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How media literate are children and young people? This varies, of course, de-
pending on the child’s age, personality, interests, motivation, social relations and
context, etc., and obviously to a great extent also on access to, use of, under-
standing of and own creation of media contents. Media literacy among the young
therefore differs among individuals, groups and nations.

Ofcom, the independent regulator and competition authority for the U.K. com-
munications industries, defines media literacy as ‘the ability to access, understand
and create communications in a variety of contexts’. Without such skills, peo-
ple’s ability to participate effectively in the workplace and in society may be greatly
diminished, Ofcom says (http://www.ofcom.org.uk).

In 2005, Ofcom published a review of research, mostly performed in the U.K.,
about children’s media literacy (Buckingham 2005).

The report concludes, among other things, that in terms of access, the research
literature suggests that children and young people in the U.K. possess quite high
levels of functional literacy – that is, the skills and competencies needed to gain
access to media content, using the available technologies and associated software.

Many findings in the review point to a growing media literacy by age. For
example, older children are generally aware of regulatory mechanisms and sys-
tems of guidance, and take these into account in seeking to make their own
decisions. The large majority of young people also show some awareness of risks
relating to sexual dangers on the Internet, although they are less aware of poten-
tial economic risks.

The review adds that several studies regarding regulations and risk on the
Internet conclude that education in media literacy may be a more effective strat-
egy than blocking or filtering.

In a similar vein, children’s understanding of television – e.g., children’s
awareness of areas such as television ‘language’, the difference between repre-
sentation and reality, and the persuasive role of advertising – develops both as a
function of their increasing knowledge of the world, and as a result of their broader
cognitive and social development. When the children grow older, they also learn
to cope with potentially unwanted or upsetting emotional responses, and to make
critical judgments about areas such as television violence, by employing forms
of media literacy.
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For example, Andrea Millwood Hargrave (2003) found that children aged 9-
13 could clearly distinguish between fictional violence and violence that is ‘real’
in the media. The children made judgements about the justified use of violence,
and this could affect how ‘violent’ an image was perceived to be in the first place.
Although this kind of result does not tell fully about influences of media violence,
it implies that the meaning of a particular form of media content is not pre-given
but actively constructed also by the reader or viewer (something that, in turn, is
an important fact to take into account in research on media influences).

The review by Buckingham found considerably less research about how child-
ren and young people interpret, evaluate and respond to other media contents
than on television.

By contrast, when it comes to creativity, there has been less academic research
relating to ‘older’ media such as video and analogue radio than to new media,
particularly the Internet. The review found research suggesting that there is con-
siderable potential for media to be used as means of communication and self-
expression, not least by socially disadvantaged groups; that creative involvement
in media production (particularly in the context of education) can make an im-
portant contribution to the development of critical understanding; and that new
media such as online gaming and mobile telephony provide possibilities for new
forms of interaction.

In sum, the review shows that there are gaps in research about how media
literate children and young people are. At the same time, it shows that media
literacy is partly developing with increasing age.

This is not to say that adults are in all respects media literate or that they al-
ways are more media literate than young people – the contrary can also be the
case. In another review of research on adults’ media literacy in the U.K. for Ofcom
(Livingstone, Van Couvering and Thumim 2005) the authors say that much re-
search raises concerns that adult audiences lack the more complex skills for a
sufficiently discerning or critical understanding to deal with the highly sophisti-
cated construction of media messages. For example, the audience’s trust of news
is not always associated with good understanding or critical judgment, and many
viewers are overwhelmed by multiple content sources that they find difficult to
evaluate or compare. Studies also suggest that adults are often unaware of the
provenance of information on the Internet and may lack the skills to take into
account the point of view from which information is presented.

In May 2006, Ofcom released Media Literacy Audit. Report on media literacy
amongst children (see http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/
medlitpub/medlitpubrss/children/children.pdf) (and a corresponding empirical
report on adults). The aim of the child study was to assess the extent of media
literacy amongst children aged 8-15 across the U.K. in order to provide stakeholders
with a source of information about children’s levels of such literacy. To a great
extent this empirical investigation deals with 8- to 11- and 12- to 15-year-olds’
uptake and usage of the media, but also their attitudes to media and towards
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learning. In addition, there were questions to children’s parents about the extent
and type of rules in the home regarding the media platforms.

A main conclusion from the report is that although children’s access to and us-
age of media technologies in the U.K. is widespread, children’s levels of critical
understanding and of creativity as regards the media are highly variable. So are
steps taken to ensure online safety at home, as well as lessons about media at school.

A few examples of findings in the report that support this conclusion are:

• Some 78 per cent of children aged 12-15 feel that news programmes are
true either ‘always’ or ’most of the time’, and 76 per cent feel similarly
about nature and wildlife programmes. Slightly more than half say this for
current affairs programmes (with only 11% saying they are true ‘all the
time’ compared to 35% saying this about news programmes). One third
of 12-15-year-olds say that reality TV programmes are true ‘all’ or ’most of
the time’, although 20 per cent say they are ‘never’ true.

• Whilst two in three children aged 12-15 who use the Internet at home agree
that they trust most of what they find on the Internet, 20 per cent disa-
grees, and a further 13 per cent is unsure. Children from minority ethnic
groups are more likely to disagree (at 30%) that they trust most of what
they find on the Internet.

• One in five of 12-15-year-olds say they have set up their own website.
Around half of this age group has either experience of or interest in set-
ting up their own website or making a short film using a digital camcorder,
and rather fewer are interested in making a short film using a mobile phone.

• Most parents say they have rules for the Internet, although only around
half of all parents with Internet access say they have blocking systems in
place to stop their children viewing certain types of websites, with no
significant differences by the age of the child. Parents who do not have
blocks in place give reasons for this largely relating to trusting their child,
although around one in five of these parents say they do not have con-
trols set because they are unsure how to do this or were not aware it was
possible.

• Significant minorities of children are consuming media largely on their own,
especially in the 12-15 age group.

• Around two-thirds (64%) of all children aged 8-11 say they have had any
lessons at school that teach them about the Internet, and just one in ten in
this age group (9%) say they have had any lessons that teach them about
television or films.

• Among 12-15-year-olds, three quarters (74%) say they have learned about
the Internet at school and some 40 per cent that they have had any les-
sons about television or films.
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Although the above-mentioned research reports for Ofcom geographically rep-
resent only one corner of the world, there is no evidence that children’s and young
people’s level of media literacy in other countries is higher. At the same time,
much research tells that a great amount of children and young people run across
offensive media contents, and that some children feel upset or disturbed about
it. Other research deals with potentially harmful media contents – such as por-
trayals of physical media violence; underrepresentation and stereotypes of popu-
lation groups, peoples or nations; hate and racism; violent and child pornogra-
phy; cyber bullying; excessive marketing, etc. – which for some children and young
people under certain circumstances may reinforce or contribute to biased ideas
about other people and the world, and to fear, anxiety, depression and destruc-
tive aggression, rather than to pleasurable experiences, social relations and learn-
ing; self-expression and personal fulfillment; health; and communication and
participation for change towards a better environment, democracy and peace.

A common argument, not least among commercial media professionals, is that
it is the parents’ responsibility to take care of and teach their children about the
media.

Research gives evidence that parents can be of great importance in this regard:

• The parental example plays an essential role, that is, the way parents them-
selves use the media often makes a lasting impresson on how their child-
ren use – and in the future will use – media.

• Children and young people who live in a harmonious social environment
– have good relations to their parents, peers, other adults and in the school
– are more seldom influenced by media contents in undesirable ways than
children who live in tangled social environments.

• Parents can mediate children’s media use with the aim of reinforcing desir-
able and counteracting undesirable influences of media contents by 1) us-
ing media together with their children (co-using), 2) talking about media
contents with their child (active mediation), and 3) setting rules in relation
to the child’s media use (restrictive mediation). Research on only ’restric-
tive mediation’ (setting rules) and only ‘co-using’ the media has produced
somewhat inconsistent findings, whereas ‘active mediation’ (talking about
the media and their contents) seems successful in a variety of domains. At
the same time, different kinds of mediations, and combinations of them,
are, naturally, more or less suitable for different ages (Nathanson and Can-
tor 2000).

On the other hand, research also points to the fact that children’s and young
people’s media use cannot only be the responsibility of parents alone:

• Much research concludes that parents are not especially well informed about
their children’s media use, and that communication between children and
parents about media use and media contents many times is lacking. Sev-
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eral studies show that parents often overestimate their own engagement in
children’s media use (e.g., Larsson 2004), as well as their children’s satis-
faction with talking with them about the media (e.g., Casas, González and
Figuer 2004).

• In media-saturated countries, there are nowadays often many television sets
and computers in the home, and great proportions of children and young
people also have a television set and other media equipment in their own
room. This means that the conditions of using media together, talking about
media contents, and setting rules have radically changed – joint media use
is in these countries becoming less common.

• There are always a great many parents who do not have time to engage in
their children’s media use, who do not know about or how to handle pos-
sible filtering methods, who do not care since they are in entangled situa-
tions themselves but instead rely on media as sitter-ins, or who do not think
of extensive media use or certain media contents as anything to be con-
cerned about.

The conclusion is that relying solely on parents is not an effective regulatory strat-
egy in the media field (a conclusion also drawn by many others, e.g., Livingstone,
Van Couvering and Thumim 2005).

However, this conclusion does not contradict the fact that parents need infor-
mation and support to better interact with their children in relation to the media.
Different awareness-raising efforts for parents are highly relevant – both in order
to increase their own media literacy as adults and to make them realise the im-
portance of their own role in helping children to become more competent, re-
sponsible and critical media users.
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