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We examine what we see as some of the key developments in the field of
adolescents and children and media research. With the caveat as regards to our
specific research perspective and possible bias stemming from there, we
identify two important developments that have begun to take place in the past
five years—1. The enrichment of the field by data and perspectives coming
from so-called developing countries. 2. A greater tendency towards citing
research evidence in response to public anxieties over youth engagement with
(especially) digital media. A shift towards rights-based framework and focus

on media opportunities is discussed as well.
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Introduction

The research field on adolescents, children and media is multi-faceted, employing a
variety of methods, and goes well beyond the disciplinary boundaries of media and
communication to span education, developmental and clinical psychology, human-
computer interaction, Internet studies, pediatric medicine, neuroscience and law,
among other fields (see e.g. Institute of Digital Media and Child Development, 2016;

Lemish, 2015). We thus need to signal that, as authors, we provide this critical



overview from our perspective, which is that of the EU Kids Online members —an
interdisciplinary research network of about 150 scholars in 33 European countries
who have been researching children and adolescents in the context of media, and
more specifically digital environments, since 2006. Given the vast scope of the field,
and the limits of this article, we cannot capture the full variety of topics, perspectives
on issues and relevant developments across these in the past five years —that would
likely require a book volume. Rather, with our particular perspective, we will provide
a cross-sectional overview of research trends, theoretical, and policy implications
with respect to education, and relevant stakeholders such as parents and regulators
and children themselves.

We have identified two important shifts that have begun to take place in the
past five years. First, the geographical and cultural hegemony of theoretical models
from European and global north perspectives is now being increasingly enriched with
contributions on children’s media use from developing countries (or the so-called
“Global South”), with a significant contribution from Global Kids Online project'
(Barbosa et al., 2013; Ravalli & Paoloni, 2016; Tan, Estacio, Ylade, 2016; Popadic et
al., 2016). Having in mind that a survey that would match the scale and variety of
topics captured in the EU Kids Online 2010/2011 survey - involving a representative
sample of 25,000 children and teens, age 9-16, and their parents, in 25 European
countries, which was also replicated in Australia (EU Kids Online, 2014; Green et al.,

2013) — has not been conducted in the United States, for instance?, signifies that we

! Established with United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the
London School of Economics: http://www.lse.ac.uk/media@lse/research/Global-Kids-Online.aspx
2 We do acknowledge the existence of large scale efforts (e.g. Lenhart, 2015), some of which involve

adolescents above the age of 15 (e.g. Lenhart et al., 2016), we are merely saying that large and



are still very much in need of robust studies from the developed countries (e.g.
Mitchell et al., 2012) and especially longitudinal ones. Nonetheless, cultural
diversification generated from findings in geographic areas where social context of
media use can be significantly different from dominant trends in the West, is very
much welcomed.

Viewing children’s lives through “a broad structuration approach,” Global
Kids Online project recognizes “the contingent interplay between societal structures
of economy, politics and culture, and the meanings and actions of individuals and
communities as they engage with and thus shape the structures that, in turn, shape the
conditions within which they live” (Stoilova et al., 2016, p. 457). The key challenge
then is to examine to what extent the use of digital technologies in global contexts
mediates children’s well-being and their rights, in a positive or negative manner
(Stoilova et al., 2016, p. 457).

While it may be tempting to extrapolate the findings about the impacts of
children’s digital media use from the developed world onto the developing countries,
there are some social, economic and media-use related factors that may create distinct
environment and outcomes. These can include quality and place of internet access,
large country populations, or lack of policies oriented at child well being at the
national level (Livingstone, 2014; Byrne et al, 2016). The very meaning of internet
use changes in the global context (Livingstone & Bulger, 2014), as it becomes
increasingly mobile in lower income countries (Byrne et al., 2016). Less frequent
internet use and greater obstacles to access can result in less competence in terms of

digital skills and e-safety. Consider the findings from South Africa which revealed

comparative representative studies that would cover younger children as well and the variety of

issues that the EU Kids survey did ---are welcomed.



that when children relied primarily on mobile devices as their point of access they
were also less likely to develop skills they could not practice on such devices, e.g.
coding or website design (Byrne et al., 2016; Phyfer, Burton & Leoschut, 2016). In
Chile, a third of children never use the internet at school (Cabello & Claro, 2017).
Researchers found it difficult to draw generalizations as regards to risks and
opportunities of children’s use of digital technology across the developing countries
(Byrne et al., 2016). While in some surveyed developing countries around a third of
children experienced something upsetting online in the past year, and most children
considered the internet beneficial (e.g. Philippines, Serbia and South Africa), in other
places (e.g. Argentina) most children reported problematic experiences (Byrne et al.,
2017).> This may indeed signal more problems online for children in Argentina, but it
could also be that Argentinian children are more familiar with the internet and
therefore more likely to think of risks and perceive them or that they engage in more
exploration online which can expose them to more risks (Byrne et al., 2016; Ravalli &
Paoloni, 2016). In some countries children were going online at younger ages but we
do not have sufficient indication as to why this might be the case (e.g. infrastructure
around early childhood care, parental attitudes etc.) Researchers agree that more study
is needed, as we do not know yet under which circumstances and for which children
in these countries the use is more likely to result in harm rather then benefits. The task
of systematic comparison of these most recent findings to the findings from the

developed countries is yet to be undertaken.

* According to the EU Kids Online survey from 2010, with 25,000 internet using children in
Europe, age 9-16, 12% of these children reported that something upset or bothered them
online in the past year. A smaller sample in 2014 revealed that this was the case with 17%

of children. (EU Kids Online, 2014).



The second development we have outlined concerns the wider societal
relevance of children and media research. After more than a decade of focus on
evidence-based policy, we are now witnessing a climate where such evidence is
beginning to be used as a response to public anxieties over risk of harm as regards to
young people’s interaction with digital technology.” Specifically, earlier risk of harm-
driven discourse around young people and media, and digital media in particular (see
e.g. Buckingham, 2011; Livingstone, 2009; Marwick, 2008), has begun to incorporate
a greater research interest in opportunities (for learning, development, leisure, etc.)
that digital spaces can afford. To an extent at least, this development appears to be
reflected in the revised recommendations of the American Academy of Pediatrics as
regards to screen time for children. While the report still pays due diligence to the
number of hours spent with screens per day and does so in reference to specific age
groups, there is a growing recognition of the context of use —what activity the child
is engaged with using various media technologies and how the time spent with
technologies — affects or relates to other activities important for child development
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2016; Livingstone, 2016b).

These developments converge in an increasing understanding that research on
youth and media is beginning to be less about what media does to children and

adolescents, and rather more about how media and digital spaces in particular are

* Some may observe that this observation has some notable exceptions—perhaps most recently in the
context of European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), whose passage was widely critiqued
for not being research-driven and failing to consult children on a matter that concerned them (See, e.g.
boyd, 2015; Carr, 2016; Livingstone, 2016c¢.). Nonetheless, the very fact that the lack of debate was
criticized on these accounts can also be seen as a positive change that empirical evidence brought to the

debate.



actively appropriated by youth (boyd, 2014); and how they contribute to youth lives
in the context of family, school, community, and wider social and cultural-level
factors, thus interacting with various variables on all these levels. This point is
illustrated in Figure 1, which allows us to ask a simple, yet core question: what
difference does the digital — or rather in wider context —the media — make?
(Livingstone, Mascheroni, & Staksrud, 2017). While this model is developed to
theorize over children’s online engagements, it can also serve as a wider example of

children, adolescents and media research in general.

Figure 1: The EU Kids Online revised model of children’s outcomes of internet use
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(as published in Livingstone et al., 2017 and originally cited in an EU Kids Online
report freely available online: Livingstone, Mascheroni & Staksrud, 2015).

The model, developed from over a decade of empirical findings and analysis, suggests

how the question of how the use of media can contribute, or not, to children’s well-



being and rights cannot be answered only by looking at the individual child and his or
her access, media practises, psychological resources and skills. Rather, the issue
requires insights also from how the social level, such as family, friends, school and
on- and offline communities, contributes, or not, to how a child relates to media
access, input and output. The model also includes how one must consider factors on
the national, or even supranational level. For instance, the level of equality and
societal inclusion in a country, or the degree to which technological tools and skills
are made available to the public in general and through the school system in
particular, will influence the access, skills and coping mechanisms of the individual
child faced with media and with communication technology. How the public
discourse plays out, the level of regulation, anxiety and/or literacy might influence
how parents and teachers talk to children (or not) about media and communication
technologies, which again influences the individual child’s access, skills and coping
strategies when faced with mediated risks and opportunities. Likewise, the
experiences in families, schools and communities as children access and use the
media, might influence and even put pressure on national level processes, such as
regulation, law-making, and national curriculums. Thus, the model illustrates the
complex and multileveled field that is now children and media research.

This shift in perspective from the sole focus on risks of harm to opportunities
is also mirrored in an increasing discussion about children’s rights — an understanding
that children’s and adolescents’ presence in increasingly digital environments is a
fundamental human right. That is, it is increasingly argued that in their interaction
with media, children not only have the right to protection — but also to provision and
participation. More precisely, they have the right to be protected from harm

stemming from possible negative media experiences, but also the right to participate



as active agents in spaces that are of crucial importance for their cognitive and
emotional development, while being provided with media content and technological
affordances that foster this development (Livingstone & Bulger, 2014; Livingstone,
Carr & Byrne, 2015; Staksrud, 2013). In accordance with this understanding, leading
children and media scholars invite colleagues to attempt to re-consider the traditional
understanding of the field from the perspective of “media effects” and examine the
value-added of the “children’s rights” approach (Livingstone, 2016a). Looking at
children’s human and political rights can facilitate such explanations, not only to
highlight the entry points between the different levels of regulation, but also to
analyze the possible consequences that the regulation and its embedded
preconceptions and assumptions have for these rights. At the same time, the very
conceptualization of children’s rights as envisaged in the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child and its basis in neoliberal values is subject to critique and
the application of such model onto developing countries is likely to require critical

reconsideration (Blackburn, 2011; Asthana, 2017).

Challenges for the future

These large patterns and developments point towards specific challenges and
directions for future research. Firstly, while the AAP may provide recommendations
on screen time, as Prof. Sonia Livingstone observes: “there isn’t yet a robust body of
research on the effects of digital media on children, yet parents want guidance now”
(Livingstone, 2016b, para 1). Likewise, the methodological difficulties remain, such
as the inability to control all the relevant factors necessary to discern specific media
effects, i.e., to what extent is a learning or a harmful outcome a result of media

interaction as opposed to family, school, social or other influences? In addition, and



despite some important strides in researching very young children, especially under
the age of eight (e.g. Chaudron, 2015), efforts in this direction remain in great need of
further development.

Secondly, media has long stopped being a factor that is merely a natural
socializing agent: with the so-called internet of things (IoT) or internet-connected toys
(smart toys), wearable technologies, smart household appliances and virtual reality—
media is seamlessly and literally integrated into their lives. While young people’s
interaction with such technologies, along with privacy issues in this context, are an
increasingly studied topic (e.g. Gasser & Cortesi, 2012; Holloway & Green, 2016;
Madden et al., 2013; Montgomery, Chester, Milosevic, 2017) —such media use
presents a challenge for future research from an ethical standpoint. Moreover, the
promise of big data as enabling new opportunities for research also evokes ethical
questions regarding the use of such data for research purposes. For instance, is it
ethically permissible to use publicly shared data without young users’ consent (even
when properly anonymized)? The same ethical concerns arise in conjunction with
analyses of behavioral data collected through wearable devices or by smart toys while
young users may not even realize they are being recorded, i.e., the data children and
adolescents may not be aware of leaving behind. Furthermore, this increasing
versatility of digital ecologies brings particular challenges for media literacy and
digital citizenship scholars. In a world where “fake news” — especially, but not solely
through fraudulent websites and its spread via social media — has become an
increasing problem, teaching the ability to separate fact from fiction and to critically

question sources, motives and meanings, is of central importance for the field.



The future of children and media research as a field

The field of children and media (CAM) or children, youth and media (CYM) is
growing and has acquired a critical momentum, as witnessed in an increasing number
of widely cited publications in the Journal of Children and Media (JOCAM), edited
by recognized communication scholars, Dr. Amy Jordan and Dr. Dafna Lemish, and
with many leading scholars on its Board. The Journal has most recently celebrated its
10™ year anniversary with a special issue on trends in the field. In addition, just this
year, an interdisciplinary edition devoted to the issue of children’s digital rights has
appeared in the flagship journal, New Media & Society (2017), also signaling the
pressing importance of these topics. A future research challenge for the CAM field is
to engage with media and communication scholars studying other topics, in order to
show the extended theoretical and societal relevance of our work (Staksrud, 2016).
For example, it is not always evident that our work has implications for the research
designs of those who study communication among adults. But keeping in mind that
young people tend to be early adopters of technologies and social trends, and as
previously argued,
if there is a new research challenge, a problem, an ethical or a methodological
dilemma, a regulatory innovation; chances are pretty good that scholars in the
field of children and media have already started working on it and can offer
insights and a suggested path for a way forward. (Staksrud, 2016, p. 136)
Furthermore, having in mind our heightened ethical standard of care, which stems
from the need to protect a vulnerable population, we can also provide useful guidance
on how to ethically handle the excitement over increasing access to big data. Finally,
given that the discourse over child protection from media-related harms has

historically been used as an excuse for curbing central democratic tenets such as

10



freedom of speech —the findings from our analyses speak to issues that go beyond
youth and have relevance for the state of democracy in our societies (Buckingham,

2011; Livingstone, 2009; Staksrud, 2013, 2016).
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