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Ofcom’s ‘Children and parents: Media use and attitudes’  

– Highlights from Ofcom’s 2020/21 Research 

 
Aims 
Ofcom’s media literacy research explores the extent to which people are able to use, understand and create 
media and communications. The latest reports were published in April 2021: Children and parents: media use 
and attitides report 2020/21, 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 2020/21, the seventh 
year of a qualitative study following 18 children (aged 8 to 18) to provide in-depth insight into the role of media 
in their day-to-day lives. The quantitative report also sets out findings from a range of additional sources 
including Ofcom’s own Technology Tracker and News Consumption Surveys, as well as insights from other 
sources such as BARB (the UK’s television audience measurement body), and children’s research agencies The 
Insights Family and CHILDWISE. This year, for the first time, the quantitivative report also included separate 
sections looking specfically at digital exclusion, vulnerable children and pre-schoolers.  

 
Key Findings 
Online access and digital exclusion 
• In 2020, nearly all children aged 5-15 (97%) went online. Laptops, tablets and mobiles were the most used 

devices for going online, used by seven in ten of these children. 
• Ofcom’s Technology Tracker 20211 research showed that two per cent of school-age children relied on 

internet access via a smartphone only, and one in five children who had been home schooling did not have 
access to an appropriate device2 for their online home-learning needs all of the time. 

 
Content consumption and online activities 
• Children were twice as likely to watch TV programmes on video-on-demand (VoD) than live TV. Almost all 

(96%) watched any type of VoD, compared to 56% watching live TV. 
• Children aged 8-15 in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were less likely than children in England to 

feel there were enough programmes that showed children from the same part of the country as them: 
33% in Scotland, 34% in Wales and 25% in Northern Ireland, compared to 45% in England. 

• Children with an impacting or limiting condition were less likely to see themselves reflected on TV; while 
half felt there were enough programmes on TV that showed children that looked like them, this was lower 
than the proportion of children without a condition feeling this (64%). 

• Children’s use of video-sharing platforms (VSPs) was nearly universal, with a majority using VSPs more 
during the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic than before. 

• Seven in ten 5-15s played games online in 2020. This was more prevalent among boys than girls (78% vs. 
64%). Boys were also more likely than girls, to use gaming to connect with their friends – something which 
we saw reflected in our Media Lives study.  

• Just over half of 5-15s used social media sites or apps, rising to 87% of 12-15s. The range of sites and apps 
used remains diverse; around a third of 5-15s used Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook. 

 

 
1 This research was conducted via a CATI methodology on the Technology Tracker survey, therefore is separate from that of the media 
literacy findings. School-age children in this research was based on 4-18 year-olds. 
2 Interpretation of what was an ‘appropriate device’ was down to the parents answering the relevant question (see Digital exclusion section 
of Children and parents report for further details). 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/217825/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2020-21.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/217825/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2020-21.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/217827/childrens-media-lives-year-7.pdf
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Online knowledge and understanding 
• Just under half of children aged 8-15 who used search engines could correctly identify adverts on Google 

searches, and about half realised that some sites within a search engine’s results could be trusted and some 
couldn’t. 

• Two-thirds of 12-15s recognised that vloggers and influencers might be sponsored to say good things about 
products or brands. Children in our Media Lives study found this helpful as it showed them products and 
services that were in line with their interests. 

 
Staying safe online 
• Just over half of 12-15s have had some form of negative online experience3. The most common type of 

these was being contacted by someone they did not know who wanted to be their friend, which happened 
to almost a third of children in this age group. 

• Awareness of reporting functions was high (70% of children aged 12-15), but only 14% of 12-15s have ever 
reported content. 
 

Parental attitudes and mediation strategies 
• Parents found it harder to control their child’s screen time during the Covid-19 pandemic, and up to half of 

parents of children aged 5-15 said they had to relax some rules about what their child did online during 2020.  
• Awareness of various technical tools and controls among parents was high (around six in ten), but only a 

minority actually used any of them (around a third of parents). 

 
 
Policy Context 
This research helps policy stakeholders understand children’s media environment. 
 
Methodology 
The report draws primarily on the Ofcom Children’s Media Literacy Tracker which, in 2020-21, was moved online 
and spilt into two parts: a ‘main’ post-to-web online study (Survey 1) and a supplementary study via online 
panels (Survey 2).4 The report also draws on findings from Ofcom’s Children’s Media Lives research - a 
qualitative, longitudinal, ethnographic video-based project. The research has followed the same (as far as 
possible) 18 children (aged 8 to 18) over time, interviewing them at home to understand their relationship with 
digital media. The 2021 research was conducted via Zoom interviews. 
 
Source https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/childrens  (published April 2021) 
Research Team Critical Research (quant) / Revealing Reality (qual) / Ofcom 

Contact information caroline.cason@ofcom.org.uk, louisa.thompson@ofcom.org.uk  & evie.owen@ofcom.org.uk  
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3 The negative experiences asked about within the survey were: being contacted online by someone you don’t know who wants to be your 
friend, accidentally spending money online that you didn’t mean to, seeing or receiving something scary of troubling online like a scary video 
or comment, seeing something of a sexual nature that made you feel uncomfortable, feeling under pressure to send photos or other 
information about yourself to someone. 
4 The Technical Reports for these surveys can be found at here: Ofcom’s Children’s Media Literacy 2020 Technical Report (Survey 1), and 
Ofcom’s Children’s Media Literacy 2020 Technical Report (Survey 2). 
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https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/214473/childrens-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-survey-2-technical-report-2020.pdf

