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Parenting for a Digital Future: How Hopes and Fears about Technology Shape Children’s Lives 
 
Aims  
The authors of this research aim to simultaneously focus on individual parenting experiences, while applying 
a wider, critical lens on the society in which parenting is situated. They ask: 
 

• What are parents’ visions of their children’s future and that of the wider society? 
• What risks or opportunities do parents see opening up for themselves and their children?  
• How do they conceive of being a ‘good parent’ and how do they evaluate the learning and social 

resources available to their children?  
• How do children view and respond to their parents’ hopes, fears and values around digital media? 

 
Key Findings 

• Having advanced digital literacy allowed parents to bridge the gap between present and future by 
meaningfully engaging with their children through technology, providing resources, setting 
challenges and spurring on their interests. 

• Even for parents with few digital skills, an open-mindedness about digital technology, or an 
empathetic identification with the experience of being a child, allowed them to support their children 
by asking questions and finding new resources. 

• Whether their circumstances were fortunate or difficult, and whether expectations ambitious or 
modest, many parents seemed confident, even optimistic—as also confirmed by the survey findings, 
where three-quarters of UK parents said they were fairly confident or very confident of their child’s 
future. 

 
In navigating a path between what was practical and what parents hoped was ‘best’, three themes emerged 
that serve to both summarise and clarify their relationship to digital technologies: 
 

• Embrace: Parents seek out digital technologies for themselves or their children to ease family life or 
to gain valued professional skills or, for some, ‘future ready’ identities and lifestyles. 

• Balance: Parents try to hedge their bets by encouraging some digital practices and not others, often 
ad hoc, weighing opportunities and risks salient in the present or future. 

• Resist: Parents articulate their efforts as attempting, at least some of the time, to stem the seemingly 
unstoppable incursion of digital technology into family life. 

 
 
Policy Context 
Not only did the researchers listen to parents’ hopes and fears, but also they examined the considerable 
diversity of the parents’ circumstances. Reflecting on the lack of collective voice, the authors make the 
following recommendations that could support parents, educators and policymakers as they take steps 
towards realising the visions for children’s future in a digital age: 
 

• Provide support for parents that encompasses the digital environment: Outreach for families 
should not only emphasise children’s safety online, but also help parents and other caregivers 
recognise quality experiences and helpful learning environments. 

• Offer parents a realistic vision in public and media discourses: Recognise and reflect parents’ lived 
realities and offer positive directions, informed guidance, and balanced solutions.  
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• Recognise the contribution of parents in educational settings: Design convenient and sustained 
opportunities for parents to engage with and support their child before, during, and after their 
participation in learning sites—including designing opportunities for parents themselves to learn 
from the educational context or directly from their child. 

• Increase attention to the design and governance of the digital environment: It is time to implement, 
and ensure compliance, for child appropriate and family-friendly design of services used by children 

• Make room for parents’ voices in policymaking: Recognise parents’ collective and individual agency 
and interests, to anticipate and meet their needs as well as enable their participation in educational 
and other relevant institutions. 

• Ensure that policy, and the design of technology, is based on evidence: Policymakers, educators, 
and industry should develop advice, tools and resources for parents that are grounded in evidence 
not media panics, and that address both short- and long-term concerns. 

 
 
Methodology 
The authors conducted in-depth interviews with 73 families in London in 2015 and 2016. The researchers 
sought out parents who had confronted the idea of a ‘digital future’ with distinct purposes or from a distinct 
perspective, meeting them at school parents’ evenings, at children’s centers, through parenting 
organizations, or through their children’s after-school programs. Families with children with special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEN) were also included. 
 
The qualitative study was supported by a survey. A specialist market research company was commissioned 
to administer the survey for parents with children from babies to 17-year-olds, resulting in a sample of 2,032 
parents, representative by region across the UK, and by ethnic background, socioeconomic status (SES), 
gender, and inclusion of parents with low or no internet use. The data were collected between October 3 
and 23, 2017, and done to check the qualitative conclusions against a wider account of parents’ experiences 
of digital technologies in their and their children’s lives.  
 
Background 
The mass adoption of digital technologies brings potentially beneficial opportunities for families, promising 
new pathways for parents to facilitate their children’s prospects in relation to an emerging and still-uncertain 
digital future. However, much of the academic literature concerned with families and media is narrowly 
focused on media harms to children and their parents’ mediation strategies, and fails to contextualize the 
changing place of digital media in family life, especially as regards parents’ positionality, biography, identity, 
connections, and values. This research project considers how particular hopes and fears about the future, 
fanned by popular media, policymakers’ pronouncements, and commercial and peer pressures, fuel parents’ 
imaginations and worries. 
 
Source Blum-Ross, A., & Livingstone, S. (2020). Parenting for a digital future: How hopes and fears about 
technology shape children’s lives. Oxford University Press. The book is blogged at: www.parenting.digital 
 
Research Team Alicia Blum-Ross & Sonia Livingstone, London School of Economics and Political Science)  
 
Contact information s.livingstone@lse.ac.uk  
 

 
RH164 has been produced by Miriam Rahali for the UKCCIS Evidence Group 

http://www.parenting.digital/
mailto:s.livingstone@lse.ac.uk

