Evidence for such a mediated effects model can also be derived from literature on the 

associations between parental depression and child problems.  Theoretical models that explain 

the relationship between parents’ depression and children’ emotional and behavioral problems 

show that parenting disturbances and impaired parent-child interactions mediate the 

relationship (Psychogiou & Parry, 2014).  Scholars have explained that one of the reasons why 

stress creates parenting difficulties and impaired interactions between mothers and their 

children is that mothers with stress lack energy or motivation to involve in mother-child 

interactions (Potts & Sanchez, 1994; Psychogiou & Parry, 2014).   

In the current dissertation, we indirectly found evidence for such an explanation for the 

relation between mothers’ feelings of stress and disturbances in their parenting.  That is, 

mothers with stress seem unable or unwilling to involve in interactions with their children but 
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rather rely on television to occupy or soothe their children.  We saw that mothers choose 

television to soothe their children, in particular when these mothers experience significant 

stress.  We also saw that maternal mental distress, and, indirectly, mothers’ feelings of stress 

during parenting, encourage children to watch more television.  Overall, then, it seems that the 

impact of parents’ stress and depression on their parenting behavior also reveals itself in an 

increased use of television for children. 

If we see mothers’ use of television for children as an indicator of parenting difficulties 

or impaired mother-child interactions, we should wonder whether these processes are the first 

steps in a larger model that links mothers’ stress with behavioral problems among children 

through the use of television.  Is the use of television one of the mechanisms that links the 

relationships that were previously discovered between mothers’ depression and children’s 

behavioral problems (Giles et al., 2011), children’s sleep problems (Keller et al., 2014), or 

children’s emotional functioning (Goodman et al., 2011)?  Based on the findings presented in 

the current dissertation, it seems promising to examine children’s television use as a mediator 

that explains the associations between structural circumstances in a family and children’s 

emotional and behavioral problems.  Evidence for associations between structural family 

circumstances and child outcomes was already found before, as well as evidence for 

associations between television use and these child outcomes.  The current dissertation 

provided evidence for associations between structural family circumstances and children’s 

television use.  It would be interesting to see investigations of the significance of a life logistics 

perspective for media effects by combining these two lines of evidence. 

 

The Significance of a Perspective that Focuses on the Time that Children Spend 

Watching Television 

In the current dissertation, the major focus was on the time that children spend watching 

television.  But why is it important to focus on the quantity of children’s television viewing?  

And what about the quality of children’s television viewing?  Of course, we cannot ignore that 

the time that children spend watching television is only one aspect of children’ television 

viewing.  Scholars (e.g., Anderson & Hanson, 2009, 2010; Courage & Howe, 2010) have 

rightly noted that it is also important to consider the content of children’s television viewing, 

in particular because the content of children’s television exposure plays an important role in 

shaping the effects of television.  That is, television effects are very often contingent upon the 

content.  For instance, while viewing educational television may be beneficial for children’s 

academic skills, viewing non-educational television is not (Wright et al., 2001). 
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While the current dissertation increased our understanding of how parents play a role 

in determining the amount of time that children watch television, we encourage research to 

investigate how parents play a role in determining the content that children watch and how the 

structural circumstances of a family may encourage or discourage children’s viewing of 

particular types of content.  What children watch or prefer to watch, may reflect the 

circumstances of their family.  For instance, among older children, children’s violent media 

use reflects the level of conflict in the family (Vandewater, Lee, & Shim, 2005).   

However, the amount of time that children spend watching television should not be 

ignored, as scholars have claimed that media effects are defined by both the quantity and quality 

of children’s television exposure (e.g., Anderson & Hanson, 2009; Hinkley, Salmon, Okely, & 

Crawford, 2013).  Investigating the time that children spend watching television is important 

for at least three reasons.  First, the time that children spend watching television is associated 

with different outcomes.  In particular, excessive viewing has been linked with sleep problems 

(e.g., Garrison et al., 2011), a higher prevalence of overweight and obesity (e.g., Hancox & 

Poulton, 2006; Jordan & Robinson, 2008), and poorer cognitive functioning (Lin et al., 2015; 

Nathanson & Fries, 2014), among others.  Also, intervention studies that sought to reduce the 

time that children spent watching television in order to improve their health, have proved 

effective, regardless of the content of the television exposure (Maniccia, Davison, Marshall, 

Manganello, & Dennison, 2011), indicating that the quantity of children’s television viewing 

is an important aspect of children’s television use.   

Second, investigating the time that children spend watching television is important 

because it is a marker of how children spend their time (Huston, Wright, Mabel, Kerkman, & 

St. Peters, 1990).  For parents and children, television is often what Huston and colleagues 

(1990) call “a default option for spending time.”  Watching television is one of the most popular 

pastimes of infants, toddlers, and preschoolers and takes a large share of their wake time (e.g., 

Common Sense Media, 2013; Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Vandewater, Bickham, et al., 2005).  

Therefore, it is crucial to understand the determinants of the time that children spend watching 

television.   

Third, the current dissertation (partially) focused on the role that time-oriented factors 

(e.g., mothers’ work hours, time pressure) play in parents’ decisions around children’s 

television use.  The life logistics perspective and the theoretical assumptions that drove the 

studies of Part 2, in particular time conflict theory (Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & 

Brinley, 2005; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), are most concerned with how parents and children 

spend their time.  Moreover, scholars have stressed that the time children spend with media 
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should be the primary focus for studies that investigate time displacement assumptions 

(Anderson & Hanson, 2009).  The application of such displacement frameworks in the studies 

of the current dissertation, necessitated a focus on the time that children spent watching 

television. As such, the current dissertation focused on the time that children spend watching 

television rather than on what children watch.   

Finally, the consideration of the amount of time that children spend watching television 

also evokes questions regarding “what is the right amount of time” or “how much time is too 

much”.  However, with this dissertation we do not intend to be judgmental.  It was not the aim 

of this dissertation to examine how much television can be considered too much. Nor do the 

findings point out whether watching television is beneficial or harmful for children.  Rather, 

the findings show that the time children spend watching television is a marker of structural 

family circumstances and has more to do with parents’ well-being, work demands, and time 

pressure than with parents’ own television use and attitudes toward television. 

 

The Significance of a Life Logistics Perspective for Screen Recommendations:  

A Plea for Mindful Viewing 

While organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP, 2011, 2013) 

as well as governments (e.g., Australian Government) and others (e.g., The Canadian Sedentary 

Behaviour Guidelines; Tremblay et al., 2012) have put forward several recommendations to 

limit children’s screen time, parents have condemned such recommendations for being 

unrealistic and disregarding real-life circumstances (see, for example, Manjoo, 2011; Shoop, 

2011); scholars (e.g., Gentile et al., 2014; Lauricella, Wartella, & Rideout, 2015) have 

criticized organizations such as the AAP for not providing any suggestions for how parents 

should limit children’s screen time.  In addition, there is no clear consensus about the need to 

limit children’s screen time (see, for example, recent debates between Christakis, 2014 and 

Strasburger, Shifrin, & Fuld, 2014 in JAMA Pediatrics).  Yet, research indicates that, in 

general, parents believe that limiting children’s television viewing is a positive 

recommendation, although many believe it is challenging to implement such recommendations 

(Evans et al., 2011).  Therefore, if parents were to limit the amount of time that children spend 

watching television, the findings of the current dissertation may provide some insights in how 

they could proceed.   

The findings of the current dissertation do not provide a simple, straightforward answer, 

however.  The conclusions of the dissertation point out that what motivates parents to use 

television for children is a complex combination of factors and conditions.  Yet, the dissertation 
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provides anchor points that can be considered in the formulation and implementation of 

recommendations that aim to reduce children’s television time.  Considering the key 

conclusions that were derived from the current dissertation, counseling processes for parents 

need to consider the dominant role of parents’ structural family circumstances, the secondary 

role of parents’ attitudes toward television, and the conditionality of relationships.  More 

specifically, the dissertation makes a plea for 1) a family-focused approach, 2) a step-by-step 

approach that starts with small changes and 3) mindful viewing.   

First, the findings of the current dissertation further validate scholars’ (Bleakley, 

Jordan, Hennessy, 2013; Lauricella et al., 2015) call for a family-focused approach if one wants 

to reduce the time children spend watching television.  Recommendations should consider the 

dynamics in a family, instead of simply stating that children’s screen time needs to be reduced.  

In particular, based on the first key conclusion of the current dissertation that structural family 

circumstances play a prominent role in children’s television use, recommendations need to 

focus on the family and the family’s structural circumstances if we want to limit children’s 

television exposure.     

Since stress in the family significantly contributes to the time children spend watching 

television in the studies of the current dissertation, the dissertation indirectly supports 

propositions to implement strategies that provide social support for families in order to alleviate 

the stress that they experience and reduce children’s television viewing (Li, Jurkowski, & 

Davison, 2013).  As we argued in the discussion section of Chapter 3, fostering conditions that 

promote a healthy work-family balance is needed to create a stimulating family environment 

for children in which parents are able to limit the use of television for children. 

In addition, the studies of the dissertation confirm Rideout and Hamel’s idea that 

“Children’s media use is as much or more about parents as it is about children” (Rideout & 

Hamel, p. 5, 2006).  The findings of Chapter 4 showed that it is the interplay of child and parent 

characteristics that drive the use of television for children.  While focusing on children’s 

dispositional factors (i.e., children’s temperament) may be promising if we were to limit 

children’s television exposure, targeting parents’ life circumstances, including their work 

demands, well-being, and time pressure, can be a promising way to reduce children’s time with 

television as well.  Furthermore, addressing the social pressures that parents experience and 

helping parents to adjust to the perceived social norms may encourage parents to limit the time 

that children spend watching television. 

Second, the findings of the dissertation also indicate that it is crucial to follow a step-

by-step approach and start with small changes.  Implementing changes within a family is often 
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difficult and complex, and changing children’s television viewing behavior is challenging and 

often increases stress in the family (Evans et al., 2011).  Because changing parents’ decisions 

around children’s television viewing and reducing children’s television viewing may create 

stress in the family, parents who already experience stress may be reluctant to create even more 

stress in their family (Evans et al., 2011).  Several studies in this dissertation showed that stress 

may shape parents’ decisions regarding children’s television use and that parents who 

experience stress encourage their children to watch television.  Therefore, following a step-by-

step approach that first aims to alleviate the stressors in the family, for instance by providing 

social support (Li et al., 2013), and subsequently aims to implement time rules regarding 

children’s television use can be a promising strategy to reduce the time that children spend 

watching television. 

The importance of a step-by-step approach is also motivated by the stages of change 

perspective (Prochaska, Diclemente, & Norcross, 1992), as explained in Chapter 2.  Bearing in 

mind that many parents do not consider to reduce the time children spend watching television 

(Jordan et al., 2006), a first step for health practitioners who aim to reduce children’s television 

viewing should be to encourage these parents to consider to change children’s television use, 

according to the assumptions of the stages of change model.  Once this step is established, it is 

important that parents develop the intention to reduce the time children spend watching 

television and start to undertake actions to limit children’s television viewing.  Only when 

parents pass through these steps, they can reach a stage of successful changes in children’s 

television habits, and, ultimately, maintain these changes (see Chapter 2). 

In Chapter 2 we also pleaded for interventions that identify and correct misperceptions 

about children’s television exposure and that create healthy norms about children’s television 

viewing, leaning on the premises of social norms theory (Scholly, Katz, Gascoigne, & Holck, 

2005).  If public health organizations and pediatric authorities decide to limit children’s 

television exposure, then establishing healthy norms may be an important step to create healthy 

television viewing habits and encourage parents to reduce children’s television exposure.   

Third, our plea for a family-focused and step-by-step approach to limit children’s 

television exposure is also a plea for a sense of realism and mindful viewing.  In particular, 

recommendations such as those of the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP, 2011, 2013) 

seem to ignore the family circumstances that surround children’s television use.  Nonetheless, 

the circumstances in which parents and children find themselves are very important to consider, 

according to the findings of the current dissertation.  First, if health practitioners want to reduce 

the time children spend watching television, they need to bear in mind that, very often, parents 
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rely on television to manage the circumstances in their family (see Part 2 and first key 

conclusion) and are often reluctant to give up the benefits associated with the use of television 

for their children (Evans et al., 2011).   

Moreover, according to the second key conclusion of the current dissertation, the 

circumstances in their family tend to override parents’ attitudes toward television in parents’ 

decision making regarding children’s television viewing.  While scholars have claimed that 

parents should be encouraged to carefully plan children’s television use and deliberately decide 

when children can watch television and when not (Evans et al., 2011), the findings of the 

current dissertation do not tend to support such claims.  The findings indicate that parents often 

do not plan when their children can watch television and when not, or make deliberate decisions 

around children’s television viewing.  Rather than by deliberate decisions, children’s television 

viewing is very often driven by the circumstances in their family.  As we argued in Chapter 2, 

although parents may plan to limit the time that children spend watching television, the 

circumstances in their family may restrain them from doing so.   

As such, the findings of the studies that are presented in this dissertation plead for 

mindful viewing (Evans et al., 2011; Jordan & Robinson, 2008).  That is, enjoying the benefits 

associated with the use of television to manage the circumstances in the family, while at the 

same time being aware of the potential outcomes that are linked to (excessive) television 

viewing.  This also implies that it is important that parents become aware that using media to 

cope with stress or to manage challenging children may sometimes be a remedy, and sometimes 

not.  Of course, our plea for mindful viewing and for a family-focused, step-by-step approach, 

needs more developmental diversification.  In order to provide more age appropriate advice 

around children’s television consumption and potential pathways to reduce the time children 

spend watching television, it is crucial that further research pays more attention to potential 

developmental differences. 

 

The Relevance of a Life Logistics Perspective for Children’s Mobile Media Use 

The current dissertation compiles research that investigates the use of a mass medium 

that has increasingly attracted children over the last century (Wartella & Jennings, 2000).  

However, children’s media environment has changed considerably over the past years, even 

over the course of the studies conducted in the current dissertation.  Mobile electronic devices 

have easily found their way into children’s homes and hands (Common Sense Media, 2013; 

Wartella, Rideout, Lauricella, & Connell, 2013).  Smartphones, tablet computers, and hand-

held electronic game players have become very familiar objects, even for infants, toddlers and 
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preschoolers (Common Sense Media, 2013; Kemp, 2015).  The rapid proliferation of mobile 

devices has created yet another home media environment for today’s children.  This new media 

environment has implications for several aspects of our understanding of young children’s 

television exposure and raises the question how the life logistics perspective might be applied 

in relation to children’s mobile media use.   

First, television is no longer the sole medium to go to for parents and children.  In most 

families multiple media devices are available, including television, computers, laptops, 

smartphones, game consoles, handheld game players, and tablet computers (Common Sense 

Media, 2013; Lauricella et al., 2015; Wartella et al., 2013).  As such, parents have the 

opportunity to rely on a wider range of media devices to occupy their children, to calm them, 

or to accompany daily routines.  It becomes a question, then, to what extent the circumstances 

in a family would drive the use of mobile devices for children.   

Considering the important role that structural family circumstances play in driving the 

use of television for children in the current dissertation and the fact that, due to their portability, 

mobile devices are easy to use, it is very likely that structural family circumstances drive 

parents’ use of mobile devices for children.  In fact, some indications in this direction have 

already been reported.  Recent reports indicate that parents use mobile devices as a tool for 

managing their children, for instance by letting their children play with a smartphone or tablet 

computer when running errands together or giving children a mobile device to calm down 

(Common Sense Media, 2013; Kemp, 2015; Wartella et al., 2013), although parents continue 

to rely more on television than on mobile devices in their parenting (Wartella et al., 2013). 

Second, our definition of television and television exposure is constantly changing.  

While this dissertation investigated children’s exposure to television programs, videos and 

DVDs watched on a television screen, many other ways exist now to “watch television”.  The 

rise of the digital and mobile era marks a period of new options for how, when, and where 

children can watch.  Children can watch television shows on different platforms, including 

smartphones, tablet computers and laptops, in addition to the regular television set.  They can 

engage in time-shifted viewing (see also Levy, 1981; Van den Bulck, 1999), for instance, by 

viewing programs that were recorded or viewing programs on demand (Common Sense Media, 

2013), and they can watch television shows and video clips on YouTube, over and over again.  

They can watch television during dinner at a restaurant, during a car ride, or in their bedroom, 

without needing access to a regular television set.   

As such, parents have the ability to deal with the circumstances of their lives by using 

media for their children how, when, and where they want.  Parents are able to let their children 
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watch television in order to occupy their children, to manage their children, or to disengage 

from their children by using a diverse set of mobile screen media, virtually anyhow, anywhere, 

and at any time.  Given the importance of structural family circumstances for children’s 

television use in the studies of the current dissertation and the increasing mobility of what 

“watching television” has become, we dare to claim that structural family circumstances may 

be important determinants of children’s mobile media use.  Based on the knowledge that we 

have built in the current dissertation, we expect that the same mechanisms that drive children’s 

television use may drive the use of mobile media.  More generally, then, we believe that 

applying a life logistics perspective to the use of mobile media may reveal important insights 

into the question about what motivates parents to encourage their children to use mobile 

devices. 

 

Understanding a Generation of Families with Young Children by Understanding Young 

Children’s Television Exposure 

The current dissertation represents a snapshot in time of what motivates parents to 

encourage or discourage the use of television for children.  A snapshot of a moment in time 

that provides insights into how structural family circumstances drive children’s television use 

across a generation of parents with young children.  A generation of children that has access to 

television content that is designed specifically for them and that watches television for 

considerable amounts of time.  A generation of parents, as well, that attempts to deal with the 

structural circumstances in the family to the best of its ability and that also tends to rely on 

television for that purpose.  For this generation of parents, television seems to function as an 

escape route, that allows them to manage the circumstances of their family. 

By investigating parents’ decision making around children’s television use, the current 

dissertation  has increased our understanding of different aspects of family life more generally.  

Scholars who have adopted a family systems perspective to investigate children’s media use, 

argue that children’s media use is a reflection of more general circumstances in the family 

(Goodman, 1983; Jordan, 1990, 1992, 2004; Van Rompaey, 2002, 2006).  In line with 

Goodman’s (1983) claim that the study of children’s media use in the family can elucidate the 

dimensions of general family functioning, we believe that the findings of our dissertation shed 

light on more general characteristics of today’s generation of parents, children, and families.  

The findings of the current dissertation highlight the pressures that work and family 

demands put on today’s parents.  As was already evident from research within the family 

literature (Roeters & Treas, 2011; Roxburgh, 2004, 2006, 2012),  parents face multiple 
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demands on their time and energy.  Furthermore, the dissertation revealed remarkably high 

levels of stress.  With around one in three mothers having depressive symptoms (see Chapters 

3 and 5), the prevalence of stress can be considered high (see, for example, Thompson & 

Christakis, 2007), although comparable rates of stress have also been found in previous studies 

(e.g., Burdette, Whitaker, Kahn, & Harvey-Berino, 2003; Giles et al., 2011).   

As a society, we should be particularly concerned about the long term consequences of 

the stresses that exist in today’s families, knowing that stress undermines parents’ ability to 

offer children a stimulating and supportive home environment (Lleras, 2008), negatively 

affects parents’ parenting behavior (Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000; 

Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000; Psychogiou & Parry, 2014), and is 

associated with adverse child outcomes, including emotional and behavioral problems 

(Goodman, 2007; Goodman et al., 2011).  In addition, the dissertation shows that, partially due 

to the stress that parents experience, parents do not always act as they think.  That is, parents’ 

actions do not necessarily reflect their thoughts.  While parents may often have clear thoughts 

about how they prefer to organize their family life, they do not always succeed to organize their 

family life accordingly due to the stressful circumstances in which they find themselves.  

Furthermore, we have vested interests in the way parents manage stress in their family.  

In this respect, the current dissertation provides some insights into how parents try to adapt to 

the stresses and demands coming from their work and family.  While the studies presented in 

the dissertation provide indications that parents use television to disengage from their children, 

they also indicate that, more generally, parents feel a need to escape from parenting and to 

disengage from their children in order to manage their own time or adapt to feelings of stress.  

The findings implicitly confirm that stress is likely to result in disengagement (see Lovejoy et 

al., 2000).  However, while escapism and disengagement may bring relieve in the short term, 

the question becomes how it will affect the parent-child relationship in the long term.   

While stress levels are high, the current dissertation highlights that families differ.  

Families have different backgrounds and, as such, children are raised under diverse conditions.  

Some families are facing high levels of stress because the parents feel mentally distressed, other 

families experience stress because the parents feel rushed or worried about time while parenting 

their children, and other families live with stress because the children become aroused easily 

and intensely and perform challenging behavior.  Other families do not experience such stresses 

or to a somewhat lesser degree.  Thus, family environments differ, and, consequently, how 

parents interact with their children may vary widely across families. 
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Conclusion 

The current dissertation increases our understanding of the role of media in 

contemporary families with young children.  By introducing a life logistics perspective 

regarding the determinants of young children’s media use, it became clear that structural family 

circumstances play an important role.  The life logistics perspective complements other, 

traditional perspectives regarding the determinants of children’s television use, that emphasize 

the role of socio-demographic factors, parental modeling, and parents’ attitudes regarding 

television.  While traditional factors, such as parents’ own viewing and parents’ attitudes 

toward television, play an important role, it is principally structural family circumstances that 

determine children’s television use, according to the studies of the current dissertation.     

The newly introduced life logistics perspective increases our understanding as to why 

parents use television for their children, which parents are more likely to use television for their 

children, and for which children parents are more likely to use television.  Parents use television 

for their children to manage them, to disengage from them, as well as to occupy them.  In 

particular, we see that the demands of work and family are being felt in the ways in which 

parents make decisions around children’s media use.  This is especially true for parents who 

experience stress and for temperamentally challenging children.   

Since children are socialized to adopt the views and uses of television that exist in their 

family (Jordan, 2004, 2005; Scantlin & Jordan, 2006), especially during the preschool years 

(Huston et al., 1990), the question becomes how children are being socialized to think about 

television when they experience that television is used as a tool to adapt to and manage the 

circumstances in their family.  Because the dissertation demonstrates that parents use television 

as a tool to occupy children (Chapter 1), to escape from stress (Chapter 3 and 4), and to regulate 

children’s emotions (Chapter 4),  children may be socialized to think of television as a tool that 

can be used to occupy themselves, to calm themselves down, or to escape from stress.  The 

question then becomes how children’s social-emotional skills will develop, while being taught 

to self-regulate themselves by using media (Radesky, Schumacher, & Zuckerman, 2015).   

More generally, the question becomes how the current generation of young parents and 

children will develop.  How will parents cope with the increasing demands of work and family?  

How will children become socialized to think about the way in which circumstances in their 

family are being managed?  And how will the increased use of media for managing a family’s 

circumstances affect both children and parents?  We are eagerly looking forward to seeing how 

the current generation of parents and children will develop as well as discovering new answers 

to the question what motivates parents to encourage the use of screen media for their children.  
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Summary 

Considerable research has indicated that infants, toddlers, and preschoolers spend large 

amounts of their time watching television.  Triggered by questions about the potential 

consequences of the widespread use of television by infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, 

research has accumulated evidence that television may affect children both in positive and 

negative ways.  While numerous studies have investigated the role of television in children’s 

lives, thereby increasing our understanding of the effects that television may have on children, 

the processes and mechanisms that determine children’s television selection are not fully 

understood, notwithstanding the importance of unraveling these mechanisms for our 

understanding of media effects.  Scholars have particularly criticized the lack of research into 

the role of structural family circumstances as determinants of children’s television use. 

This dissertation aimed to address this lacuna and deepen our understanding of the 

determinants of young children’s television exposure.  More specifically, the first aim of the 

dissertation was to investigate the  relevance of traditional theoretical frameworks that 

emphasize the role of socio-demographic determinants, parental modeling, and parents’ 

attitudes toward television.  To this end, two traditionally framed studies were conducted, that 

investigate the role of traditional determinants and relevant moderators (Part 1).  The second 

aim of the dissertation was to extend traditional theoretical frameworks by introducing and 

validating a life logistics perspective on children’s television use, that emphasizes the role of 

structural family circumstances as determinants of children’s television use.  To this end, three 

studies were conducted, that investigate the additional impact of structural family 

circumstances and the role of relevant moderators (Part 2). 

The first study (N = 844), relying on traditional theoretical frameworks and adding 

relevant moderators, investigates a two-stage model of socio-demographic, psychosocial, 

parental modeling, and viewing motivation correlates of children’s television use.  The study 

shows that parents with more positive attitudes toward television, and, indirectly, parents who 

watch more television themselves, rely more often on television to occupy children.  The use 

of television to occupy children is associated with increased television viewing, especially 

among children of parents with strong positive attitudes toward television and children of 

parents with more education.  

The second traditional study proposes a two-stage model that investigates the 

associations among parents’ cognitions regarding children’s television use, parents’ intentions 

regarding children’s television use, and children’s television use, drawing on reasoned action 
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theory.  The study (N = 282) shows that parents’ perceived normative pressure and perceived 

control over children’s television viewing are associated with children’s television viewing and 

that these relationships are mediated by parents’ intentions regarding children’s television 

viewing.  Moreover, the study casts doubt on the role of parental attitudes as an explanation for 

children’s television use.  

In Part 2, we aimed to extend the traditionally framed studies of Part 1 by introducing 

and validating the life logistics perspective and investigating the role of structural family 

circumstances.  The first study investigates maternal structural life circumstances 

longitudinally associated with children’s television viewing and potential mechanisms 

underlying this association.  Using two-wave panel data of mothers of one- to four-year-olds 

(N = 404), the study demonstrates a longitudinal relationship between mothers’ working hours 

and the time children spend watching television, that is mediated by mothers’ parenting time 

pressure and well-being.  Moreover, the study shows that children’s television viewing is more 

a marker of maternal well-being and parenting time pressure than of mothers’ attitudes toward 

television and mothers’ own television use, with children of mothers with high parenting time 

pressure and poor well-being watching more television.  The study demonstrates the relevance 

of structural family circumstances as determinants of children’s television use and emphasizes 

the importance of extending traditional theoretical perspectives with a life logistics perspective. 

The second study of Part 2 applies a life logistics perspective on children’s television 

use and investigates the contribution of structural family circumstances to the use of television 

to soothe children.  In particular, the study examines the associations among children’s 

temperament, mothers’ mental well-being, mothers’ motivation for using television to soothe 

their children, and the time children spend watching television.  A survey of mothers of one- 

to five-year-olds (N = 944) shows that mothers of children with temperamental problems and 

mothers who feel depressed are more likely to use television to soothe their children.  Also, 

children with more temperamental problems watch more television, especially when their 

mothers experience mental distress. 

The third study of Part 2 deepens our understanding of the role of parental attitudes 

toward television by relying on the life logistics perspective.  The two-wave panel study among 

mothers of children between ages six months and six years (N = 508) investigates the 

possibility of a reciprocal relationship between mothers’ attitudes toward television and 

children’s television viewing and the conditional probability of this reciprocal relationship.  

Two-wave multi-group cross-lagged analyses show that the role of mothers’ attitudes toward 

television in children’s television use appears to be contingent upon structural family 
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circumstances, in particular the level of stress that mothers experience.  Mothers’ attitudes 

toward television positively predict children’s subsequent television viewing among non-

stressed mothers, but not among stressed mothers.  Children’s television viewing predicts 

mothers’ subsequent negative attitudes toward television among stressed mothers, but not 

among non-stressed mothers.   

Overall, the dissertation shows that traditional orientations regarding the determinants 

of children’s television use, that emphasize the role of socio-demographic factors, parental 

modeling, and parents’ attitudes toward children’s television use, reveal important mechanisms 

and processes that determine children’s television use.  By adding relevant moderators to the 

traditionally framed models, the dissertation shows among which parents and children 

traditional determinants have the strongest impact.  However, the dissertation also 

demonstrates that complementing these traditional perspectives with a life logistics perspective 

provides new insights into the importance of the traditional determinants, showing that (1) 

structural family circumstances outweigh traditional determinants of children’s television use; 

(2) the role of parents’ attitudes in children’s television use needs to be put into perspective; 

and (3) the importance of traditional determinants of children’s television use is contingent 

upon structural family circumstances.  The application of the life logistics perspective clearly 

shows that in order to fully understand young children’s television exposure, the role of 

structural family circumstances needs to be understood.  The studies presented in the 

dissertation consistently show that children’s television viewing is more a marker of structural 

family circumstances than of traditional determinants. Moreover, the dissertation provides 

evidence for not overly relying on parental attitudes as an explanation of children’s television 

use.  Traditional theoretical frameworks that emphasize the role of socio-demographic 

determinants, parental modeling, and parents’ attitudes toward television are not sufficient.  

Complementing these traditional determinants with structural family circumstances is 

necessary to more fully understand the processes and mechanisms that determine children’s 

television use and, to a wider extent, the effects that television may have on children. 
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Samenvatting 

Onderzoek heeft consistent aangetoond dat baby’s, peuters, en kleuters een aanzienlijk 

deel van hun tijd spenderen aan televisiekijken.  De vraag welke effecten televisiekijken teweeg 

brengt bij baby’s, peuters, en kleuters, heeft tot uiteenlopende studies geleid die evidentie 

hebben opgebouwd dat televisie kinderen zowel op een positieve als negatieve manier kan 

beïnvloeden.  Hoewel talrijke studies de rol van televisie in het leven van jonge kinderen 

hebben bestudeerd, daarbij meer inzicht verschaffend in de mogelijke effecten van televisie op 

kinderen, blijft het inzicht in de processen en mechanismes die het gebruik van televisie 

bepalen echter beperkt.  Nochtans is een grondig begrip van deze processen en mechanismes 

belangrijk voor het begrip van media-effecten.  Onderzoekers hebben in het bijzonder gewezen 

op een gebrek aan onderzoek naar –en daardoor een onvoldoende kennis van– de rol van 

structurele gezinsomstandigheden als determinanten van het televisiegebruik van kinderen. 

Het doctoraatsonderzoek had tot doel om deze lacune op te vullen en het inzicht in de 

determinanten van televisiekijken door jonge kinderen te verscherpen.  Het eerste doel van het 

doctoraatsonderzoek was het bestuderen van de relevantie van traditionele theoretische kaders 

uit de onderzoeksliteratuur, die het belang van socio-demografische determinanten, parental 

modeling, en ouderlijke attitudes tegenover televisie beklemtonen als determinanten van het 

televisiegebruik van jonge kinderen.  Ter verwezenlijking van deze doelstelling werden twee 

traditioneel gekaderde studies uitgevoerd, die de rol van traditionele determinanten en 

relevante moderatoren bestuderen (Deel 1).  Het tweede doel van het doctoraatsonderzoek was 

het uitbreiden van traditionele theoretische perspectieven door het introduceren en valideren 

van een life logistics perspective, dat de rol van structurele gezinsomstandigheden benadrukt 

als determinanten van het televisiegebruik van kinderen.  Drie studies, die de additionele 

impact van structurele gezinsomstandigheden en de rol van relevante moderatoren bestuderen, 

werden uitgevoerd ter realisatie van deze doelstelling (Deel 2). 

De eerste studie (N = 844) bestudeert een tweefasig model van socio-demografische, 

psychosociale, parental modeling, en motivationele correlaten van het televisiegebruik van 

kinderen, gebaseerd op traditionele theoretische kaders.  Uit de studie blijkt dat ouders met 

positievere attitudes ten aanzien van televisie en, indirect, ouders die meer televisie kijken, 

vaker beroep doen op televisie als elektronische babysitter voor hun kinderen.  De toevoeging 

van relevante moderatoren aan het vooropgestelde model toont aan dat de positieve relatie 

tussen het gebruik van televisie als elektronische babysitter en een verhoogd televisiekijken 
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zich het sterkst manifesteert bij kinderen van wie de ouders sterk uitgesproken positieve 

attitudes hebben ten aanzien van televisie en kinderen van wie de ouders hoger opgeleid zijn.  

Vanuit de assumpties van reasoned action theory, stelt de tweede traditionele studie 

een tweefasig model voorop dat de relaties bestudeert tussen ouderlijke cognities ten aanzien 

van het televisiegebruik van kinderen, ouderlijke intenties ten aanzien van het televisiegebruik 

van kinderen, en het televisiegebruik van kinderen.  De studie (N = 282) toont aan dat de 

gepercipieerde normen omtrent televisiekijken die ouders ervaren en de gepercipieerde 

controle over het televisiekijken van kinderen die de ouders ervaren het televisiekijken van 

kinderen voorspellen en dat deze relaties gemedieerd worden door de intenties van ouders ten 

aanzien van het televisiekijken van kinderen.  Bovendien plaatst deze studie vraagtekens bij de 

rol van ouderlijke attitudes.  

Deel 2 had tot doel om de traditioneel gekaderde studies uit Deel 1 uit te breiden door 

het introduceren en valideren van het life logistics perspective en het onderzoeken van de rol 

van structurele gezinsomstandigheden.  De eerste studie gekaderd in het life logistics 

perspective bestudeert de longitudinale verbanden tussen structurele levensomstandigheden 

van de moeder en televisiekijken door kinderen, alsook de mogelijke mechanismes die deze 

verbanden verklaren.  Op basis van paneldata van moeders van een- tot vierjarigen (N = 404), 

toont de studie een longitudinale relatie tussen de werkuren van moeders en de tijd die kinderen 

spenderen aan televisiekijken.  Deze relatie wordt gemedieerd door de tijdsdruk die moeders 

ervaren en het mentale welbevinden van moeders.  Bovendien toont de studie aan dat het 

televisiegebruik van kinderen veeleer een afspiegeling is van het mentale welbevinden van 

moeders en de tijdsdruk die moeders ervaren tijdens het opvoeden van hun kinderen dan van 

de attitudes die moeders hebben ten aanzien van televisie of het eigen televisiegebruik van 

moeders.  De resultaten tonen aan dat kinderen meer televisiekijken naarmate moeders een 

hogere mate van tijdsdruk ervaren en een lager welbevinden hebben.  De studie toont de 

relevantie aan van structurele gezinsomstandigheden als determinanten van het 

televisiegebruik van kinderen en benadrukt de toegevoegde waarde van het life logistics 

perspective ten opzichte van traditionele theoretische perspectieven. 

De tweede studie binnen Deel 2 past het life logistics perspective toe en bestudeert de 

bijdrage van structurele gezinsomstandigheden aan het gebruik van televisie om kinderen te 

kalmeren.  In het bijzonder onderzoekt de studie de verbanden tussen het temperament van 

kinderen, het welbevinden van moeders, de motivatie van moeders om televisie te gebruiken 

om kinderen te kalmeren, en de tijd die kinderen spenderen aan televisiekijken.  Op basis van 

surveydata van moeders van een- tot vijfjarigen (N = 944), toont de studie dat moeders van 
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kinderen met een moeilijker temperament en moeders met een lager welbevinden meer geneigd 

zijn om televisie te gebruiken om hun kinderen te kalmeren.  Bovendien blijkt dat kinderen met 

een moeilijker temperament meer televisie kijken, voornamelijk indien hun moeders een laag 

mentaal welbevinden ervaren. 

De derde studie binnen Deel 2 verfijnt de kennis van de rol van ouderlijke attitudes ten 

aanzien van televisie steunend op de inzichten van het life logistics perspective.  Aan de hand 

van een panelstudie uitgevoerd bij moeders van kinderen tussen zes maanden en zes jaar oud 

(N = 508), wordt de mogelijkheid bestudeerd van een wederkerige relatie tussen de attitudes 

van moeders ten aanzien van televisie en het televisiekijken door kinderen, alsook de 

conditionele probabiliteit van zulke wederkerige relatie.  Multi-group cross-lagged analyses 

wijzen uit dat de rol van attitudes van moeders ten aanzien van televisie in het televisiegebruik 

van kinderen bepaald wordt door structurele gezinsomstandigheden, in het bijzonder de mate 

van stress die moeders ervaren.  Positieve attitudes van moeders ten aanzien van televisie 

resulteren op lange termijn in een hogere mate van televisiekijken door kinderen wanneer 

moeders geen stress ervaren.  Deze relatie gaat niet op wanneer moeders stress ervaren.  

Daarnaast toont de studie dat televisiekijken door kinderen op lange termijn resulteert in meer 

negatieve attitudes ten aanzien van televisie bij moeders wanneer moeders stress ervaren.  Deze 

relatie gaat niet op wanneer moeders geen stress ervaren.   

Het doctoraatsonderzoek toont aan dat traditionele perspectieven ten aanzien van de 

determinanten van het televisiegebruik van kinderen, die de rol benadrukken van socio-

demografische factoren, parental modeling, en ouderlijke attitudes tegenover televisie, 

belangrijke mechanismes en processen blootleggen die het televisiegebruik van kinderen 

bepalen.  Middels de toevoeging van relevante moderatoren aan de traditionele modellen, 

expliciteert het doctoraatsonderzoek voor welke ouders en kinderen traditionele determinanten 

de sterkste impact hebben.  Het doctoraatsonderzoek toont echter ook aan dat het uitbreiden 

van de traditionele perspectieven met een life logistics perspective nieuwe inzichten biedt in 

het belang van de traditionele determinanten.  Het onderzoek toont daarbij aan dat (1) 

structurele gezinsomstandigheden sterker doorwegen in het televisiegebruik van kinderen dan 

traditionele determinanten; (2) de rol van ouderlijke attitudes ten aanzien van het 

televisiegebruik van jonge kinderen genuanceerd moet worden; en (3) het belang van 

traditionele determinanten van het televisiegebruik van kinderen afhankelijk is van structurele 

gezinsomstandigheden.  De applicatie van het life logistics perspective toont duidelijk aan dat 

een goede kennis van de rol van structurele gezinsomstandigheden noodzakelijk is om een 

grondig begrip te ontwikkelen van het televisiekijken door jonge kinderen.  De studies die 
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gerapporteerd worden in het doctoraatsonderzoek tonen op consistente wijze aan dat 

televisiekijken door kinderen veeleer een afspiegeling vormt van structurele 

gezinsomstandigheden dan van traditionele determinanten.  Bovendien biedt de studie 

evidentie om niet al te sterk te steunen op ouderlijke attitudes als verklaring voor het 

televisiegebruik van kinderen.  Traditionele theoretische kaders die het belang beklemtonen 

van socio-demografische determinanten, parental modeling, en ouderlijke attitudes tegenover 

televisie volstaan niet.  Het uitbreiden van de traditionele determinanten met structurele 

gezinsomstandigheden is noodzakelijk om een meer volledig inzicht te krijgen in de processen 

en mechanismes die het televisiegebruik van kinderen bepalen en om, in ruimere zin, een beter 

begrip te ontwikkelen van de effecten die televisie kan hebben op kinderen. 
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