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Abstract
This study investigates the role played by parents as mediators of young children’s access  
and engagement with digital technologies. In Belgium, Germany, Latvia and Portugal, qualitative 
in-depth interviews were conducted with 10 families in each country, including one child 
between 6 and 7 years old. Our findings show that parents of young children mainly play 
the role of ‘gatekeepers’ when it comes to facilitating and constraining access to and use of 
digital technologies. Parents’ perceptions of the efficacy of digital technologies as responsible 
entertainment and as educational tools influence the technologies available at home and 
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accessible to the child. These perceptions in turn impact parents’ mediation strategies with 
regard to children’s actual use of digital technologies, with restrictive mediation – of time and 
less of content – and supervision applied most. The power exerted by parents over access and 
use may be understood as a limitation of the children’s rights. On the other hand, parents are 
not always concerned with the right of protection as they believe – sometimes incorrectly – that 
they are in control of the content their children are exposed to.[AQ: 1]

Keywords
children, digital technologies, gatekeepers, parental mediation, scaffolders

Introduction
Children are increasingly being born in digital homes, and they become accustomed to being 
stimulated by digital technologies from an early age (Holloway et al., 2013). Apart from the (now) 
traditional television, which still plays an important role in the entertainment of children in the 
home (Lauricella et al., 2015), they are easily attracted to smartphones and tablets (Genc, 2014; 
Plowman et al., 2008). For children, new digital technologies have a double-sided nature: they 
can be powerful tools of empowerment and self-expression, almost endless sources of informa-
tion and social resources, but at the same time, they hold multiple dangers to which children are 
particularly vulnerable (Holloway et al., 2013; Livingstone et al., 2015).

Children’s development and hence their appropriation of media are affected by social rela-
tionships and the world around them. Already in the 1970s, researchers such as Bronfenbrenner 
(1979) acknowledged multiple social systems at various distances that impact an individual’s 
life, including a microsystem (e.g. family), mesosystem (e.g. school), exosystem (e.g. school 
community) and macrosystem (e.g. dominant ideologies).[AQ: 2] Although each of these social 
systems can impact children’s appropriation of digital technologies, the key in understanding 
how children negotiate their digital technology use is the family context (Plowman et al., 2008; 
Stephen et al., 2013). Parents in particular play a crucial role in their adoption of digital tech-
nologies and in the development of digital literacy (Bittman et al., 2011; Livingstone, 2007; 
Plowman et al., 2008). With this research, we address the following research question: How do 
parents mediate the access and engagement of young children with digital technologies?

Thus, this study focuses on the parent–child relationships within the home context. More  
specifically, we study the balance between inherent risks and opportunities, and the tension 
between the rights to provision and to protection of children as provided in the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 1989). 
As such, this is one of the first studies that aims to integrate the literature on parental mediation 
with a framework on children’s rights. The research particularly addresses the case of children 
under 8 years old as this age range has been under-represented in the academic literature (Holloway 
et al., 2013; Plowman, 2015).

Theoretical overview

Children’s rights: provision versus protection
Although childhood has been studied and analysed from various theoretical perspectives, in this 
article we refer to the agreed definition of childhood that was adopted by the 1989 CRC (UNHCR, 
1989). In the CRC, the child is transformed from a ‘passive object to be protected and cared for’ 
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into ‘an active social subject with rights, a person in a process of growing, whose evolutive capacity 
must be respected and protected’.

With the take-up of Internet and digital technologies by children, the next step has been to 
extend the principles of the Convention in the new digital era. Children’s specific digital needs and 
vulnerabilities have been acknowledged in policy documents such as the European Strategy for a 
Better Internet for Children (2012), the European Union (EU) Agenda for the Rights of the Child 
(2011), and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), as well as in academic research.  
The EU Kids Online project for instance investigated the ways children use new media, with a 
particular focus on evidence about the conditions that shape online risk and safety (Livingstone 
and Haddon, 2009; O’Neill et al., 2011). In addition, the CRC already includes specific rights that 
are relevant to the children’s digital sphere. The three pillars of the CRC convention – Protection, 
Provision, Participation – helped us to categorise the children’s rights that emerged from our field 
work and to relate them to the parental mediation strategies that parents put into place for ensuring 
their protection (Table 1).

Parents’ perspectives on digital technologies
The above framework on children’s rights of access (Pillars II and III) and protection (Pillar I) 
highlights the opportunities and risks associated with digital technology use. Although the 
framework is likely not on the radar of many parents, they also have varied and ambivalent  
attitudes to the role of technologies in the child’s life and, as a result, struggle with children’s 
rights of provision and protection. Many parents seek to balance the educational aspirations they 
have for their children with their fears of harmful consequences of excessive use. According to 
Plowman (2015), parents’ attitudes towards children’s engagement with technologies can be 
categorised as either guarded or well-disposed. Researchers emphasise that parents of young 
children tend to have positive perceptions and attitudes towards the integration of digital tech-
nologies in the home and their children’s engagement with them (Plowman et al., 2008), hence 
stressing the need for provision. In fact, today’s parents are Prensky’s (2001) ‘digital natives’ – 
meaning that they have grown up with digital technologies themselves. Following this new 
perspective on education, Goh et al. (2015) corroborate that parents are usually permissive when 
it comes to allowing young children to use computers, smartphones, tablets and consoles in the 
home. However, research reveals some of the parents’ fears and internal struggles: many parents 
are uncertain about the potential harm of digital technologies, in particular related to excessive 
screen time and nature of violent (video game) content (Plowman and Hancock, 2014; Zaman 
et al., 2016). Likewise, research by Nikken and Schols (2015) reveals that offline activities are 
often more valued than online activities, even though the boundaries between offline and online 
activities are becoming increasingly blurred (Marsh, 2014). These negative perceptions thus 
align with the pillar of protection.

Table 1. Livingstone’s (2014a, 2014b) categorisation of children’s rights in the digital sphere against 
CRC’s three pillars.

Pillar I – Protection Pillar II – Provision Pillar III – Participation

Children’s rights to protection 
and privacy (Articles 8, 16, 
17e, 19, 34, 36)

The right of children to access equally the digital 
world, the right to play, the right for information 
and education (Articles 17, 28, 29, 31)

The right for freedom 
of choice and speech 
(Articles 3, 12, 13, 15)

CRC: Convention on the Rights of the Child.



4 Global Studies of Childhood 

Children, technology and parental mediation
Given the ambivalent perceptions of parents towards digital technologies, parents may experience 
a need or desire to understand their children’s media use and to develop educational strategies to 
maximise the benefits and minimise the risks (Nikken et al., 2007).

Research on the parental mediation of digital technologies has focused mostly on teenagers. 
Livingstone and Helsper (2008) identified four factors that characterised parental styles of media-
tion of the use of Internet by teenagers: active co-use (using the Internet together, helping children 
to understand what to do when faced with an issue), interaction restrictions (general restrictions, 
such as time limitations), technical restrictions (content restrictions, such as banning certain sites 
or preventing attacks through filters and firewalls) and monitoring (checking children’s online 
activity).[AQ: 3] Nikken and Jansz (2014) created a similar, empirically grounded classification 
of five styles of mediation. Like Livingstone and Helsper, they distinguish between restrictive 
mediation in terms of time and content, and monitoring or supervision. Co-use is distinguished 
from active mediation based on the distinction of consuming together and really helping children 
to understand what to do when faced with an issue.

In this study, we focus on the parental mediation of young children’s use of digital technologies 
and relate it to a framework on children’s right of access and protection. Based on the literature, we 
propose a continuum going from gatekeepers to scaffolders to understand parental mediation in 
relation to children’s rights. Gatekeepers emphasise restrictive mediation and truly act as a gate-
way to the technology. As a result, the emphasis is on protection and provision. Scaffolding, on the 
other hand, refers to a transactional process where parents discover the optimal level at which to 
instruct the child, intervening in such a way that the child can succeed at the task but also gradually 
learns the skills to complete the task independently (Conner and Cross, 2003). Hence, scaffolders 
facilitate a broad range of parental mediation strategies, with an emphasis, however, on a more 
supportive and instructive position. It involves trying to enact both rights of protection and access 
in a more negotiated manner. This continuum was also apparent in recent European research, 
whereby more Nordic families could be categorised more clearly as scaffolders and families in 
more southern countries as being closer to gatekeeping (Chaudron et al., 2015).

Methodology

Method and procedures
This study builds on data from one European research project (Chaudron et al., 2015).

Given the exploratory nature of the research and, consequently, the emphasis on selecting 
information-rich cases, purposive sampling was used. Families with at least one child aged 6–7 
who interacted with digital technologies at least once a week were targeted. Nevertheless, younger 
and older siblings could be present during the interview. The goal was to obtain a diverse sample 
in terms of children’s ages and gender, family composition, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. 
For this article, data were used from 10 Belgian, 10 German, 10 Latvian and 10 Portuguese families, 
resulting in a total sample of 68 parents and 39 children from the target group aged 6–7 and five 
interviewed children under the age of 6. In addition, further context was provided by indirectly or 
directly observing 32 children outside the target group in the interviewed families.

The interviews were conducted in the home of the participants, with the exception of  
three interviews that were conducted at the facilities of a community service or parish centre at  
the request of the families. Each family was visited by two researchers. One researcher interviewed 
the child(ren), focusing mostly on the answers of the child from the age group targeted, while the 
other researcher interviewed one (in most cases the mother) or both parents. An entire session 
lasted between 1.5 and 2.5 hours.
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All interviews followed an observation protocol that was structured around four sections. 
First, researchers introduced themselves and briefed both parents and children on the procedure 
(interview structure, audio recording, confidentiality, informed consent forms, etc.). Subsequently, 
parents and children identified the structure of a typical week and weekend day by matching 
time and activities using stickers. This allowed researchers to understand the prominence of 
media in the family as well as to gain the trust of parents and children. After this, parents and 
children were interviewed separately (possibly in separate rooms). While the interviews with 
parents largely followed the pattern of a traditional semi-structured interview, innovative and age-
appropriate interview practices were used to understand the prominence and negotiations as 
regards media in the family from the children’s point of view. Within these interviews, each 
research team had some freedom to make adaptations according to specific interview contexts and 
needs (e.g. country, culture, family context, etc.) as one of the aims of the project was to discover 
new techniques to research young children’s appropriation of digital technologies. Commonly 
used tools and activities used by all researchers include a card game displaying digital devices, 
children showing and demonstrating the (use of) digital technologies available at home and/or a 
so-called ‘Digital tour’ of the house.1 Finally, all family members came together and researchers 
asked whether there was anything they wished to add to the interview. Researchers asked for basic 
demographic information and handed over goodie bags to thank the participants.

Data analysis
Each interview was transcribed verbatim and analysed according to the principles of the-
matic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Although analysis was conducted separately in each  
country, the coding of data was based on a protocol of analysis jointly constructed by the con-
sortium partners. What’s more, participating researchers from various countries compared and 
discussed the coding and results in both face-to-face and computer-mediated meetings. All 
results provided in this article have been set against the individual findings in each of the 
countries.

Findings

Children’s rights in digital technology use: provision and protection
Children have access to a wide range of devices: smartphone, game consoles, tablet, computer 
or TV. Although parents are not aware of conventions or initiatives concerning children’s rights 
and digital media, such as the CRC, it is clear that parents struggle to find a balance between 
provision and protection. In line with Plowman (2015), our findings show that most parents of 
young children play the role of ‘gatekeepers’ when it comes to facilitating and constraining 
access and use of digital technologies. Parents’ perceptions of the efficacy of digital technologies 
as responsible entertainment and as educational tools influence the technologies available at 
home and accessible to the child (provision). At the same time, most children desire access to 
digital devices and pressure parents into negotiating it (participation). In this sense, the power 
exerted by parents over such access can be understood as a limitation of the children’s rights; to 
the extent that parents use their power to control access to digital technologies, this may be seen 
as a limitation of children’s rights (provision and participation).[AQ: 4] On the other hand, very 
young children should be protected from early access or unregulated use of information and 
communications technology (ICT) (protection) (American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), 1999, 
2011; Dreier et al., 2014).[AQ: 5] This tension between right of protection and right of provision 
highlights the relevance of this study.
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This tension is also fuelled by incomplete information. Just as with older children (Livingstone 
and Haddon, 2009) – but to a lesser extent – there is a discrepancy between what children actually 
know and do with digital technologies and what parents think they know and do. We observed 
instances where children knew devices’ passwords or could download apps without parents’ 
awareness:

She [6 year-old girl] downloads them herself, because she knows how to find them in Google Play. She 
learns it from her friends or chooses applications that look interesting. She tends to download, try and if 
she doesn’t like it, she searches for a new one. […] (Father from Latvia, 50)

Most of the parents in our sample feel that their children are protected for now, mostly because 
the youngest children (usually under 6 years old) lack skills such as reading and writing and also 
because some of them do not engage in social networking yet, which is where parents believe they 
are most exposed to dangers:

There are bad things, but they do not affect us yet. We know that sooner or later we will have to deal with 
them, but they don’t have access to them yet, and do not know them. The Facebooks, and Twitters, […]. 
The contacts with strangers on the internet. That is going to be very difficult to manage, and I believe that 
is a big downside of digital technologies. (Father from Portugal, 39)

However, children are tech-savvy and resourceful. They develop their own strategies for 
searching content, managing memory and dealing with advertising. This is a trial–error process not 
exempt from risks. In general, children are more exposed to inappropriate content at this young age 
on YouTube and search engines. The autocomplete feature and the suggestions are the main causes 
leading to exposure to violent and/or sexual content. This potential risk is illustrated by the pictures 
below (Figure 1) which were taken while a boy from Belgium was showing us how he typically 
used the Internet on his dad’s laptop. This is not an exemplar of ‘risk’ but rather one of many pos-
sible images that children come across and this may raise risks that need to be considered.

Given those findings on permissive mediation and trial–error usage, the right of protection is 
certainly relevant for young children even though parents do not always acknowledge the need.

Children’s and parents’ perception of digital technologies
For children, digital technologies, in particular the tablet, represent a space for entertainment but 
also, because most children are allowed to use these devices independently and generally without 
close monitoring, a space of freedom and escapism from the ‘world of adults’.

In terms of risks, children mainly emphasise the fragile nature of digital technologies them-
selves, thereby showing awareness of the costs that are involved in purchasing such technologies:

Girl: I can play sometimes [with dad’s [i-]Phone], but usually I cannot.
Interviewer: Why not?
Girl:  Because once I was playing with and I let it fall. I was very little, […]. So,  

I didn’t know it was made of glass. (Girl from Belgium, 6)

The parents’ perceptions are generally ambivalent, recognising advantages and disadvantages. 
Most parents point to the educational value inherent in digital technologies and describe them as 
indispensable tools for the future. A minority of parents stated that even when children engage 
with non-educational digital content, they always learn. They develop different skills from school 
context ones, independence, problem-solving, collaborating or hand–eye coordination. Parents 
recognise the educational potential:



Dias et al. 7

They stimulate memory, and also make them explore, they adapt to a game because they intuitively explore 
it. (Mother from Portugal, 39)

While many parents recognise the potential educational value inherent to digital technologies, in 
practice – and in line with children’s dominant perceptions – the devices are mainly used as ‘toys’, 
‘games’ or something to ‘entertain’. Although there is certainly (pedagogical) value in playing 
games, watching videos on YouTube and taking photos/making videos (e.g. Beavis and O’Mara, 
2016), it arguably also reflects an under-exploration of their full pedagogical potential.

The positive perceptions, however, are often set against more negative views on the impact of 
digital technologies on children’s lives. Many parents, for instance, express nostalgia for their own 
childhood, claiming that they prefer children to engage in physical or outdoor activities whenever 
possible:

Kids don’t play like we used to play … On the street … They’re not able to make friends because they are 
constantly looking at their smartphones and tablets. I don’t think they are enjoying their childhood to the 
fullest. (Mother from Portugal, 28)

What parents fear the most regarding excessive use of digital technologies is the lack of physical 
exercise, of good sleep, social isolation and their negative psychosocial consequences:

It’s about what they miss out on, eh. At the moment you are doing that [sitting in front of a screen] you 
can’t do anything. You can’t get bored, you can’t play, you miss out on social contacts. Those are things 
you can’t do ‘alone alone’. (Mother from Belgium, 37)

Some children also recognise some of the effects that digital technologies, in particular games, 
can have on them, such as difficulties in managing frustrations:

Boy: I can’t play anymore, because I threw the remote control up against the ceiling.
Interviewer: You threw the remote control up to the ceiling? Why?
Boy: Because it got out of my hand.
Interviewer:  It got out of your hand? And now you are not allowed to play computer games 

anymore?
Boy: With the TV.
Interviewer: But are you still allowed to watch TV?
Boy: Yes, watching TV is still allowed. (Boy from Germany, 4)

Figure 1. Pictures came up while a child from Belgium was using dad’s laptop.
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Parents are less concerned regarding dangers that may stem from inappropriate content. Finally, 
parents are aware of dangers such as contact with strangers, invasion of privacy, cyberbullying and 
paedophilia, but they believe these are concerns for the future, as they feel their children are not 
exposed to them at such an early age.

In sum, parents have various ideas on the benefits and dangers of digital technologies. The 
benefits appear to be poorly understood, while concerns are related to time use, allied to their 
perception of children being insufficiently skilled to reach inappropriate content.

Parental mediation styles and resulting practices
Parental mediation is shaped, on one side, by perceptions of digital technologies and, on the other, 
by tensions, between parents themselves, as mother and father do not always share the same views, 
and between parents and children.

The ambivalent perceptions of parents are visible in their struggle to manage children’s right of 
provision and right of protection. Because most parents allow their children to perceive digital 
devices as toys and fail to recognise that young children are digital-savvy, their concerns focus 
more on restricting time than on restricting or discussing content.

However, there are some differences, even in the same family. Mothers tend to be more restric-
tive in general and controlling of content, while fathers can be more flexible and less strict. Dads 
share digital gaming sessions with their children especially if they are, or were, gamers themselves. 
Contrastingly, mothers are more permissive in allowing children to use their own devices.

In line with the above-described focus on screen time instead of content, most parents restrict 
the time their children spend on digital devices either by forcing the child to stop playing if they 
intuitively feel the child has ‘had enough’ or by setting rules. A more extreme example of rules was 
found in a family from Belgium (Figure 2):[AQ: 6]

It is as follows [each day], if he does his homework well, because that is the problem [there is a reward 
system]. The reward system is that, if he does it in a reasonable amount of time and without making a fuss, 
he earns half an hour of ‘screen time’. […] For example, if he does his homework in an orderly fashion 
three times, then he has an hour and a half. Then he can choose one time an hour and a half or three times 
half an hour. (Mother from Belgium, 38)

Time rules are often grounded in the daily rhythm of family life, such as not being allowed to 
play until homework is done, before bedtime or during school days. Some level of supervision and 
monitoring was also observed in our study, consistently with previous research from Nikken and 
Jansz (2014). Most parents also claim to ‘keep an eye’ on their children during their technology use 
and/or to take sporadic ‘tours’ through children’s personal devices, monitoring the apps installed 
and occasionally asking children to delete what they find inappropriate, mostly violent games.

Some mothers also state they pay attention to sounds, thus monitoring games and videos remotely:

Interviewer: Do you look after your daughter when she’s watching TV?
Mother: I always listen and see what she’s watching, and if I don’t like something, I turn it off.
Interviewer: And how about using the computer?
Mother:  It is the same, I can see what she is doing more or less by passing by. It’s not like 

she can do whatever she wants. (Mother from Latvia, 39)

Restrictive mediation and supervision appear preferred mediation strategies of parents for 
young children. A minority of parents expressed concerns about very close monitoring being 
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problematic, as it might be a violation of the children’s privacy and have a negative impact on the 
parent–child relationship, particularly on trust.

Active mediation, and hence participation, the third pillar of the CRC, was observed less 
frequently. Although most parents believe in dialogue, they have not covered most risks and 
dangers with their children yet, referring to it as ‘too early’.

They also trust that children will tell them about problems that may occur, yet some children 
described problematic episodes – contact with violent, scary or sexual content – that they have not 
discussed with their parents. Instead, instructive mediation with younger children is often limited 
to teaching children how to overcome difficulties and how to navigate content and activities, thus 
acting as ‘gatekeepers’ not only for provision but also for skill development. The mediation is more 
frequent when children begin to use the devices. After a while, children are trusted to be left alone 
to explore the device:

We started watching YouTube […]. There are a lot of non-stop videos […]. Most times we decide between 
10 and 15 minutes is enough. I was at her [daughter aged 3] side all the time at the beginning. I admit that 
this changed recently. I am not longer at her side all the time when she watches but still keep track on my 
watch. (Mother from Germany, 32)

This freedom of engagement experienced by most children – although respecting their right to 
provision – can be considered against their right to protection, as it leaves them potentially exposed 
and vulnerable to screen dangers.

Parents in our sample, with the exception of several tech-savvy fathers from Germany, are 
generally unaware of methods, techniques and features they might use to control, monitor and 
filter digital engagement or consider them only relevant when children grow older. This can again 
be explained by the observation that most parents believe they are fully in control of their children’s 
media use at this young age, when this is in fact not (always) the case.

In conclusion, a thin line separates parents’ duty and desire to protect their children from digital 
technology dangers and the restriction of access they impose in doing so. Perhaps the greatest 
danger lies in the unsupervised use of digital technologies, as parents are often not fully aware of 
the activities that children perform online.

Figure 2. Time-timer employed by the family from Belgian Delta to control time spent on the tablet and 
laptop.
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Discussion and concluding remarks
The results of this study show that a wide range of technologies and intensive use of them is 
considered as a norm in many households (Holloway et al., 2013), and young children are using 
these digital technologies actively. Children are given access to digital technologies at a young 
age, but it is not always clear whether these devices are meant to be only tools for entertainment 
or whether they should also provide educational activities. Children improve technical skills 
quickly, independently and successfully (Frechette and Williams, 2015). Their technical skills 
correspond to the particular age, and the reasons for using technologies are associated with 
entertainment rather than performing deliberate learning activities.

In line with Nikken and Jansz (2014) and Plowman et al. (2008), our results show that parents’ 
perceptions and attitudes play a crucial role in young children’s adoption of digital media and in 
the development of their digital literacy. As Plowman et al. (2008) and Genc (2014) already under-
lined, parents’ perceptions and choices regarding digital technologies shape the digital landscape 
in which children live.[AQ: 7] Although non-educational reasons can influence the purchase of 
technologies (availability, affordability, fashion and trends, social circles), we also found that par-
ent’s perceptions are key to parental mediation style and therefore to children’s provision and 
protection in respect of digital technologies. In line with Nikken and de Haan (2015) and Plowman 
(2015), we see that negative perceptions result in greater difficulties for parents in mediating their 
children’s engagement with digital devices, while parents with positive perceptions tend to be 
more confident in their mediation. Our analysis linking parents’ perceptions and mediation strate-
gies shows that the more parents are confident with digital technologies themselves, the more they 
perceive them as positive and the more confident and active they are in their mediation. On the 
contrary, parents who lack digital skills and knowledge are less confident, find greater difficulties 
in managing their children’s access and protection, and are more fearful of losing control. These 
parents often chose more restrictive and controlling mediation strategies.

Parents’ understanding and logical courses of action in our sample vary between two positions: 
restrictive and permissive:

1. Restrictive: parents who highlight more negative aspects in the use of digital technologies 
and who are more passive in their use of technologies. In such a model, raising children is 
more dominated by prohibition and rules linked to the use of digital technologies. Similar 
to results of Nikken and Schols (2015), parents value offline activities more than online 
activities.

2. Permissive: parents who use technologies actively themselves and value their children’s 
digital technology use. Nonetheless, at the current developmental state of their children, 
most parents in this category give relatively little thought to the content and in most cases 
only superficially reflect on the consequences of technology use (Goh et al., 2015). Parents 
in this model prioritise the provision of technologies and pay secondary attention to the 
child’s emotional safety. They are not very worried about negative effects as they perceive 
the digital technology use of their child as safe (Plowman et al., 2010; Plowman and 
Hancock, 2014; Zaman et al., 2016). In a few instances, this permissive parenting style 
turned into true scaffolding whereby parents instructed and communicated with their  
children about the content of media.

In terms of strategies regarding access and protection to/from digital technologies, most parents 
thus centre on a rational mediation style. It combines restrictive mediation (mainly on time, less 
on content), supervision and occasionally dialogue. They value supervision (Nikken and Jansz, 
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2014) and dialogue more than control – and hence are aware of and understand some of the risks 
involved in digital technology use – but mainly perceive the need for dialogue for older children. 
They feel their children are not at risk yet and are confident that they would report any issues. 
Children are not (much) purposefully guided and often only remotely supervised during digital 
activities. Their main emphasis on safety concerns damage to the technology and health issues 
such as eye problems and overuse. Most are not yet familiar with the technical safety guidance that 
Nikken and Jansz (2014) have highlighted. Parents with positive perceptions of digital technologies 
believe that their children can also learn a lot by using the devices themselves, but it is unclear for 
them how such a learning experience can be successful. The protection of the child without com-
promising its provision (access, information, education) and participation (freedom), however, 
likely requires an in-depth understanding of the scope, challenges and also positive opportunities 
provided by digital technologies. Only then is a further development towards a true scaffolding 
role possible.

The data identified an intriguing gender contrast in the parenting approach that should inspire 
future research. Fathers are often technically competent technology users and delegate more 
freedom to their children, while mothers are more conservative technology users, who develop 
more detailed provisions of use for children and often for spouses as well so that it would be an 
example for children.

As we can see, much is still to be done to balance young children’s engagement with digital 
technologies in order to optimise their rights in protection, provision and participation (Table 1). 
This confirms the necessity to have a purposeful plan on preparing teachers and parents to work 
with digital technologies. It also requires a structured and pedagogically justified process, where 
these tools could be used not only for leisure but also for educational activities. Other studies 
conducted in Denmark and the Netherlands following the same protocol in the same European 
project (Johansen et al., 2016; Van Kruistum and van Steensel, 2016) report that when schools 
embed digital technologies in teaching, parents are more likely to have clear views on their edu-
cational purposes and are more disposed to support their usage at home. In those instances, we see 
a shift of parents from ‘gatekeeper’ towards ‘scaffolders’ that adopt an instructive and supportive 
position towards digital technologies. They tend to look at the content and see the links between 
the use and consequences. They are more demanding with regard to children as users and do not 
only limit the number, types or duration of use of the technologies but also ask children to critically 
assess the role of technologies in general according to their age, their positive and negative features, 
as well as orient children towards self-discipline with regard to the technology use by providing 
assistance in the virtual reality. Such supporting strategies that allow the youngest children’s 
protection, provision and participation in their digital rights should be further studied as they 
surely pave the way towards effective digital rights for young children. Finally, we also encourage 
researchers to further develop strategies to interview children on their media use.

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship and/or publication of this article.

Note
1. For a full overview of activities and interview techniques employed, we refer to Chaudron et al. (2015).

References
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (1999) Committee on public education, media education. Pediatrics 

104: 341–343.



12 Global Studies of Childhood 

American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (2011) Policy statement, media use by children younger than 2 years. 
Council on communications and media. Pediatrics 128: 1040–1045.

Beavis C and O’Mara J (2016) Shifting practices and frames: Literacy, learning and computer games. In: 
Johnson G and Dempster N (eds) Leadership in Diverse Learning Contexts. New York: Springer.[AQ: 8]

Bittman M, Rutherford L, Brown J, et al. (2011) Digital natives? New and old media and children’s outcomes. 
Australian Journal of Education 55(2): 161–175.

Braun V and Clarke V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology 
3(2): 77–101. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Chaudron S, Beutel ME, Černikova M, et al. (2015) Young children (0–8) and digital technology: A qualitative 
exploratory study across seven countries. JRC93239, Publications Office of the European Union (EUR 
27052 EN). Available at: http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC93239

Conner DB and Cross DR (2003) Longitudinal analysis of the presence, efficacy and stability of maternal 
scaffolding during informal problem-solving interactions. British Journal of Developmental Psychology 
21: 315–334.

Dreier M, Chaudron S, Beutel ME, et al. (2014) Young children (0–8) and digital technology: A qualita-
tive exploratory study. National report – Germany, Outpatient Clinic for Computer Game and Internet 
Addictive Behaviour Mainz/Clinic and Polyclinic for Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at 
the University Medical Centre of the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Mainz. Available at: http://
www.verhaltenssucht.de[AQ: 9]

EC (2011) Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: An EU Agenda for the Rights 
of the Child, COM (2011) 0060 final. Available at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/
ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0060

EC (2012) Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee, and the Committee of the Regions: European Strategy for a Better 
Internet for Children, COM (2012) 196 final. Available at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/procedure/EN/201545

EP (2012) Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the protection of individuals 
with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data (General Data 
Protection Regulation). Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/justice/data-rotection/document/review2012/
com_2012_11_en.pdf [AQ: 10][AQ: 11]

Frechette J and Williams R (2015) Media Education for a Digital Generation. New York: Routledge, p. 322.
Genc Z. (2014) ‘Parents’ perceptions about the mobile technology use of preschool aged children. Procedia 

– Social and Behavioral Sciences 146: 55–60.
Goh W, Bay S and Chen V (2015) Young school children’s use of digital devices and parental rules. Telematics 

& Informatics 32: 787–795.
Holloway D, Green L and Livingstone S (2013) Zero to eight: Young children and their internet use. Available 

at: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/52630
Johansen SL, Larsen MC and Ernest MJ (2016) Young children (0–8) and digital technology: A qualitative 

exploratory study. National report – Denmark. Available at: http://www.aau.dk/digitalAssets/201/201213_
national-report_2015_denmark_proofread-2-.pdf[AQ: 12]

Lauricella A, Wartella E and Rideout V (2015) Young children’s screen time: The complex role of parent and 
child factors. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology 36: 11–17.

Livingstone S (2007) Strategies of parental regulation in the media-rich home. Computers in Human Behavior 
23: 920–941.

Livingstone S (2014a) Children’s digital rights: A priority. Intermedia 42(4/5): 20–24.
Livingstone S (2014b) Digital media and children’s rights. Available at: http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mediapolicy-

project/2014/09/12/sonia-livingstone-digital-media-and-childrens-rights[AQ: 13].
Livingstone S and Haddon L (2009) EU Kids Online: Final Report (produced under the EU Kids Online I 

project). London: London School of Economics and Political Science.
Livingstone S, Cagiltay K and Olafsson K (2015) EU Kids Online II Dataset: A cross-national study of 

children’s use of the Internet and its associated opportunities and risks. British Journal of Educational 
Technology 46(5): 988–992.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC93239
http://www.verhaltenssucht.de
http://www.verhaltenssucht.de
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0060
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0060
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/procedure/EN/201545
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/data-rotection/document/review2012/com_2012_11_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/data-rotection/document/review2012/com_2012_11_en.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/52630
http://www.aau.dk/digitalAssets/201/201213_national-report_2015_denmark_proofread-2-.pdf
http://www.aau.dk/digitalAssets/201/201213_national-report_2015_denmark_proofread-2-.pdf
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mediapolicyproject/2014/09/12/sonia-livingstone-digital-media-and-childrens-rights
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mediapolicyproject/2014/09/12/sonia-livingstone-digital-media-and-childrens-rights


Dias et al. 13

Marsh J. (2014) The relationship between online and offline play: Friendship and exclusion. In: Burn E 
and Richards C (eds) Children’s Games in the New Media Age: Childlore, Media and the playground. 
Surrey, BC, Canada: Ashgate publishing.

Nikken P and de Haan J (2015) Guiding young children’s internet use at home: Problems that parents expe-
rience in their parental mediation and the need for parenting support. Cyberpsychology: Journal of 
Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace 9(1). Available at: http://cyberpsychology.eu/view.php?cislocl
anku=2015051101&;article=3

Nikken P and Janzs J (2014) Developing scales to measure parental mediation of young children’s internet 
use. Learning, Media & Technology 39(2): 250–266.

Nikken P and Schols M (2015) How and why parents guide the media use of young children. Journal of Child 
& Family Studies 24(11): 3423–3435.

Nikken P, Janzs J and Schouwstra S (2007) Parents’ interest in videogame ratings and content descriptors in 
relation to game mediation. European Journal of Communication 22: 315–336.

O’Neill B, Livingstone S and McLaughlin S (2011) Final recommendations for policy, methodology and 
research (produced under the EU Kids Online II project). Available at: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/39410/

Plowman L (2015) Researching young children’s everyday uses of technology in the family home. Interacting 
with Computers 27(1): 36–46.

Plowman L and Hancock J (2014) Six questions that parents ask about children’s use of digital media:  
A review. London: The Children’s Media Foundation.

Plowman L, McPake J and Stephen C (2008) Just picking it up? Young children learning with technology at 
home. Cambridge Journal of Education 38: 303–319.

Plowman L, McPake J and Stephen C (2010) The technologisation of childhood? Young children and 
technology in the home. Children and Society 24(1): 63–74.

Prensky M (2001) Digital natives, digital immigrants: Part 1. On the Horizon 9: 1–6.
Prout A (2005) The Future of Childhood.UK: RoutledgeFalmer.[AQ: 14]
Sang F, Schmitz B and Tasche K (1993) Developmental trends in television coviewing of parent–child dyads. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence 22(5): 531–542.[AQ: 15]
Stephen C, Stephenson O and Adey C (2013) Young children engaging with technologies at home: The 

influence of family context. Journal of Early Childhood Research 11: 149–164. Available at: http://ecr.
sagepub.com/content/11/2/149.full.pdf+html

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (1989) Convention on the rights of the child. 
Available at: http://www.unicef.org/crc

Van Kruistum C and van Steensel R (2016) Young children (0–8) and digital technology. National report – 
The Netherlands, Free University Amsterdam and Erasmus University Rotterdam. Available at: https://
www.academia.edu/22009256/Young_children_0-8_and_digital_technology_Dutch_national_report_

Zaman B, Nouwen M, Vanattenhoven J, et al. (2016) A qualitative inquiry into the contextualized paren-
tal mediation practices of young children’s digital media use at home. Journal of Broadcasting and 
Electronic Media 60(1): 1–22.

Author biographies
Patrícia Dias is Auxiliary Professor at the Faculty of Human Sciences of the Catholic University of Portugal. 
She is a researcher at the Research Centre for Communication and Culture and coordinates the postgraduate 
course on Communication and Social Media at the same University. Her research focuses on the social impact 
of digital technologies (mainly social media and smartphones) on everyday communication, organisational 
communication, marketing and public relations. Currently, Patrícia Dias is working on a post-doctoral 
research on multi-screening. She holds a PhD in Communication Sciences from the Catholic University of 
Portugal and is the author of two books – Living in the Digital Society (2014) and The Mobile Phone and 
Daily Life (2008).

Rita Brito holds a degree in early childhood education and a PhD in educational technology; currently, she is 
doing a post-doctoral research on the use of technologies by families and children up to 6 years old. She is a 
researcher in Investigation and Development on Education and Training Unit in Education Institute, University 

http://cyberpsychology.eu/view.php?cisloclanku=2015051101&;article=3
http://cyberpsychology.eu/view.php?cisloclanku=2015051101&;article=3
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/39410/
http://ecr.sagepub.com/content/11/2/149.full.pdf+html
http://ecr.sagepub.com/content/11/2/149.full.pdf+html
http://www.unicef.org/crc
https://www.academia.edu/22009256/Young_children_0-8_and_digital_technology_Dutch_national_report_
https://www.academia.edu/22009256/Young_children_0-8_and_digital_technology_Dutch_national_report_


14 Global Studies of Childhood 

of Lisbon. She coordinates the early childhood education and primary school master’s degree and supervises 
master’s students’ internships. Her research focuses on the use of technology by children under 6 years old 
and elderly people. She has several articles published in national and international journals, as well as book 
articles.

Wannes Ribbens is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Media & Communication at the Erasmus 
University Rotterdam. His research interests include the attractions of new media, in particular digital 
games. He has published, among other, on digital games in prison, perceived game realism, playing styles 
and self-disclosure on social networking sites (SNS). He is a founding member and honorary board member 
of DiGRA Flanders.

Linda Daniela is expert in education at the Council of Sciences of the Republic of Latvia and Scientific 
Advisor of doctoral researches and master’s theses. Research interests include educational processes in school 
and preschool, behavioural problems and solutions for reducing social exclusion in educational process. She 
is an author or co-author of 25 publications and several books.

Zanda Rubene is a Professor of the University of Latvia and Director of the Doctoral Programme in 
Pedagogy. She is the author of the book Sapere aude! Critical Thinking in University Studies in Latvia 
(2004) and co-author of the books From Knowledge to Competent Activities (2006) and Introduction to 
Media Pedagogy (2008). Research and publication field includes philosophy of education, critical thinking 
and media pedagogy.

Michael Dreier is Researcher and Project Manager at the Outpatient Clinic for Behavioural Addictions of 
Department for Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy, University Medical Centre, Mainz, Germany. 
Michael was involved in different European Union (EU) projects on participation, coordination or advisory 
level; is Sub-Investigator and Coordinator of the clinical trial ‘STICA’; and was involved in surveys on 
Internet and gambling addiction among children and adolescents. His engagement as Board Member and 
Treasurer for the Association of Media Addiction Germany represents his honorary work for immanent 
society’s changes.

Monica Gemo is a Scientific Technician in the European Commission Joint Research Centre, Directorate for 
Space, Security and Migration, where she is investigating participatory mobile surveillance. She holds an 
MSc degree from Politecnico di Milano, Italy. From 2002 to 2007, she was working at the Catholic University 
of Louvain, Belgium, specialising in multimodal applications.

Rosanna Di Gioia is a researcher in the European Commission Joint Research Centre, Directorate for Space, 
Security and Migration. She earned a degree in psychological and social disciplines from International 
Uninettuno University with a dissertation on Gamification and Media Education. In the past 3 years, she 
joined projects on cyberbullying, empowering citizens’ rights in emerging information and communications 
technology (ICT).

Stéphane Chaudron has recently joined the European Commission Joint Research Centre, Directorate for 
Space, Security and Migration, where she works on a research project dedicated to Empowering Children 
Rights and Safety in emerging information and communications technology (ICT). Her background is in 
Social Geography and Science Pedagogy. She has worked for several research projects for the last 10 years. 
She has been in charge of the coordination of large European Thematic Network dedicated to e-Safety and 
New media education, Standardisation and Science Teaching Education in Europe (Imperial College, London; 
Université Catholique de Louvain, Belgium; European Schoolnet, Brussels).


