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Ofcom Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes – Highlights from Ofcom’s 2019 
Research 

 

Aims 
Ofcom’s media literacy research explores the extent to which people are able to use, understand and create 
media and communications. We began our children’s research in 2005, and the latest reports were published in 
February 2020: Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes, an annual quantitative report providing evidence 
on media use, attitudes and understanding among children and young people aged 3-15; and Children’s Media 
Lives 2019, the sixth year of a qualitative study following largely the same 18 children to provide in-depth insight 
into the role of media in their day-to-day lives. The quantitative report also sets out findings from an additional 
online study looking at attitudes to, and consumption of, news among children aged 12-15. 

 
Key Findings 
Connected children   

• Half of ten-year-olds now own their own smartphone. Between the ages of nine and ten, smartphone ownership 
doubles - marking an important milestone in children’s digital independence as they prepare for secondary 
school. 

• Use of smart speakers among children aged 5-15 has doubled over the last year. This means that, for the first 
time, they’re more widely used than radios. 

• More children watch video-on-demand (VoD) than watch live broadcast TV. Viewing of VoD has doubled over 
the last five years. One in four children do not watch live broadcast TV at all. 

Popular platforms and online activities 
• YouTube remains a firm favourite among children. 5- to 15-year-olds are more likely to pick YouTube as their 

platform of choice over on-demand services such as Netflix, or TV channels including the BBC and ITV.  
• Children’s social media use is diversifying. WhatsApp in particular has gained popularity over the past year, 

joining Facebook, Snapchat and Instagram as one of the top social media platforms used by children. 
• Newer platforms such as TikTok and Twitch are gaining popularity. TikTok is used by 13% of 12- to 15-year olds 

– up from 8% in 2018 – while Twitch is used by 5%.  
• Girl gamers are on the increase. Almost half of girls aged 5-15 now play games online – up from 39% in 2018. 

Online engagement and participation 
• Rise of the ‘vlogger next door’. While high-profile YouTube stars remain popular, children are now increasingly 

drawn to influencers who are often local to their area, or who have a particular shared interest – known as 
‘micro’ or ‘nano’ influencers.   

• Elements of children’s critical understanding have increased. Awareness of vlogger endorsement and how the 
BBC is funded have both increased; while understanding of how search engines (such as Google) work and the 
ability to recognise advertising on these sites are both unchanged since 2018.   

• The ‘Greta effect’ and online social activism. 2019 saw an increase in older children using social media to support 
causes or organisations, while one in ten signed an online petition of some sort.  
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Staying safe online 
• Children are seeing more hateful online content than they used to, and several children in our Media Lives 

research reported seeing violent and other disturbing content online. Half of 12-15s say they have seen 
something hateful about a particular group of people in the last year – up from a third in 2016. Four in ten took 
some form of action, but the majority ignored it. 

• Parents are also increasingly concerned about their child seeing self-harm related content online and some 
elements of online gaming. Almost half of parents of 5-15s are concerned about their child seeing content which 
might encourage them to harm themselves, up from 39% in 2018. There have also been increases in the 
proportion of parents of 12-15s worried about in-game spending (from 40% to 47%) and game-related bullying 
(32% vs 39%).  

• Fewer parents feel that the benefits of their child being online outweigh the risks compared to five years ago. 
Just over half of parents of 5-15s feel this (55%), compared to two-thirds (65%) in 2015. However, there are 
indications that more parents are talking to their child about online safety (85% of parents of 5-15s), than 
compared to 2018 (81%). 
 
Policy Context 
This research helps policy stakeholders understand children’s media environment and provides insight into the 
risks and rewards for children in going online. 
 
Methodology 
The report draws primarily on the Ofcom Children’s Media Literacy Tracker, a large-scale quantitative survey 
based on in-home interviews with children aged 5-15 and their parents/carers, and with parents/carers of 
children aged 3-4. We interviewed a total of 3,243 parents and children, from April to July 2019.  Questions are 
tailored to the age of the child, so not all questions are asked of each age-group. The report also draws on a 
complementary online news study with 1,000 12-15 years olds conducted in two waves; November/December 
2018 and March/April 2019. 
 
Source  www.ofcom.org.uk/medialiteracyresearch  (published February 2020) 
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