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Digital media: A parental perspective on the need for guidance, action 
and regulations  
 
Findings from a survey of mothers and fathers with children between  
the ages of 1 and 15 
 
Alexander Grobbin & Christine Feil  
 
 
This is a presentation of the initial results and analyses from the 
DJI project “Digital media: A parental perspective on the need 
for guidance, action and regulations” (2013–2015). This project 
investigated the perspectives of mothers and fathers concerning 
their child’s internet use, their internet parenting style as well as 

their attitude to youth protection in the media environment. 
Furthermore, the parents’ need for information regarding par-
enting around internet and media use was surveyed. The study 
included parents of children between the ages of 1 and 15.

 
Survey information: 
 
In the context of the integrated DJI-survey “Growing up in 
Germany” (AID:A II), parents from a total of 4,800 households 
were surveyed over the telephone about the internet use of 
their children aged 1 to 15. Answers from 4,690 mothers and 
3,089 fathers were collected. The survey was carried out in two 
stages: The parents of 1- to 8-year-olds were interviewed be-
tween September 2013 and February 2014, while the parents 
of 9- to 15-year-olds were interviewed between May and De-
cember 2014. The “infas Institute for Applied Social Sciences 
GmbH” was entrusted with the execution of the field work, 
field control and data validation. 
 

 Information on the socio-demographic background of the 
interviewees’ children: 
Distribution according to sex: 
Information provided by mothers: 52% boys and 48% girls 
Information provided by fathers: 51% boys and 49% girls 
 
Distribution according to educational stage: From the 1- to 15-
year-olds, 
41% were toddlers and preschoolers  
30% were primary school children (years 1 to 4) 
29% were secondary school children (years 5 to 10; 27 pupils 
were in years 11/12)  
Of all the children, 114 were attending a special needs school 
or could not be clearly allocated to a specific type of school.  

 
 
Overview of the core findings 
 
Internet use of 1- to 15-year-olds 

 Parents’ need for information regarding their children’s 
internet use existed at even the earliest of ages: One out of 
eight toddlers and preschoolers in the survey used the inter-
net and in the primary school cohort, half of the children 
used the internet. In secondary school, nearly every single 
pupil went online.   

 To access the internet, children primarily used PCs or laptops 
at home. Among toddlers, preschoolers and primary school 
children, approximately one quarter used a mobile phone to 
go online, while almost three quarters of the secondary 
school pupils accessed the internet on a mobile phone – 
with nearly all the secondary school pupils using their own 
mobile phones for this purpose. Independent of age, more 
than one third of all the children used tablets as well. 

 

Problems related to children’s internet use 

 More than one quarter of the mothers of toddlers, pre-
schoolers and primary school children said they had encoun-
tered problems relevant to youth protection when their chil-
dren were using the internet. Twice as many mothers of sec-
ondary school pupils reported such problems.  

 The most common problems stated by parents involved 
online games and advertising. It was noticeable that as the 
age of the children increased, the range of perceived prob-
lems – particularly in the context of social media use – grew, 
too.  

Parents’ need for information  

 Regarding their internet parenting skills, just over a third of 
the mothers and more than half of the fathers considered 
themselves “very competent” or “competent”.  
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 The most important topics of information for parents were 
education on the possible risks involved in children’s internet 
use, and children’s protection in the online environment. On-
ly further down on the list could topics such as tips on age-
appropriate use and children’s understanding and experi-
ence of the internet be found. 

 The most effective way of reaching parents regarding ways 
to educate their children about digital media was still 
through printed material. This was particularly true for par-
ents who highly rated their own internet parenting skills. 
Other parents were best reached through personal conversa-
tions.    

 

Responsibilities concerning youth protection in the media 
environment 

 Parents believed they themselves held the greatest respon-
sibility for protecting their children from negative online in-
fluences. At the same time, they also felt that companies and 
the government needed to assume responsibility in this area. 
Parents also expected schools and extracurricular care facili-
ties to contribute to protecting their children from negative 
influences.  

 It appeared that with regard to the government and compa-
nies assuming responsibility, many parents were sceptical: 
89% of mothers and 78% of fathers expressed a desire for 
stricter enforcement of youth protection in the online envi-
ronment. 

 

 
Internet users according to age and educational stage, frequency of use and mobile internet access 
 
According to mothers, 52% of 1- to 15-year-olds used the 
internet. However, the user rate was highly dependent on age. 
While the user rate in toddlers and preschoolers increased quite 
steadily from 2% in 1-year-olds to 24% in 5-year-olds, there was 
a sudden increase of approximately 20% per age cohort once 
the reading age was reached and reading skills had improved. 
While the user rate of 6-year-olds (26%) was still similar to that 
of 5-year-olds (24%), 43% of 7-year-olds, 63% of 8-year-olds 
and 80% of 9-year-olds went online. By the age of 12, accessing 
the internet was – with few exceptions – a matter of course. 
 
An examination of internet users according to their educational 
age showed that around one in eight toddlers and preschoolers 
(13%), and more than half of primary school children (57%) had 
internet experience. At the secondary school stage, almost all  
pupils went online (98%). Furthermore, children who used the 
internet did not merely do so sporadically: 36% of toddlers and 

preschoolers, 33% of primary school children and 85% of 
secondary school pupils went online at least several times per 
week.  
 
Due to an increasing number of households possessing mobile 
devices with internet access (93%), children were not necessarily 
limited to a PC or laptop. To access the internet, 35% of 
toddlers and preschool children used a tablet and 27% used a 
mobile phone, while among primary school children, the rates 
were 41% and 23%. For secondary school pupils, the use of 
tablets was just as common as among the other age cohorts 
(39%). A dramatic increase in the use of mobile or smart phones 
for going online occurred in these older age groups (72%), with 
97% of them using their own devices.  
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Parents’ experience with their children’s problems online  
 
According to the interviewed mothers, 26% of toddlers and pre-
schoolers, 29% of primary school children and 57% of secon-
dary school pupils have been faced with problems online at 
least once. In terms of prevention, the following problems 
proved relevant according to the age groups: Parents of tod-
dlers and preschool children most often reported that their 
child had experienced problems regarding online advertising 

(22%); this was followed (with a large gap) by problems with un-
suitable content as well as hidden costs and fraud. Problems 
with advertising occurred to a somewhat lesser degree in pri-
mary school children (16%), yet parents of secondary school 
pupils reported such problems to an even greater extent (26%) 
than parents of toddlers and preschool children. 

 

Parents of primary and secondary school children cited online 
games as the primary source of problems (30% overall). Parents 
of children who reportedly used the internet daily referred to 
such problems most often. As can be expected, mothers of boys 
mentioned problems with online games more often than moth-
ers of girls (36% boys/23% girls).  
 
For secondary school pupils, the parental perception of prob-
lems was generally the strongest. In this cohort, starting at age 
12, a considerable increase in problems was observed with 
online games and hidden costs/fraud on the one hand, and of-

fensive and hurtful statements as well as contact with strangers 
on the other. This development was most likely due to the more 
intensive internet use and increasing participation in social net-
works typical of that age. Secondary-age girls were more often 
confronted with offensive or hurtful statements than secondary-
age boys (20% girls/13% boys; based on statements by parents 
about 9-to 15-year-olds). On the whole, it should be noted that 
the most important cause for youth protection in the estab-
lished media – sexual content and portrayals of violence – were 
only thought of by parents as secondary problems in the online 
environment.  

 
Self-assessment of internet parenting skills  
 
Concerning parents’ skills with regard to teaching their children 
to use the internet, just over a third of mothers (36%) and more 
than half of fathers (59%) considered themselves “highly com-
petent” or “competent”. The parents’ own competence assess-
ment tended to decrease as their children grew older. While 
most mothers ranked themselves in the middle of the compe-

tence range, fathers tended to place themselves in the upper 
tier of competence. Mothers and fathers who rated their com-
petence rather highly often reported that they joined their chil-
dren when they went online. More often than other parents, 
these parents also considered the safety of minors in the online 
environment to be sufficient.  
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Mothers’ and fathers’ need for information  
 

Despite the rather self-confident self-assessment of parents re-
garding their internet parenting competence, they reported a 
significant interest in information that would provide support 

and protection for their children in the online environment, in-
dependent of their children’s age.  

6

10

15

27

30

31

45

44

38

17

11

13

5

4

2

2

2

1

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Secondary school children (n=1.300)

Primary school children (n=801)

Toddlers and preschoolers (n=229)

Mothers' internet parenting skills, 
Base value: Children who use the internet; in percent

1 very competent 2 3 4 5 6 not at all competent

13

20

27

44

42

43

34

31

24

5

5

6

2

2

3

1

1

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Secondary school children (n=806)

Primary school children (n=514)

Toddlers and preschoolers (n=187)

Fathers' internet parenting skills, 
Base value: Children who use the internet; in percent

1 very competent 2 3 4 5 6 not at all competent

30
24

19

32
26

21

38
40

33

50
41

33

54
57

51

53
60

51

59
62

57

61
67

59

70
66

52

32
32

21

33
30

23

39
38

37

28
27

20

31
31

31

32
28

31

29
26

28

26
22

23

22
25

25

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Advice centres

smartphones for children
Suitability of tablets and

and experience of the internet
Children's understanding

social networks and chat
Children’s use of 

Age‐appropriate internet use

and apps 
Child‐oriented websites

software
Child protection

of devices
Safety settings

Online risks

Information needs of mothers
Base value: Children who use the internet; in percent

very important                importent



5 von 6 
 

Mothers placed a high priority on subjects of child protection 
on the internet, such as information on risks, parental control 
settings for online devices and child protection software. They 
were assessed as “very important” by more than half of them. 
Lower down on their list were subjects concerning information 
on child-oriented online offers and age-appropriate internet 
use. These five subjects were considered “very important” or 
“important” by approximately 80% of the mothers of all three 
age cohorts.  
 
The mothers’ need for information increased with the range of 
problems they had experienced during their children’s online 

activities. Mothers who listed three or more problems had a 
greater tendency than other mothers to consider information 
about online risks and advice centres and social network use as 
“very important”. 
 
Fathers demonstrated the same information needs as mothers, 
yet their tendency to rate topics as “very important” was much 
smaller overall. It should also be noted that two thirds of moth-
ers and more than half of fathers said they would welcome age 
ratings for websites and apps. This is true for all parents, inde-
pendent of whether their children were toddlers or preschool-
ers, primary school children or secondary school pupils. 

 
Reachability of parents via information material 
 
Mothers and father typically considered the same information 
sources on child media education as appropriate. However, with 
the exception of the internet, fathers had a more reserved atti-
tude toward all information channels than mothers, sometimes 
ranking these channels’ suitability differently – particularly par-
ents’ evenings.  
 
It would seem that even today, parents can best be reached via 
printed material on media education, as 85% of mothers and 
78% of fathers considered at least one of the three information 
sources – brochures/specialist magazines/letters to parents, 
newspapers/magazines and books – to be appropriate. A third 

of the mothers and a quarter of the fathers even considered all 
three types of printed media to be adequate as an awareness-
raising instrument.   
 
This preference for printed media could be detected independ-
ent of the household’s level of education, yet it was much 
stronger in mothers who very highly rated their own internet 
parenting skills than in mothers who thought of themselves as 
less competent. It became evident that the latter group could 
best be reached via personal conversations – with other parents, 
educators and teachers and at parents’ evenings. 

 
Responsibilities concerning youth protection in the media environment 
 

Parents believed the responsibility for protecting their children 
from negative influences on the internet was mostly their own. 
Yet this strongly depended on the children’s age: While for tod-

dlers and preschoolers, 81% of mothers and 76% of fathers felt 
the responsibility was “completely” the parents’, this was only 
true for approximately two thirds of the parents of primary 
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school children and only half of the parents of secondary school 
pupils. 
At the same time, parents also expected companies (internet 
and website providers as well as manufacturers of electronic de-
vices) to “completely” assume responsibility with regard to 
youth protection in the media environment. Parents thus at-
tached a great deal of importance to the enforcement of com-
panies’ personal responsibility. Even though public authorities 
(state/government/ministries) were considered less responsible, 

it should be noted that 89% of mothers and 78% of fathers ex-
pressed a desire to see stricter enforcement of youth protection 
in the online environment. 
It must also be highlighted that approximately one third of pri-
mary school parents expected schools and extracurricular care 
facilities to “completely” assume responsibility in terms of media 
education and the youth protection in the media environment. 
This rate decreased to one quarter for parents of secondary 
school pupils.  

 

 

 
 

Contact information: 
Alexander Grobbin 
Deutsches Jugendinstitut e.V. 
Nockherstraße 2 
81541 Munich 
+49(0)89/62306-146 
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www.dji.de/DigitaleMedienEltern 
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