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Case studies from Austria, Estonia, Norway, and Romania DigiGen

1. Foreword
Olaf Kapella & Merike Sisask (Ed.)

The DoA describes the deliverable of WP3 as follows:

D 3.1: Country reports presenting the findings from
the four case studies. Austria | Estonia | Norway |
Romania

Digital technologies have penetrated the lives of children, young people and their families
(see DigiGen Working Paper, Lorenz & Kapella, 2020). While families (adults) learn to navigate
and live with the ubiquitous technology permeating the fabric of their everyday lives, we often
describe children and young people growing up today as the digital generation. This thinking
is influenced by researchers such as Christiano and Atay (2020), who consider children and
young people as being the most relentless users of digital technologies in this ‘media-ecology’.
Children today live in media-rich households with access to a variety of devices, which they use
from an early age. The omnipresence of ICT at home shapes family dynamics. As a result, digital
technologies are part of the daily act of reproducing the family by social interactions among its
members and can thus be understood as a central element of the concept of ‘doing family’ and
can be described as mediatized (Lange, A. 2020).

The Grant Agreement (GA) with a focus on Work Package 3 (WP3) is described as focusing on
the family system and children’s home environment and the out of school context. This WP
looks at children’s use of digital technologies (DT) within the family and its impact on family
communication and daily family life. In the description of action (DoA) the focus was directed
at three levels:

1. Access to technology, the digital divide, devices and modes of connectivity

a. toinvestigate the use and subjective assessment by children (ages 5-6 and 8-10) of DT and
its relevance to their everyday lives.

b. to understand how these two age groups navigate the digital world and their reflections on
the content and experiences of DT.

2. Digital affordability, modes of digital inclusion, opportunities and forms of use
3. Negotiations within families in terms of use and outcomes

a. to examine the potential positive and negative impact of DT on family life, communication,
and the overall family system.

b. to understand the challenges, advantages and impacts associated with DT from the
perspective of different family members, primarily children, but also parents or significant
others (siblings, grandparents, etc.). To explore the intergenerational and bi-generational
dynamics of DT use and digital competences (or even generational digital divides).

In addition, focusing on these three levels, WP3 also aims to gain more insights into the
methodological approach of conducting research within the family setting, particularly when
focusing on children in early childhood. Some topics of interest are the behaviour of the
interviewer and interaction with young children; the researcher’s perception of the interview,
tasks and question formats; inclusiveness in recruitment; and ethical considerations.
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The main research questions for WP3 were formulated as follows:

¢ How is family life shaped by technological transformation and reflected in ‘doing family’'?

¢ How do children use and subjectively assess digital technologies in their everyday life?

¢ How do families negotiate the integration and use of DT in the family and are conflicts
regarding DT arising?

¢ What kind of beneficial and harmful effects on the family system and on individuals can
be described?

¢ What kind of diversity, vulnerability and social inequality regarding digital technologies
can be described?

¢ What are the methodological insights when conducting research within the family
setting, particularly with children in early childhood?

For understanding the daily life in contemporary family and the role digital technology is playing
in it, WP3 uses a constructivist and praxeological concept - the ‘doing family’ approach (Jurczyk
et al., 2014, 2020). This approach understands family as being produced and exhibited as a
daily common practice by its members, through for example the management of balance in
the family and the construction of commonalities (intimacy, closeness, we-ness, displaying the
family and family identity).

DigiGen and especially WP3, works with a wide and broad definition of family. Children are seen
as actors and agents in their own lives and development, but at the same time as a vulnerable
group in society (e.g. James, 2013; Andresen et al., 2018). Family is understood as an exclusive
solidarity unit - a social-relational structure or network of two or more people - designed for
a relative duration. Family members share goals, values, have a long-term commitment to
one another, take responsibility for each other, and often reside in the same household. In the
Socio-historical perspective the family was always and still is diverse (e.g. Mitterauer, 2009;
Segalen, 2010; Nave-Herz, 2015). In DigiGen our aim was to recognise and include different
family forms: same-sex parents and families, patchwork families, adoptive families, mix-race
families, families with different cultural backgrounds, single-parent families, transition to
parenthood with the help of reproductive medicine, foster families and multiple parenthood.
Children are positioned in DigiGen as both agentic and as a vulnerable group and to secure and
enhance their well-being is an important aspect of the research in DigiGen.

Although most of the families we spoke to have access to the Internet, a specific kind of
vulnerability can be seen with regard to children across Europe - their digital deprivation (Ayllén
et al., 2021). According to Eurostat (2019), Internet access is almost universal for households
with children in Europe (98 % on the EU average) and parents are also more likely to use digital
technologies than adults without children (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017). However, 5,3 % of
children in Europe are digitally deprived - understood as children living in a household that
could not afford to have a computer and/or lived with adults who claimed they could not afford
to have an Internet connection for personal use at home (Ayllén et al., 2021).

As described in the GA the main task within WP3 was the collection of qualitative data with
a multi-method and multi-perspective approach by conducting focus groups (10 per country)
with children and family interviews (10 families per country, minimum of three interviews per
family) as ethnographic case studies in four participating countries: Austria, Estonia, Norway
and Romania. The countries were selected in order to capture a geographical variety across
Europe. Within the fieldwork of WP3, we focused on two age groups of children: (1) children
between 5 and 6 years of age and being still in kindergarten, and (2) children between 8 and
10 years of age and being already in primary school. By focusing on these two different age
groups, we expected considerable developments and modifications in the significance of DT for
children for and after the transition into primary school.
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The objectives in the focus groups were the elicitation of collective orientations and constructions
of children’s assessment of digital technology and its relevance to their everyday lives. We
reconstructed the discourses among children in their peer groups rather than in a conversation
with an adult researcher. The analysis focused on the ‘common sense’ and joint constructions
of meaning in the peer groups rather than on an individual biography. In contrast, the objectives
of the interviews within one family were to explore the unique views of respondents on
digital technologies and their construction of family life and practices of ‘doing family’. By
triangulating perspectives, we did not aim to validate the individual interviews but rather to
better understand the constructive nature of family reality and intra-family dynamics regarding
digital technologies.

In the qualitative research of WP3, we aimed for a diversity of different family forms and living
arrangements comprising diverse backgrounds. Initially, we planned to recruit children and
families for focus groups and individual interviews via institutions like kindergartens or schools.
However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the recruiting strategy had to be modified. In some
participating countries, it was still possible to contact children and families via institutions.
In other countries, the recruiting had to be changed to contacting parents individually and
motivating them to support the researchers in reaching out to other families and children.

Overall, in WP3 we conducted 42 (N) focus groups with a total of 176 (N) children in the age of 5
to 6 and 8 to 10 years and 42 (N) family interviews with a total of 124 (N) individual interviews
of family members in the participating countries. The final sample reflects/comprises a variety
of different family forms and living arrangements, diverse backgrounds in terms of parental
highest school education and in terms of rural and urban areas. Next to families involving
(biological) parents living with their children, we also included single-parent families, families
living in a multi-generational household, families with a migration or binational background,
large families (3+ children), divorced parents and reconstituted-families, as well as families of
specific communities like Roma families. More information on the sample per country will be
presented in the individual country reports.

To ensure a similar procedure in the process of collecting and analysing the data, we developed
a manual for all WP3 researchers and conducted monthly online meetings with all participating
countries. In addition to a methodological discussion and the outline of the workflow in WP3,
the manual included e.qg.:

e Consent forms and information sheets for children and adults, which had to be
translated into each country’s language.

* Show cards for the focus groups with children, but also to use in family interviews.

¢ Focus group guideline with a description of leading questions, the use of the show cards,
etc.

¢ Interview guideline for children and adults (incl. a short questionnaire for adults to
collect information on the family background).

¢ Template for a theoretical and methodological memo separately for moderator/
interviewer and assistant to analyse each focus group and interview.

e Template for ‘focus groups results’ and for ‘interview results’ including observations and
reflections on the methodological approach.

The manual and the monthly meetings with constant exchange among participating
researchers provided space and openness for country specifics, questions and discussions and,
consequently, improved the qualitative approach. Moreover, the manual together with monthly
discussions, enabled us to prepare the cross-country comparison, which will be presented in the
final Deliverable 3.2 in March 2022.




Working paper series - country reports DigiGen

The results of the four case studies (Austria, Estonia, Norway and Romania) are presented
individually in the current report. Each country team was given a broad guideline but also
much freedom as possible to present the country’s specific analyses of the qualitative data. In
addition, participating countries were asked to bring out key findings unique to their country
context in their data analysis and to focus on two main topics:

A. Results related to DT and its role within the Family, for example, Children’s own
use, access and relevance of DT, family life and family practices (e.g. integration in
family, challenges and advantages, family members role, rules and negotiations),
harmful and beneficial effects of DT on children’s well-being.

B. Results related to the methodological approach, for example, regarding family
interviews, focus groups, used material, recruitment.
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2. Case Study: Austria

Eva-Maria Schmidt, Olaf Kapella, Susanne Vogl

Among other countries in Continental Europe, Austria can be characterised as offering high
levels of affordable access both to digital devices and to Internet connections in households with
children. The probability of being digitally deprived in the family context only appears significant
in families living in poverty or other severe material deprivation, being of immigrant origin or
in families with parents with low educational level. However, compared to Eastern European
or Baltic countries, in general the prevalence of material and severe material deprivation is
relatively low in Austria: the digitally deprived population is defined by fewer than 30 cases in
the EU-SILC 2019 (Ayllén et al., 2021).

For conducting our empirical research in Austria, we tried to reach families and children with
different socio-demographic backgrounds. As recruitment procedures had to be adapted to
COVID-19 restrictions and therefore were not as systematically implemented as originally
planned, we selected families and children especially along the criteria of geographical
background, thus in different provinces of Austria and different districts within Austria’s
capital city of Vienna. By exploiting personal networks of all researchers involved in Austria,
we contacted parents and other relevant contacts with the request to spread our information
sheets and call for participation among their peer networks. In some cases, this entailed a
great level of commitment and some parents supported us in organising a group of children
whose parents gave consent for their children’s participation in the study, especially in focus
groups. In other cases, personal contacts agreed to participate in the family interviews and
convinced their child and other family members to also give an interview. During phases
of decreased pandemic restrictions, we were also able to visit one kindergarten where the
kindergarten manager recruited children for a focus group. Apart from this occasion, all focus
groups and family interviews were conducted in private households or in privately organised
locations. While all focus groups were conducted face-to-face, some interviews with family
members (n=15/32), both with adults and children, had to be carried out with phone or video
calls. However, even with kindergarten children, this way of interviewing turned out to work
well, both in terms of researcher-child interaction and in terms of content and narrations evoked
by this interviewing technique (for more insights see chapter 2.6). Regarding observations of
the family background, environment and family communication, these interviews only offered
limited insights.

The focus groups also had to be adjusted in their group size. Contrary to what was originally
planned, the groups comprised only three to six children. However, with regards to the group
dynamic and possibilities to elicit information and evoke discussions among children, this
group size turned out to be ideal (for more details see again section D). With regards to family
interviews, we had to rely on the first contact of a family to convince other family members who
were available and could participate in a convenient way.

For this report, we make use of the following abbreviations: we use ‘DT’ when we refer to
digital technologies in general, that is, devices and apps. We use ‘ICT" when we specifically
mean technologies for information and communication, that is, specific devices and apps. We
employ ‘DD’ when we only want to address digital devices, without considering apps or other
technologies (see list of abbreviations in the beginning of the report). Quotes of respondents
are set within quotation marks when included in the text or indented when longer® .

1 Abbreviations to quotes: | = Interviewer; M = Moderator (in focus groups); B = Boy (with numbers if there
were more: B1, B2, etc.); G = Girl (with numbers if there were more: G1, G2, etc.).
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The report is structured as follows: In section 2.2, we focus on children’s perspectives on DT in
their everyday lives, whereas section 2.3 addresses questions regarding family life and family
practices with a focus on parents’ and adults’ perspectives together with children’s perspectives
on family life. Section 2.4 summarises and analyses aspects of diversity with regard to DT,
mainly for the children in their daily lives. Section 2.5 focuses on the aspect of vulnerability as
well as on beneficial and harmful effects of DT. Afterwards, section 2.6 reports on methodological
results, thus focusing on the researchers’ experiences and perspectives on the methodological
approaches employed in this qualitative study. Finally, section 2.7 provides a summary and
conclusions from the researchers’ perspectives, focusing on harmful and beneficial aspects
of DT in children’s everyday family lives. Based on this, we formulate conclusions and policy
recommendations.

2.1 Sample and Data

Our data comprises focus groups with children on the one hand, and individual interviews
with children and at least two other family members (‘family interviews’) on the other hand.
As concerns the focus group data, we approached children’s perspectives in conversing with
kindergarten children in six focus groups, while we conducted focus groups with primary school
children in five groups. In total, we were able to converse with 24 kindergarten children (12 girls
and 12 boys) and 18 children attending primary school (7 girls and 11 boys). All groups were
gender-mixed groups, except two groups, one with four boys only at kindergarten age and one
with four boys only who already attended primary school. The groups comprised between three
and six children each, a size that turned out to be ideal as it offered enough room for discussion
and did not require too much of the children’s attention time. Most of the focus groups with
the younger children took place in urban areas, except one that was conducted in a suburban
region. The focus groups with children aged between 8 and 10 also comprised more children
from urban backgrounds, although one focus group took place in a rural and another one in a
suburban area. The locations in general varied and ranged from private households or places
to publicly rentable rooms to public places like kindergarten. They lasted between 45 and 70
minutes.

Regarding the families who participated in our study, we were able to recruit a total of five six-
year-old children, of which three were girls and two were boys. Among the older children who
already attended primary school, we were able to talk to one eight-year-old girl and four boys
of 8, 9 and 10 years of age. We further interviewed two to three family members of each child.
In all 10 families except one we also interviewed the child’s mother; in seven families we also
interviewed the child’s father. The child’s older sibling was interviewed in three cases, the child’s
grandmother in two cases among primary school children. In one case, the child’'s aunt agreed
to be interviewed. Thus, in total, the family interviews comprised of interviews with 10 children
and with a further 22 family members. As we also asked the child’s parents to fill out a short
questionnaire in the case of family interviews, we can provide more background information
on our sample of families: the parents’ educational backgrounds reflect great variance and
range from lower education to academic education with a doctoral degree. The families’ living
environment comprises both urban areas and rural or suburban areas in different regions of
Austria. Further, our sample involves families with diverse size, structure and family form:
we interviewed families who live in multi-generational households (with grandparents in the
house); children living in two households after their parents had divorced; families with three
or more children; and families representing the nuclear type, with one main caregiver (mostly
the mother, except in one case with the father as main caregiver) and one main breadwinner.

In sum, the sample’s variance and breadth allows conducting an in-depth analysis of specific
contexts and circumstances that shape the children’s lives and growth. Furthermore, the
different data sources, focus groups on the one hand and interviews on the other, enabled us to
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focus on children’s collectively shared relevancies and orientations in their peer groups but also
on their individual experiences and assessment regarding our research interests. As concerns
the family interviews, we were able to integrate different perspectives within one family context
in the analysis of the relevance of DT for a family's everyday life and family practices. Results
regarding both research aims are to be presented in the following sections.

2.2. Children’s perspectives on digital technologies
in their everyday lives

This first section of the Austrian country report focuses on children as important actors in
the field of digital technologies, both as users and as observers. In this chapter, we focus
on our results regarding the questions as to how children use and subjectively assess digital
technologies in their everyday life. We therefore rely on the analysis of the focus groups we
conducted with five- to six- and 8- to 10-year-old children, but also on individual interviews with
children of these age groups from the families that were incorporated in our sample. However,
children’s perspectives on family life and family practices will be addressed in section 2.3.

Children are confronted with digital technologies in their everyday lives, in their families, in
their peer groups, in the institutions they attend and in the public sphere in very different ways.
They develop a different extent of knowledge and different ways of assessment, are involved
in different types of activities and DT gain different levels of relevance for children before and
after the transition to primary school. In the following, these differences are described.

2.2.1 Children’s knowledge about and subjective
assessment of DT

When children grow up and encounter digital technologies in their everyday lives, they develop
a specific understanding of DT and DT gain a certain level of relevance for them. This part of
Austria’s country report focuses on these relevancies and children’s ways of assessing DT and
how this differs between children in kindergarten and children in primary school.

2.2.2.1. Knowledge and relevance

The focus group discussions among children as well as the individual interviews in families
revealed great differences in what children know about DT, how experienced they are with DT
and how integrated and taken-for-granted DT are in their daily lives. These differences originate
in the two age groups involved in this study, but also appear within one age group before or
after the transition to primary school.

The data further illustrate that children’s knowledge about DT does not depend on owning
DD. In the setting of the focus groups, children tend to discuss DT in an intense and lively way
and are keen on sharing their knowledge about it. They like talking about DT, not necessarily
with indicating who owns all the devices or uses the apps they talk about. Thus, for children
of both age groups it does not seem to be highly relevant or a marker of distinction or even
inclusion or exclusion if one possesses DT or not, if he or she owns it personally or as part of
the family. Moreover, in the course of the discussions, it becomes clear that they have gained
extensive knowledge, not necessarily because they have it in their family’s households, but
also through experiences in other households (e.g., of friends or relatives), by talking about it
with or watching other children using it in the private or public realm, or by reading or watching
series about certain DT or watching videos with people playing certain games, for example, in
books, magazines, YouTube videos or TV series.
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We observed that kindergarten children are familiar with numerous terminologies, functionalities,
devices and technologies, and even if they might not fully understand their use, meaning or
functionality they are fascinated by the digital world and interested in DT. They present and
talk about most of the devices very naturally, and are familiar with their use (e.g., how to
handle and turn on the music box, where to put the figure, even showing how to use a laptop’s
keyboard, where to turn it on, etc.) and what one can do with them. Children of this age group
gain large parts of their knowledge predominantly by watching other family members using
devices, talking with other family members about the devices and borrowing and being allowed
to use others’ devices. Furthermore, they complement their knowledge by seeing and watching
other people who use them, in their homes or friends’ homes or in videos about certain games
or devices (e.g., about robots’ functionalities). Through these observations they are able to
learn how to use DT and how to have fun with specific DT, for example, Alexa.

In contrast, the options and possibilities to have one’s own experiences or even to own devices
seem to be generally limited and restricted for children in this age group, although the differences
within this group are great and are highly contingent on their environment and family life, for
example, if they have older siblings, how their parents assess and use DT themselves and how
much contact they have with other families. The group discussions in this age group reveal that
it does not seem to be a status symbol or important for these children to own a certain DD, app
or game, neither to own it as a child nor as part of the family. Nevertheless, it is emphasised
and mentioned with pride if a child has their own devices at home.

These devices might not necessarily be digital ones; the kindergarten children also mentioned
the alarm clock (e.g., AT _FG3 _KG), earphones, toy smartphone or certain game they own. The
children possibly also wanted to have something to present in front of the others or understood
the question as focusing on technologies in general. Furthermore, it also appeared to be highly
exceptional if a kindergarten child had a smartphone of their own (like G1 states in the discussion
AT FG1 KG, with the boy not believing it), although the kindergarten children expected to own
digital devices in the future. In contrast, it is exceptional and unbelievable to the children that
a child not be familiar with a smartphone and that the parents not have one, as the following
intense section reflects, evoked by the respective show card the moderator had presented:

G1: Mobile phone.

G2: Mobile phone.

B: Mobile.

G2: 1 also have this at home.

M: You have this also at home?

B: Everybody has such a thing at home.

M: You too?

G1: No.

B: But her parents do. But your parents do, don’t they?
G1: No.

G2: | have a mobile phone; my parents have a mobile phone. Mobile phone! You know? Hey!
B: My parents also have one! (AT _FG1 KG)

In general, it is not always clear if kindergarten children know of certain things because they
have them at home, know it from other households (AT _FG2 KG: ‘I know this, but | don’t
have this, | only have seen it in your home’) or if they only have heard about it or seen it in
advertisements or heard about experiences with it from other children. Further, it was not
always immediately clear if children had the device they were talking about in their family’s
household or if they mentioned it because they wanted to agree with or relate to another child’s
statement in order to be part of the discussion. Furthermore, having certain devices at home
does not automatically mean that children are allowed to or use these devices regularly.
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For the kindergarten children, in general, the children’s family (e.g., parents’, older siblings’ or
‘family’ devices), or other family members who do not necessarily live in the same household
often own the devices they talk about, rather than the children themselves (e.g., own
smartphone). This way, they know about most of the devices and apps, for example, TikTok,
from older siblings. In particular, if children have older siblings, their knowledge tends to be
more extensive.

However, DT are highly relevant in and part of their everyday lives and positively assessed.
In the group discussions, they were very engaged and enthusiastic, especially when they
recognised a device on the presented show cards. They were keen to share their knowledge,
trying to surpass each other, with their voices (who is louder and faster in recognising it?) or
with the number of different devices they have at home (who has more?). Thus, it was not
always clear what was the child’s fantasy and what was reality—an ambiguity that might be a
developmental aspect or a group dynamic issue in general. Imagining a world without DT also
evoked strong reactions that reflected the relevance of DT in their daily lives, for example, in
AT FG4 KG: ‘Without screens | die’, or in AT_FG5_KG: ‘I would move out then, of the world. |
would not like such a world’, or in AT_FG1 KG: ‘This would be boring. Because | love watching
TV'.

Particularly for kindergarten children, knowledge and relevance of digital devices is connected
to its availability for them, the devices’ functionality for them and possibilities given by
circumstances and allowed by parents. If a child is allowed to use a device regularly, he or she
also knows about restrictions, their respective possibilities and thus about games content and
related options that he or she can access (e.g., AT_F8 child). Activities with DT might be of
higher relevance when family life, parents and peers do not offer enough alternatives for the
child. However, findings are ambiguous: if devices are not available at all in the household,
they also do not have much relevance for the child (e.g., AT_F7_child); if devices are accessible
but only under certain rules, relevance seems to be greater (e.g., AT_F8 child), but if devices
are available without strict rules or control (like AT_F5_child, AT_F9 child or children in AT _FG2_
KG), they might be less relevant again. These children forget to use them and are busy with
alternatives, that is, offline or analogue devices and games.

Owning a device is also only relevant when it offers satisfactory possibilities to use it, that is,
only when equipped with games, enough battery power and a Wi-Fi connection. AT_F8 child for
example has her own smartphone but this is useless for her as she cannot use it for playing.
It is widely anticipated among kindergarten children that owning a device is automatically
connected to restricted use, for example, having to ask parents before using it, having time
limits and only being able to use specific apps. Often, children’s own devices (smartphones,
tablets, digital cameras) are parents’ used ones or from older siblings. When they are using
devices from other family members (mother’s smartphone, brother’s new tablet), they perceive
this as something special.

In general, parents shape and orchestrate the availability DT for children, thus having great
agency regarding DT's relevance and balance with other activities for kindergarten children. For
example, child8 is allowed to use her tablet on her own and parents do not offer many analogue
activities; thus digital activities are highly relevant for her. In contrast, child5 has contact with
many peers and is involved in many analogue activities as well; thus, the tablet he is able to
use together with his brother is not very relevant for him in his daily life. Kindergarten children
are highly aware of their different position compared to their parents (or adults); for example,
AT F10_child assesses YouTube as something for adults although they are allowed to watch
videos on YouTube Kids. However, they also start to voice critique regarding this inequality, for
example, assessing it as unfair that adults are allowed more. When imagining an ideal world,
they talk about ideal rules like being allowed to play with DT longer, without any restrictions or
bans (e.g., AT _FG6_KG).
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For primary school children, the relevance of DT is even more and significantly connected to
their access and their possibilities, experiences and ways of using them. Generally, DT are
widely integrated in their daily lives; children are used to them, which makes a life without
DT unthinkable. Imagining a world without DT evokes very reflected statements like that of
childl: ‘Well, if there weren’t such devices on the world, then it would be, that one would get
by, when one would not know that such devices exist’, or a boy in AT FG1_PS: ‘I wouldn’t cry,
because | wouldn’t know that this exists’, or like the girl in AT_FG4_PS: ‘If we wouldn't know that
smartphones exist, we would do ok for longer, but because we now use it more often, it would
be difficult to cope.’” With regards to the relevance of DT, children also assess this world as very
negative, like childl: ‘In this case, the world wouldn’t have sense for me anymore’, or a boy in
FG4 _PS: ‘Then my life wouldn’t be very nice.” AT _F9 _child states that it might be ‘strange and
also daft somehow’ and girl in FG5_PS would ‘find it awful’.

If they already have devices on their own, the possibilities of how they are able to use them
influence their relevance in their daily lives clearly. If children, like for example AT _F4 child,
AT _F1 _child or some children in AT_FG5_PS, have their own smartphones but are only allowed
or able to make phone calls, these devices thus are not really relevant for them. In contrast,
for children like AT_FG4_PS who use their smartphones intensively for gaming, Internet access
and apps, these devices have gained much more relevance in their daily lives and interaction
with peers. Thus, in this age group, the difference between knowledge about and ownership
of DT occurs in a slightly different way than for kindergarten children. Having and presenting
knowledge is much more important for primary school children. This is much more based on
real experiences with DT in their own or in other households, with their own or others’ devices,
but it is also based on videos they watch, on watching others or listening to others about
their experiences. There are great differences in what devices these children already own (own
computer like AT _F6_child and AT _FG4_PS, own smartphones like AT FG4_PS, own tablet like
AT_F1_child or nothing at all like AT_F2_child and AT_FG3_PS) and also regarding their relevance.
High relevance only appears if possible activities are satisfying and beneficial for the children,
for example, if a smartphone is used for communicating and playing with friends, watching
videos or gaming, it becomes highly relevant for them. Their knowledge is presented as being
much more contingent on parental mediation and assessment: if a child’s activities and use are
monitored only unregularly, it is more likely that DT gain a high relevance for children as they
do not think of alternatives and do not learn critical assessment (e.g., AT_F6_child, AT_F1_child,
AT _FG4 _PS).

Consequently, in this age group, the difference between knowledge about DT on the one hand
and the competence regarding the use of DT on the other hand is much more crucial when
analysing primary school children’s everyday lives around DT. Regarding the first aspect,
these children already have increased skills regarding DT and detailed knowledge about DT's
functions, specific devices, games and functional principles of social media apps (e.g., how
many followers needed to get for my own YouTube channel, what | have to do to be a YouTuber),
other apps and the Internet in general (e.g., data protection issues, where to buy games and
apps, how to evade age limits for games, how to steal information and hack devices). They
also share secret knowledge, for example, knowledge on how to outwit adults within their
family (e.g., turning off the alarm clock before it signals the end of time limit, like in AT_FG5_PS,
or evading bans for certain apps, like in AT _FG1_PS) but also as to how to evade officially
formalised rules (e.g., age limits for certain games, like in AT_FG4_PS).

B2: [Brother] sometimes also watches with me secretly, plays with the console secretly
and he is used to that so much, because he does this very often and then he hides it
immediately and pretends that there’'s nothing, and speaks like there’'s nothing when
somebody approaches. (AT_FG1_PS)

G: | saw TikTok on the tablet; my mother explained to me what it is.

10
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B2: And then she deleted it.

G: (Laughs) because she didn’t want it.

B2: Yes, but you can scroll down on your tablet and then there are still a lot of apps! (AT_
FG1_PS)

B2: You would like to have a gun license.

B1: Yes, for GTA. This is a shooter game.

B2: For above 18 years.

B1: (Smiling) 18 years, but you have it yourself and are 10 years.

B2: So what? | and my brother are even more than 18 years old together.

B1l: | and my father are also above 18.

B2: And there are other games, when they recognise that you have downloaded it illegally,
you are penalised, and you cannot defeat the chief, even if you use hacks. (AT_FG4_PS)

However, on the other hand, an empathetic, insightful, analytical, differentiated and also
critical assessment and, consequently, a competent use might not be established to an
extent that it is similar to their level of knowledge yet. Competence regards reflections on
and critical assessment of one’s own and others’ digital activities and behaviour, for example,
when children develop a sense of added value in some games, of the necessity and quality
of friends’ calls and messages or of a sufficient or already unhealthy duration of screen time.
Competence further regards awareness of DT in terms of social well-being and social inclusion
and comprises consideration of potential harms or risks that are weighed against potential
benefits. For example, like B1 in AT_FG1_PS or the girl in AT_FG4_PS, children with competence
represented an empathetic understanding of how people feel when using DT or when they
are confronted with harmful things like hate comments, being exposed or embarrassed, social
exclusion or data theft. Digital competence in this age group seems to be connected to the
respective family’s educational background and to family practices. When parents have a
higher education, are informed and reflective users themselves, and when family practices are
characterised by children’s participation in negotiations and use of DT, children appear to be
more competent in integrating DT in their daily lives. In this regard, the parent-child relationship
is also highly relevant for the development of digital competence, for example, the closer and
more trustful these relationships are, the greater children’s digital competence. Furthermore,
family structure is relevant for establishing digital competence, for example, when children have
older siblings, but peer group dynamics and the family’s peers also shape digital competence,
as parental assessment might also be adjusted to children’s friends and their parents. Digital
competence is also more likely when relevance of digital activities for the children is similar
to activities without DT like sports, hobbies, interaction/communication or other games. This
similarity is reflected in the data through factors like fun, fascination, potential of addiction
and also negative emotions (like being annoyed or frustrated when losing or when wishing for
additional content in a game, e.qg., AT_FG3_PS).

M: What are people doing with their laptops?

B2: Hacking. Yes, it is best to hack other systems and to do some things there. M: What
can you do there?

B2: Stealing data. Stupid question.

B1: Well, my brother plays Fortnite there. He also plays other games, and | have an
account myself on his laptop. (AT_FG2_PS)

To sum up: Knowledge and relevance of DT

Focus groups and interviews with children aged 5 to 10 years reveal great variation in what
children know about DT, how experienced they are and how natural DT are in their everyday life
and in their families. Moreover, there is a great difference between children’s knowledge about
DT and owning DT themselves.
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For 5- to 6-year-old kindergarten children DT is highly relevant in their everyday life, positively
assessed and naturally integrated into everyday life. They are familiar with diverse vocabulary,
functionalities, different devices and technologies. Even if they do not fully understand its
use and functionality, they are fascinated by the digital world. They gain a large part of their
knowledge predominantly by watching others use devices. Among children of this age group,
own experiences and own devices are rather uncommon; thus knowledge about and relevance
of digital devices is based on their availability to them. Parents shape and orchestrate this
availability, thus having great agency regarding DT’s relevance and balance with other activities
for kindergarten children.

For primary school children at the age of 8 to 10, the relevance of DT is even more and significantly
connected to their access and their capabilities. DT is also widely integrated in their daily lives,
and for them, a life without DT is unthinkable. Some children in this age group already have
their own devices. Thus, having and presenting knowledge is more relevant for primary school
children than for kindergarten children. On the one hand, they have increased skills regarding
DT and detailed knowledge. On the other hand, apart from their level of knowledge, they might
not establish a similar level of digital competence, that is, an empathetic, insightful, analytic,
differentiated and also critical assessment and, consequently, competent use.

2.2.1.2. Children’s assessment of DT

Generally, children positively assess DT. Benefits range from gaining knowledge, having fun
(with games, with Alexa, with watching or making small videos), passing time, staying in contact
with friends or finding friends, calling for help when in danger in real life, to being able to
learn and be taught remotely during COVID-19 school shutdown. Simultaneously, children also
shared negative assessment of DT that mainly concern health risks, specifically for the eyes,
the brain, the danger of addiction, of ‘getting dumb’, the lack of exercise and fresh air, and the
risk of forgetting to eat or sleep. Children are also aware of dangers for social interaction, like
losing contact with friends and with real life. Children might also be aware of or already had
experiences with violence, hate, mobbing/bullying, chain letters or unpleasant videos when
using DT. They also express negative emotions that might occur when using DT, like frustration
or anger about low battery status (AT_F8 child), interrupted Wi-Fi, boring games (AT _F6_child)
or being annoyed by friends’ calls and messages (AT _F3 child, AT FG4 PS).

Especially among kindergarten children, children’s perspectives and attitudes reflect parents’
assessment and their way of media education but also the respective parent-child-relationship.
AT _F8 child for example explains:

I like the tablet, I like it, but actually | don’t like it so much, because of course | don’t want
to get bad eyes. But | also eat carrots, so, it is somehow medium. (I: Ah, then the eyes won’t
get bad.) Yes, bad, well lazy, like rotten milk or cheese. Yes, lazy eyes. Like my dad.

The risk to one’s eyes is especially reflected in many accounts among kindergarten children,
as well as during the discussions in the focus groups. Regarding positive aspects, kindergarten
children mostly refer to their parents’ or their own favourite activities, like being able to make
phone calls, watching cooking tutorials or being able to watch their favourite videos or TV
series. Additionally, kindergarten children’s personal attitudes are often connected to emotions,
feelings and senses they express during the discussions or interviews, like being annoyed when
a video stops because of problems with the Wi-Fi or talking about how they ‘love’ certain TV
series, so much so that they ‘would die’ without screens. However, for some it is hard to explain
why they like to play certain games and what exactly makes it fun, as in AT FG4 KG:

M: What do you like about the TV, the smartphone and so on?
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B1: Everything, everything. On the Wii, I like the game Skylanders the best.
B2: Me too, me too.

For primary school children, the use of DT is restricted, which is not explicitly challenged. For
example, a boy in AT_FG2_PS explained that he does not have much experience with certain
devices: ‘partly, we are simply not allowed to’. In AT FG3_PS, two children who are brothers
stated—confidently and without complaint—that they ‘generally’ do not have smartphones,
‘you know why, because our parents do not allow it’. However, parents’ permissions and
assessment are also reflected in the discussions among primary school children but seem to be
increasingly replaced by children’s evaluation based on their own experiences and increasing
knowledge. Thus, the influence of parents’ assessment seems to decrease with the increasing
age of the children.

Children’s competences in assessing and using DT independently is not only shaped by their
family context but also by their peers and their interactions with friends, both in the private
realm and in school contexts. Generally, primary school children still tend to value personal
contact and analogue games more than using DT together with friends, even though it appears
as a social norm, as an issue of ought-to in this age group. Digital gaming and interaction are
at least equally integrated into their life as real-life games and interactions. However, children
are fascinated by DT and like sharing their fascination or using it together with friends. With
regards to children’s competencies in assessing beneficial and harmful aspects of DT, they
are influenced by their families as well, but they also compare their own use with that of other
children, friends and relatives, are competent in assessing the differences and partly also
adapt their own preferences to it, for example AT_F3_child, who owns a smartphone like ‘nearly
everybody’ in his class. He sends messages to his mother, his stepfather and his best friend,
although sometimes he is annoyed by his best friend who contacts him too often: ‘My friend
calls me 1,000 times, but | don’'t answer the phone because he’s already a pain in my neck.’
In AT_FG5_PS, one boy also stated that it is strange when friends meet and just look at their
phones. He tries to avoid this when he meets friends, although they sometimes watch movies
together.

Generally, there is great awareness and understanding regarding potential risks and dangers
among primary school children. These children, for example, discuss potential harms when
spending too much time in front of screens:

B2: Well, one can play some parts of the day, a certain time; half an hour is harmless. But,
as soon as one plays around two, three hours, it harms.

B1l: My brother plays for seven hours.

B3: My friend, she has her own phone and her mum has installed this extra app that
counts one hour or two hours and then the alarm rings. Then she has to stop. (AT _FG2_PS)

Their awareness is based on some negative experiences and relates to health risk, that is,
potential harms for their eyes and brain by not getting enough fresh air or exercise. Furthermore,
they discuss the danger of addiction, for example, in AT_FG1_PS:

M: And why did your mum delete it?

G: Because TikTok makes you addicted. That you cannot stop anymore (all talk
simultaneously). When one cannot do anything except watch videos, then you cannot
stop. You do it secretly.

B1: This is simply bad.

G: Because of this, this is bad then. That’'s why we all do not want this. [...] It's cool, but it
is.

B2: It is addictive.
G: But it is simply addictive. | will not get addicted.

13
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B2: He is already addicted (points to B1).

B1l: No. I'm not.

B2: Yes, you are. He is addicted to this YouTuber.

B1l: Hey. This is a YouTuber, he’s kind of, he makes real videos, from himself, yes, well, he
doesn’t play with his computer. And he (B2) likes it as well. (AT_FG1_PS)

There are additional potential disadvantages they mention because they might have heard
about it from others or in the media, like the danger of ‘getting dumb’, experiencing too much
distraction from school-related work, not being able to think of alternative activities, forgetting
to sleep and eat and of being tired during the day. It does not seem that they are only replicating
the parents’ opinions regarding rules, but rather they understand its necessity and the prob