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Children’s Media Lives: Year 1 Findings - 
Online Safety, Family Dynamics, Parental Concerns and Mediation 

 

Aims 

Ofcom’s Children’s Media Lives study was set up in 2014 to provide a small-scale, rich and detailed 

qualitative complement to Ofcom’s quantitative surveys of media literacy. It is a three-year study, tracking, 

as far as possible, the same 18 children, aged 8-15 in wave 1. The first of three waves of ethnographic 

research was conducted in autumn 2014. Subsequent waves will be conducted in 2015 and 2016. The study 

provides an in-depth understanding of how this illustrative sample of children are thinking about and using 

digital media, and how this differs and is influenced by age, life-stage, family circumstances, peers and 

wider society. It will explore how digital media use evolves over time as children develop, and in response 

to external changes, such as new schools, friendships and access to new technology.   

 

 

Key Findings 

 

Online safety 

 The children found it easiest to think of physical dangers that might come from being online. When 

asked to explain what might be dangerous about being online, all ages tended to focus on physical 

dangers, such as being stalked or kidnapped. Issues connected with online bullying, for example, or 

posting information or images that they might regret as they got older, were less top of mind.  

 The children did not always apply safety messages consistently in different contexts. While they could 

all repeat the safety messages they had learned, they did not always apply them consistently, or across 

different platforms or services. For instance, rules about not accepting friends on social media they 

didn’t know in real life would be adhered to on that platform, but not when gaming. Similarly, although 

children knew not to use their real names on gaming and social media sites, many were using the same 

easily identifiable username across multiple sites. 

 The children did not always understand the reasons behind online safety messages. This was most 

pronounced among the younger children and was partly because adults often felt that the children 

were too young to have detailed information about the nature of the risks involved.  

 

Parents’ concerns and mediation 

 The reality of day-to-day life could undermine parents’ attempts at mediation. A range of factors 

could make mediation more difficult, including the layout of the home, the amount of time the parent 

was able to be with the child, and the need to keep up with changing technology. Some parents were 

also unaware of the range of devices through which their children were able to access the internet, and 

as a consequence were not mediating all of their children’s online activity.  

 Technical solutions were not always flexible enough. Parents sometimes found it difficult to strike the 

right balance between protecting their children and ensuring they were able to get the benefits that 

media can offer, and technical solutions were not always flexible enough to facilitate this. Some of the 

parents had to remove content filters because they were blocking access to necessary content, 
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including school and homework websites, and to content that the parents felt was acceptable and 

which their children were keen to access (e.g., Minecraft videos on YouTube). 

 Parents were concerned about children’s exposure to inappropriate content and behaviour online.  

When asked about their concerns about their children’s internet use, parents highlighted: exposure to 

inappropriate or upsetting content; exposure to bad behaviour by others (e.g., online bullying), and 

risky behaviour by children themselves (e.g., speaking to strangers online or posting inappropriate 

photos). Parents of girls were more likely to express concerns about exposure to inappropriate, 

sexualised imagery, and parents of boys more likely to express concerns about violence and swearing. 

 

Family dynamics 

 Parents did not always agree on what kind of content was appropriate. This was particularly the case 

with parents who did not live together. There were several examples where the non-resident parent 

had introduced content the resident parent did not approve of; such as 18-rated computer games. 

 Children with younger siblings watched younger content. Parents often required that shared content 

accessed on shared devices was appropriate for the youngest child. This meant that some of the 

children in the sample were watching a lot of content aimed at younger children. 

 Older siblings introduced the children to new content. This content could be both inspiring and 

educational but also more adult than they might otherwise have been exposed to, with examples 

among the younger children including horror movies, ‘kissing’ and Miley Cyrus. 

 

Policy Context 

The Children’s Media Lives research project enhances the substantive body of quantitative research Ofcom 

conducts into the trends in the media usage patterns of children and young people. This research helps 

policy makers understand how children are using and engaging with media and to identify which elements 

of media literacy to develop and promote.  

 

Methodology 

Researchers spent three to four hours with each child and young person, in their home, interviewing and 

developing an understanding of their behaviours, attitudes and understanding in relation to digital media. 

The interviews on which this analysis is based were informed by a topic guide, but the researchers allowed 

the child to determine the general flow of the conversations. Stimulus material was used to prompt 

discussion in areas of the topic guide that were less top-of-mind for children, such as the role of online 

advertising. The ethnographic interviews were supplemented with short interviews with parents and 

siblings, to better understand the household dynamics and access to digital media.  
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