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In the Digital Home How Do Parents Support their Children and Who Supports 
Them? Parenting for a Digital Future: Survey Report 1 

 

Aims 

This research, released for Safer Internet Day 2018, is the first in a series and draws on a nationally 

representative UK survey of parents of children aged 0 to 17 years old. It aims to understand parents’ values, 

skills and attitudes towards digital media use in their own lives, and how these influence their expectations 

for and management of digital media and dilemmas in the lives of their children. It also seeks to consider 

how policymakers might better reach parents with guidance on digital matters. 

 

Key Findings 

 Digital media bring families together – through television and movies and playing video games. 

Families turn to digital media to keep in touch, from calls, emails and texts to newer media like 

messaging apps and video chat. The latter are gaining in popularity, particularly amongst parents of 

younger children, whereas parents of teens are more likely to use social media to keep in touch with 

their children. While some families engage in creative activities together, this is uneven, with only 

high-income families likely to have created music, photos or videos together. 

 ‘Screen time,’ more than particular digital activities, leads to conflict – it does not cause the most 

conflict in families (sleep and behaviour have that distinction) but it is striking that parents report 

significantly more conflict about screen time than about how children use the technologies 

themselves.  

 Parents are working hard to enable children’s online opportunities, and address risks – with relatively 

little difference between mothers versus fathers or sons versus daughters, parents engage in a range 

of enabling and restrictive strategies. However, the child’s age makes a big difference. Parents of 

very young children mostly set screen time rules or use parental controls. Parents of 5-12 year olds 

and high-income parents are the most active overall, not only setting rules but also encouraging 

children to explore online.  

 Parents lack support for dealing with digital dilemmas – for digital and non-digital dilemmas online 

searches are the first port of call for parenting questions. But other sources of support in parents’ 

lives – partners, friends and relatives, health professionals or a child’s school – are seen as better 

resources for non-digital questions more than digital ones. Notably, few parents feel they can turn 

to their own parents for digital advice, suggesting a generation gap that leaves parents unsupported 

when it comes to these essential and sometimes divisive issues. 

 Digital media are deeply integrated into family life. Media- and internet-related activities are as 

common a way of sharing time within the family as are other activities, with television and films most 

often bringing parents and children together.  

 Parents are broadly, but not hugely positive about technology, judging that the benefits to their child 

are likely to outweigh the harms. They are a bit more doubtful, but still not negative overall, about 

possible benefits to their child in their developing relationships with family or friends, or learning 

social and emotional skills. 
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Policy Context 

Digital media have become deeply integrated into family life, extending old ways of connecting and 

introducing new ones but parents have few sources of support and advice. The implications of these findings 

include that, rather than worrying about the catch-all notion of ‘screen time’ it might be better for policy to 

focus on whether, when and why particular digital activities help or harm individual children. Further, policy 

makers should consider how to reach parents with guidance on digital matters in ways that are effective, 

inclusive, and tailored to the specific ages and needs of their children. 

 

Methodology 

A nationally representative survey was carried out of 2,032 parents of children aged 0-17. Participants were 

recruited via an online panel, supplemented with a sample of low or non-internet users interviewed in-

person. Participants were representative by region across the UK, representative by ethnic background, 

socio-economic status (SES), gender, and inclusion of parents with low or no internet use. The data were 

collected in 2017. Questions for the survey were based on findings from our previous in-depth qualitative 

interviews and fieldwork with parents, carers, educators, children and young people from 73 families and in 

learning sites across London, and our review of the relevant literature. For the full methodology, including a 

definition of socio-economic status (SES) categories, data tables and the full survey questionnaire, see 

www.lse.ac.uk/media-and-communications/research/research-projects/preparing-for-a-digital-future. 

 

Background 

Researchers in the Department of Media and Communications at the London School of Economics and 

Political Science conducted a three-year research project on Preparing for a Digital Future supported by a 

grant from the MacArthur Foundation from 2014-2017, of which this study is part. The research includes 

qualitative case studies and a quantitative UK-wide study of how children and their parents, carers, mentors 

and educators imagine and prepare for their personal and work futures in a digital age.  
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