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ABSTRACT

The current paper presents a first qualitative ysiatb the
motivations and perceptions that underlie paresitategies
in dealing with children’s digital game play, alkoown as
parental mediation. Focus groups of 12 parentsaofigg
children, and contextual inquiry at the homes &ptr and
8 children were applied to identify parental atlits
towards digital games, their information needs, #meir
mediation strategies. Results indicate that pardruisl
fairly nuanced views of the effects of digital game
acknowledging potential positive effects on cogmitiand
social skills. Parental mediation, however, was tiyos
based on the concern that time spent gaming cootlide
spent exercising, studying, or socializing with fignand
friends. Also, continued exposure to violent cohtems
seen as potentially desensitizing children towareal-
world violence. Based on these concerns, most faren
chose a restrictive strategy of digital game maéafiati.e.,
limiting play time and/or prohibiting game conteRtarents
also indicated a clear need for better quality rimfation
regarding the content of the game and its potepbaltive
and negative effects.
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INTRODUCTION

During the seventies AtariRongwas the first digital game
that received attention other than from enthusigstineers
in R&D labs. Coin operated video game machinesufeed
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halls. This caused some worried parents to buyitm
connected game consoles to duplicate the thrillthef
arcades but to do so within the protected envirariroéthe
home [6]. This can be considered one of the ficts af
parental mediation on children’s digital game bébav

Today, the great majority of children in North Arioex,
Europe and south-east Asia (in particular Southedand
Japan) play digital games. In the UK, accordin@tBBC
study [11], 100% of 6-10 year olds play digital gegmnand
97% of 11-15 year olds. And with 82% gamers in16e24
year old cohort, they are still a sizeable majotitythe US,
a study by the Kaiser Family Foundation [12] fouhdt
63% of 11-14 year olds play digital games on adgbday.
Similarly, in Canada, recent market research shtivas
88% of parents with children aged 6 to 17 repaoat their
children are playing digital games [4]. In factgithl game
play is such a mainstream activity for contemponaryng
adolescents that the total absence of such ae8vits
regarded by some as a social risk indicator [2].

Although many of today's parents are avid gamers
themselves, the majority have grown up in a timeenvh
digital games were not ubiquitous. The increased
sophistication and availability of gaming technglpgnd
the diversification of game content, both over-toemter
and online, stretches many parents’ abilities tdlyfu
understand and guide their children’s media choied
consumption patterns. Moreover, in contrast to mafe
mediation of television viewing, where passive abcio-
viewing is the most frequently encountered methbj [
digital games require a much more active partiapaon

the part of the parent in order to understand tamejs
narrative structure and gameplay development. Atstime
time, popular media coverage is mixed at best abivait

Pong appeared in bars and cafés and soon children WerBotential effects that digital games may have anyibung.

willing to spend time and dime in fully equippedcade

Publicity around violent and sexually explicit cent in
games such a&rand Theft Autoor Rule of Rosehave
influenced the public debate on the effects of ganamd
may have similarly influenced parental perceptions.

Market research, predominantly initiated by the gam
industry itself, demonstrates that the majority pafrents
take an active interest in their children’s gamestonption
patterns. Survey results of ESA [3] indicate tha®® of
parents are present at the time a game is purchased
rented, and 86% of children receive their parents’



permission before purchasing or renting a game. ddew
these numbers may also partly reflect a parentatem
about the children’s spending behavior. Similattiyg most
recent Nielsen/ISFE report [7] states that manyeipiar
actively engage in co-play with their children, fovariety
of reasons, including spending a fun time togethed, to a
lesser extent, the ability to monitor what a chddlaying.
Although these market research studies provide atdéu
data on demographics, game-usage,
involvement at points of purchase, the drawbaclswth
survey studies is that they provide relativelylditinsight
into the parents’ value systems (norms, beliefbgirt
knowledge and understanding of games (information
needs), and the relevant social contextual inflasne.g.,
role of parents, family, peers, teachers) thateisitd these
numbers. Moreover, the parents included in bothEB&

and parental

In the current paper, we will report a study usitgp
qualitative methods, i.e., focus groups and cootExt
inquiries, to gain a rich insight into the saliésgues that
parents deal with regarding digital game mediatibhe
following questions were taken as a point of depart

What effects of gaming do parents perceive?

What kind of mediation strategies are applied and
why?

What information needs do parents have with
regard to the digital games their children play?

METHOD

Focus Groups

and ISFE samples were all gamers themselves, thereb/ f0CUS group is a discussion technique where gipents

limiting the representativeness of the sample.

A more representative and comprehensive internetegu
was reported by Nikken and colleagues [8, 9, 1Bj.an
effort to validate the Pan European Game Infornmatio
(PEGI) system classification, they investigatedtdiggame
ownership and usage, beliefs about game effectenfg
need for information and acts of parental mediatiooth
from parental and children’s perspectives. The dataved
that mediation acts reported by both parents aridreh
can be clustered in three types of strategies'i®trictive
mediation' (setting time limits or not allowing ta&n games
to be bought or played), ‘active mediation' (disqus or
explaining aspects of the game’s content) and laphpy’
(playing the game together, but without elaborate
discussion). This clustering is similar to the gatdes
commonly used to describe parental mediation efvision
[13]. The results also illustrated that many pasentuld
like to remain informed about the content of a gaamal its
approved age rating, in line with the kinds of agéngs
and content warnings provided by the PEGI (in pejcor
ESRB (in the US) rating systems [10].

The current paper sets out to further investigdie t
motivations behind particular patterns of parental
mediation. We believe that a more qualitative apphois
required to complement existing survey data, ineoroh
obtain a deeper insight into parents’ perceptionscerns,
and motivations regarding digital games. Such mebea
serves multiple purposes. First, insights born fiardepth
interviews will help signal concrete informationeus of
parents, beyond reflections on currently availatdéng

in an interactive group setting are encouragedisouds
amongst themselves about a particular topic. A maideis
present to provide thematic guidance and to posbimg
guestions on issues that need further explorafidiree
focus group sessions were organized with 12 parehts
gamers in total. Participants were randomly invitexn a
database, contacted via a snowball technique, auited
directly during public family events at the univieys The
groups had a mixed composition in terms of agegfran
from 30 to 57 and one 80-year-old outlier) and alyfa
balanced male/female ratio. A full range of eduaratevels
was represented however, in contrast to earligielacale
survey work [3, 7], most parents rarely played taigi
games. Their children's ages ranged from 4 to Bsyand
gaming frequencies varied from half an hour perkntee3
hours each day.

The three focus group sessions were structuredndrou
statements to which participants agreed or disagtieknd

to others’ opinions) after which they could discubsir
answers. Statements in the first discussion sedsmrsed
more generally on parenting styles and family noand
values. The second part of the focus group wastdideat
eliciting discussions about digital gaming withiretfamily,
parental mediation, and game purchase.

Contextual Inquiries

Contextual inquiry, as part of user-centred desigvolves
collecting detailed information about a particular
application in its natural context of use (e.g.,mo

workplace). The researcher typically stays in the

systems, which could subsequently be addressed byackground and observes while the participant kedigo

educators and legislators. Secondly, this reseheshthe
potential to provide input towards a richer
conceptualization of parental mediation; one that i
embedded in the larger socio-cultural landscapesinapes
media perceptions. Finally, it allows us to testussptions
about potential parental concerns, fuelled by hedtbates
in the popular media, regarding negative consegent
gameplay.

engage in their normal routine or process with eeso the
technology under study. Six contextual inquiriest (1
participants: 8 parents and 8 gaming children) were
organized at their private homes. Recruitment #yeere
distributed via schools, gaming events, and vigosh&ix
families participated: two full families, consiggirof both
parents and 2 children and four mother/son dyatie. I
fathers, 6 mothers; ages ranged from 43 to 48 yd#mesy



were all fairly well educated (bachelors level, epic for
one) but played few to no digital games themselld®
children’s (7 male, 1 female) ages ranged from dA7
years old. Game frequencies varied from ‘a couplgntes
a week’ to ‘each day’ with game session duratioryivg
from 1 to 3 hours per session.

The interviewer made an appointment with familiewisit
their homes on a date and time when the childrermllys
played games. During the visit both parents anddiem
were interviewed. In addition, children were askedhow
the researcher how they would typically play a gavhde

the interviewer switched his role to “apprenticef’ tbhe
child, observing the child’s actions, tools, contend
interactions with other family members. The intewiwith

the parent(s) centered on the positive and negafifiexts

of digital gaming they perceived, whether and whgyt
needed to guide their children, what they knew &bggital
games, how they decided which games were apprepriat
and how their children responded to their actiohke
children’s interview topics involved: when and wthey
started playing digital games, what games theydlike
most/least and why, how they decided on which game
play, whether they ever had hardware or softwaoblpms
and how they solved them, whether they also playitd
others and how they felt about their parents’ diggame
mediation strategies. To conclude the session,
researcher summarized the most important findingd a
both parents and children had the opportunity talweate
and talk freely about additional issues they thaugtbe of
interest.

Both focus group and contextual inquiry sessiongewe
digitally recorded (video and audio), transcribedda
analyzed using ATLASI v.5.2.

RESULTS

From the focus groups and contextual inquiries earied
that in general, parents hold fairly nuanced vieagarding
digital gaming. Parents generally look upon games a
modern entertainment.

“It's of this time ... everyone does it, ...
entertained by it.” (female, 38)

they are

Parents perceived several positive effects of ggmihese
vary from implicit developmental effects on pereggtand
cognitive systems to explicit educational effect® o
calculation and language skills. The fact that gaere fun
and relaxing was not missed either.

“Brains are being stimulated by games.” (male, 53)

"We deliberately searched games which really taught
them how to calculate." (male, 57)

L All citations are translated from Dutch

"l noticed it being very relaxing for them ... & &

totally different world."(male, 53).

Parents thought of games as safe (anonymous/yirtual
environments to develop real life skills in such3dsspatial
insight into dynamics, language and social/orgaitnal
skills.

“Language, working in a collective where agreensent
have to be made, chatting in English to organizg. M
son plays in a completely simulated world wherede
learn a lot." (male, 51)

Additionally, parents added development
computer/technology skills to the list of positiedfects
along with stimulation of children’s social lifepth within
the confines of the game as well as outside of it.

of

"They keep using new technology ... the fact tima&t o
can attach the PS3 to the internet so that onepan
with remote others, the kind of technology thay tb@n
communicate without seeing someone visually, teey u
it while playing." (female, 46)

"When they are at school ... it provides something
talk about." (male, 48) "Like we used to talk about
soccer pictures they now talk about games." (mgé,

the

Restrictive mediation

Despite their positive attitude, mediation stragsgivere
largely motivated by perceived negative effectse Timost
frequently applied mediation strategy was restrigtiboth
in terms of time and content. Excessive game @ayot so
much perceived as a problem in and of itself, blkieeps
children from other activities. Parents fear fan@a results
and substitution of physical exercise. Additionalparents
do not approve of their children withdrawing frorocl
activities and are afraid that their children midtgcome
lazy and less creative since games provide theim avitery
easy form of entertainment. Moreover, the direa ahort
term reinforcement structure in games might nop hieéir
children in learning to overcome real world prob$ewhich
often have a long term character.

“There is no more time for other things, for spodis
contacts ... it substitutes physical activity.” (ma&)

"One switches oneself off from society, one is gloin
one's own thing and the rest is not of any intetest
(male, 80)

The most mentioned reason for parents to actually &
game(type) completely was their fear of a potential
numbing effects by violent games.

"One might argue that children see it as a gamd, bu
when they are presented with bombs and grenadds eac
and every day, all day long, they might start tmkh
that it’s normal!" (male, 73)



Many parents also restrict their children's gameations
(with internet) to the living room where they argleato
monitor the games, and gaming can become morel socia

“We have a chosen a policy to place that thinghe t
living room, so that they will not withdraw fullytd
their bedrooms. It is, so to speak, a family evédnt.
happens in public." (male, 53)

Parents often experience fierce resistance whenttiieo
stop their children while they are gaming. To keep

counterarguments to a minimum they make agreements

beforehand and use alarm clocks. Additionally theply

some leniency and give early warnings to make the

intrusion less sudden.

“He is not able to restrain himself creating draritat
scenes, ... the game has to be finished when he glays
one.” (female, 45)

“I think it is more frustrating when an adult deteines
[the time limit] than when the computer does.” (&)
41)

The negotiation process parents go through withr the
children changes as the child grows up, from simply
allowing or not buying games, to discouraging oyerl
impulsive or unsuitable purchases.

"Long discussions are held about what game theyt,wan
if they actually want to buy it now or wait a bitnger,
where they are buying it etc. It usually is a négfain
process like whether they are serious about itabee
usually it is an impulse. Something they want i#vno
while in a couple of days they want another gam¢o .
make sure it is not just a nine days’ wonder.” (@al
53)

Active mediation

Active mediation (e.g., discussing the game’s cotfiteas
not frequently encountered. Parents engage in csatien
mostly out of curiosity to know what their childreare
actually doing, or what they have been playing ftesmd’s
house. It is not hard to get children to talk abihig since
they are generally eager to boast about their mega
achievements. These conversations also providenfsare
with the opportunity to put game content into pergjve.

"Sometimes | tell them: ‘but it is not real, yowk?’ |
say that to stress the difference between fantasly a
reality." (female, 52)

Co-play

Parents rarely co-play with their children. Whewthdo,
this is usually in response to a direct requesthefchild.
Parents usually only engage in a game when it eatiolbe
quickly (e.g., in between chores) and when game® lza
low entry barrier. Competitive games tend to boost

children’s self-confidence, since they usually behée
parent.

"Playing a shooter one has to steer with one cdlgro
and shoot with the other and | do not even knowghe

I am. ... | would like more games to exist where | ..
Take the Wii for example, much more fun because one
can for instance play tennis against each othemale,

53)

"Especially race games we have to do together. Also
my daughter and son play these together, but cadg r
games ... he wants to show me he is faster than.'l a
(male, 53)

Parental need for information about games

Importantly, parents acknowledge to have little Wwhealge
about games. It is not uncommon that children kmagve
about the games, or computer technology in gentrah
do their parents.

"No, | am an empty head when it comes to that.”léma
57)

"We are being educated, because he knows exaatly ho
it works." (female, 38)

This can be partially explained by the speed withiclv
new games are introduced, and the dynamic prefeseofc
their children, who are strongly influenced by thmeers.

"During a certain period in their life they firstigy this
game and it is very interesting, However, a litdeer
one hears nothing about it anymore. Like: The world
was full of The Sims, now hear nothing about it. We
had Habbo Hotel, Runescape and now it's 1601."
(male, 53)

Parents actively explore for game information. Thegsult
various sources before going to the shop becaweseféel
overwhelmed there and do not always trust the gatssen's
information. Parents search for information on itternet
and in magazines but, like their children, valueirtipeers'
opinions most of all. Therefore they mainly constmir
acquaintances and parents of their children's déemhen
they need to decide on game purchases.

Informative systems like PEGI are used, but onlaagry
global guidance because they feel such a ‘onefiégzell’
advice doesn’t do justice to the unique nature athe
individual child. Moreover, the exact meaning oé fbels
sometimes causes confusion among both parents and
children.

"Sometimes a child cannot understand what happens
and the story is way too complicatefhlthough
according to the rating the game was suitable for
his/her age](female, 30)



DISCUSSION

Parents of children that play digital games hawneraber of
concerns regarding their children’s use of gameat th
motivate them to restrict access to certain ganreeco,
and/or limit the time children are allowed to pladsg. our
study, this kind of restrictive mediation was by flae most
frequent, whereas other forms of mediation (active
mediation; co-play) were hardly observed or rembrihis

is in contrast to other studies [9] where a muchreno
balanced distribution was found between the various
parental mediation styles. This may be in part thu¢he
fact that the parents in our sample were genenadit
gamers themselves. Despite the fact that parents aveare

of many potential developmental and educationalefitn

of digital games, their accounts did not generediffect a
proactive attitude in offering their children a st and
constructive set of games. Exceptions to this dre t
educational games that are offered to children he t
youngest age group.

Parents clearly expressed a need for more compsisteen
information than what is available from a retaesales
pitch, the basic descriptions on the back of a ¢gad&'D
box, or from its PEGI rating. Parents want tojuktice to
the child’s unique characteristics and tend to twrrtheir
peers for relevant information. Although PEGI (d8RB)
are a good starting point as a guideline for patetitese
systems rely heavily on ratings of inappropriatedieu
visual scenes in a game, rather than the naturésof
interactive gameplay. There certainly appears tedmpe
for a more comprehensive informational tool thfiexds an
inclusive approach to game selection (i.e., noy oelgative
advice). Such a tool could potentially serve pareimt
making better informed decisions. However, moreaesh
is needed to establish specifically what kind dbimation
parents would need in order to make appropriatésidbes
in guiding their children’s digital game consumptio

Digital games have come a long way since the efRoaf).
They are technologically advanced, ubiquitouslyilatée,

and have become a mainstream entertainment option,

eagerly consumed by the great majority of childvemo
have access to them. Today, parental mediationgitfad
games is a complicated balancing act between résgex
child’'s needs and wishes, and the parent’s own sprm
beliefs and knowledge about games, but also infleerby
more general views on what is regarded to be ‘hgalt
behavior. Two issues that remained relatively utweol
are whether, and to what extent, parental geneltio
properties and general parenting styles (i.e., aiilrian,
authoritative, permissive, or neglectful [1]) cabtte to the
choice and implementation of parental mediatioateties.
This is an issue we would like explore in futuredsés on
this topic.
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