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Abstract  

Mobile devices like tablets and smartphones offer almost unlimited opportunities to seek, 

exchange, and use information. Whether it is a quick search for specific information, 

browsing various websites or communicating with others: The potential of mobile devices 

as tools for discovering and sharing information is immense. With the growing adoption of 

mobile devices, their use by young children has increased steadily. Therefore, the question 

arises which role these devices play in the context of young children’s information 

behavior. 

This cumulative doctoral thesis examines the role of mobile devices in relation to young 

children’s information behavior from different perspectives. On the one hand, young 

children’s general use of mobile devices is investigated to determine whether information-

related activities are part of this use. On the other hand, parents and young children’s 

perceptions of mobile devices are examined to identify whether aspects of information 

behavior play a role in this context. The four studies presented in this thesis focus on the age 

group of young children up to six years and the geographical context of Germany. 

Furthermore, the research examines children’s everyday use of mobile devices in the home 

rather than in early childhood education settings.  

The first study presented in this thesis was designed to gain exploratory insight into young 

children’s use of mobile devices. By examining children’s activities with the devices, it 

investigates whether they play a role in children’s information behavior. For this purpose, 

semi-standardized interviews with parents of 19 families with children aged one to six years 

were conducted. The results indicate that the families engage in different information-

related activities when using mobile devices. Half of the parents interviewed mentioned 

activities of intentional information discovery. Furthermore, it is argued that children’s 

activities with mobile devices, which may appear as just entertainment at first glance, 

should also be considered in the context of their information behavior.  

The second study presented in this thesis was based on a secondary analysis of the interview 

data collected for the first study. It examines how parents perceive and mediate young 

children’s use of mobile devices and discusses how this might influence children’s 

information behavior. The results show that parents have positive and negative perceptions 

regarding their children’s use of mobile devices. In terms of parental mediation practices, a 

combination of supportive and restrictive mediation strategies was identified in all families 
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interviewed, with restrictive strategies mentioned more often than supportive strategies. By 

supporting children’s use of mobile devices, parents generally enable their children to 

engage in various activities that help them access new information and expand their 

knowledge. At the same time, parents try to protect their children from the risks and 

negative influences of the devices by imposing restrictions and limitations. These 

restrictions may also keep the children away from further information, and in this way, 

parents act as a bottleneck for children’s access to information through mobile devices.  

The third study presented in this thesis explores young children’s use of mobile devices 

from a different perspective: A descriptive analysis and a content analysis of 1,185 online 

customer reviews for a tablet for children were performed. By applying a uses and 

gratifications approach, the study examines what the customer reviews reveal about 

children’s use of the tablet and which gratifications customers express during the evaluation 

of the device. The results indicate that customers describe different aspects of children’s use 

and families’ expectations of tablets within their reviews. The expressed gratifications 

mainly relate to the aim of entertainment. Intentional information seeking activities are 

hardly mentioned within the reviews, but many customers emphasize learning as an 

important activity with the devices.  

The fourth study presented in this thesis places a particular focus on the inclusion of 

children’s perspectives in the research. It investigates how children aged four to six years 

use mobile devices, particularly tablets, and examines whether this use includes activities 

related to the discovery of information. In addition, the study examines whether aspects 

related to children’s information behavior play a role in parents’ and children’s perceptions 

of tablet use. A multi-method research approach was adopted for data collection with eight 

families. Regarding information-related activities, the results indicate that children discover 

information rather accidentally while watching videos or playing with game applications on 

the tablet. For the intentional discovery of information, smartphones are more likely to be 

used, with parents or older siblings acting as information mediaries. Concerning parents’ 

and children’s perceptions of tablet use, the results show that the devices are mainly 

associated with entertainment and fun. However, most parents also recognize the potential 

of the devices for information discovery. 

Overall, the four studies presented in this thesis show that mobile devices can clearly play a 

role in young children’s information behavior, although their potential for children’s 

information discovery is not always prominent in parents’ and children’s perceptions. With 
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these findings, this work makes an important contribution to addressing existing research 

gaps regarding young children’s information behavior in general as well as in the specific 

context of mobile device use. It is of particular value that children’s perspectives were 

actively included in the research. In this way, this thesis contributes to a greater inclusion of 

young children’s voices in information behavior research. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Mobile Geräte wie Tablets und Smartphones bieten nahezu unbegrenzte Möglichkeiten, 

Information zu suchen, auszutauschen und zu nutzen. Ob es dabei um eine schnelle 

Informationsrecherche, das Browsen auf verschiedenen Websites oder den persönlichen 

Austausch mit anderen Menschen geht: Das Potenzial mobiler Technologien für das 

Auffinden und Teilen von Information ist immens. Mit der zunehmenden Verbreitung 

mobiler Geräte hat auch die Nutzung durch junge Kinder kontinuierlich zugenommen. Es 

stellt sich daher die Frage, welche Rolle diese Geräte im Informationsverhalten von jungen 

Kindern einnehmen. 

Diese kumulative Dissertation untersucht die Rolle mobiler Geräte im Zusammenhang mit 

dem Informationsverhalten junger Kinder aus verschiedenen Perspektiven. Einerseits wird 

die allgemeine Nutzung mobiler Technologien durch junge Kinder erforscht, um 

festzustellen, ob informationsbezogene Aktivitäten Teil dieser Nutzung sind. Andererseits 

wird untersucht, wie Eltern und Kleinkinder die Nutzung mobiler Geräte wahrnehmen, um 

zu überprüfen, ob Aspekte des kindlichen Informationsverhaltens in diesem Zusammenhang 

eine Rolle spielen. Die vier in dieser Arbeit vorgestellten Studien legen dabei einen 

besonderen Fokus auf die Altersgruppe von Klein- und Vorschulkindern bis zum Alter von 

sechs Jahren sowie auf den geografischen Kontext Deutschland. Darüber hinaus 

konzentriert sich die Forschung auf die Untersuchung der alltäglichen Nutzung von 

Mobilgeräten im heimischen Umfeld und nicht auf den Einsatz von entsprechender 

Technologie in frühkindlichen Bildungseinrichtungen. 

Die erste in dieser Arbeit vorgestellte Studie bietet einen explorativen Einblick in die 

Nutzung mobiler Geräte durch junge Kinder und untersucht, ob die Geräte eine Rolle in 

Bezug auf das Informationsverhalten der Kinder spielen. Zu diesem Zweck wurden 

Interviews mit Elternteilen von 19 Familien mit Kindern im Alter von ein bis sechs Jahren 

geführt. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass die Familien mobile Geräte für unterschiedliche 

informationsbezogene Aktivitäten nutzen. So erwähnte die Hälfte der befragten Eltern 

Aktivitäten der gezielten Informationssuche. Darüber hinaus wird anhand der Ergebnisse 

argumentiert, dass auch Aktivitäten der Kinder, die auf den ersten Blick als reine 

Unterhaltung erscheinen mögen, im Zusammenhang mit dem Informationsverhalten 

betrachtet werden sollten.  
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Basierend auf einer Sekundäranalyse der Interviewdaten wurde im Rahmen einer zweiten 

Studie erforscht, wie Eltern die Nutzung von Mobilgeräten durch junge Kinder wahrnehmen 

und medienpädagogisch begleiten und diskutiert, wie dies das Informationsverhalten der 

Kinder beeinflussen könnte. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass Eltern sowohl positive als auch 

negative Aspekte der mobilen Mediennutzung ihrer Kinder wahrnehmen. In Bezug auf 

Praktiken der elterlichen Medienerziehung wurde in allen befragten Familien eine 

Kombination aus unterstützenden und restriktiven Strategien festgestellt, wobei restriktive 

Strategien in den Gesprächen mit den Eltern häufiger erwähnt wurden. Insgesamt zeigen die 

Ergebnisse, dass Eltern ihren Kindern einerseits ermöglichen, neue Informationen zu 

erhalten und ihr Wissen zu erweitern, indem sie die Nutzung von mobilen Geräten 

unterstützen. Andererseits versuchen Eltern, ihre Kinder vor Risiken und negativen 

Einflüssen der Geräte zu schützen, indem sie Regeln und Einschränkungen festlegen. Diese 

Einschränkungen können die Kinder möglicherweise auch vom Zugang zu weiteren 

Informationen fernhalten. 

Die dritte in dieser Arbeit präsentierte Studie untersucht die kindliche Nutzung von mobilen 

Geräten aus einer weiteren Perspektive. Insgesamt 1.185 Kundenrezensionen für ein 

spezielles Tablet für Kinder wurden sowohl deskriptiv als auch inhaltlich analysiert. 

Anhand eines Uses-and-Gratifications-Ansatzes wurde erforscht, was die Rezensionen über 

die Nutzung des Tablets durch Kinder aussagen und welche Erwartungen bei der Bewertung 

des Geräts geäußert werden. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass im Rahmen der Rezensionen 

verschiedene Aspekte der Nutzung des Tablets und Erwartungen der Familien an das Gerät 

beschrieben werden. Die erwähnten Aktivitäten und Erwartungen beziehen sich dabei 

zumeist auf Unterhaltungsaspekte. Gezielte Informationsaktivitäten werden kaum erwähnt, 

aber viele Rezensionen betonen generelle Lernmöglichkeiten als eine wichtige Aktivität mit 

den Geräten. 

Die vierte Studie, die in dieser Arbeit vorgestellt wird, legt einen besonderen Schwerpunkt 

auf die Einbeziehung der kindlichen Perspektive in die Forschung. Sie untersucht, wie 

Kinder im Alter von vier bis sechs Jahren mobile Geräte, insbesondere Tablets, nutzen und 

ob diese Nutzung Aktivitäten im Zusammenhang mit der Entdeckung von Informationen 

umfasst. Darüber hinaus wird erforscht, ob Aspekte des kindlichen Informationsverhaltens 

eine Rolle bei der Sichtweise von Eltern und Kindern auf die Tablet-Nutzung spielen. Für 

die explorative Datenerhebung mit acht Familien wurde ein multimethodischer 

Forschungsansatz gewählt. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass Kinder bei der Nutzung der Geräte 
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Informationen eher zufällig entdecken, beispielsweise wenn sie Videos anschauen oder mit 

Apps spielen. Für die gezielte Suche nach Informationen für junge Kinder werden in den 

Familien eher Smartphones verwendet, wobei die Durchführung der Suche von Eltern oder 

älteren Geschwistern übernommen wird. In Bezug auf die Wahrnehmung der Tablet-

Nutzung durch Eltern und junge Kinder zeigt sich, dass die Geräte hauptsächlich mit 

Unterhaltung und Spaß in Verbindung gebracht werden, wobei viele der Eltern auch 

Potenziale für das Entdecken von Informationen wahrnehmen. 

Insgesamt zeigen die vier in dieser Arbeit vorgestellten Studien, dass mobile Geräte 

eindeutig eine Rolle im Informationsverhalten von jungen Kindern einnehmen können, 

wobei ihr Potenzial für die Entdeckung von Informationen oftmals nicht im Vordergrund 

der Wahrnehmung durch Eltern und Kinder steht. Mit diesen Erkenntnissen leistet die 

Arbeit einen wichtigen Beitrag zur Adressierung bestehender Forschungslücken bezüglich 

des Informationsverhaltens junger Kinder im Allgemeinen sowie im spezifischen Kontext 

der Nutzung mobiler Geräte. Von besonderem Wert ist, dass die kindliche Perspektive aktiv 

in die Forschung einbezogen wurde und die Arbeit somit zu einer stärkeren 

Berücksichtigung der Stimmen von jungen Kindern in der Informationsverhaltensforschung 

beiträgt. 
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1 Introduction 

Young children’s use of mobile devices has increased steadily over the past decade (Ofcom, 

2021; Rideout & Robb, 2020) and many children are growing up in an “omnipresence of 

technology” (Cooper, 2005, p. 286). However, the impact of this use on children’s 

information behavior has hardly been investigated so far. Therefore, this doctoral thesis 

examines the role of mobile devices in the context of young children’s information 

behavior, focusing on the age group of children up to six years and the geographical context 

of Germany.  

This introductory chapter outlines the problems addressed by this work, states the specific 

research questions and methodological approach, and describes the structure of this thesis. 

1.1 Problem Statement 

With the growing adoption of mobile devices over the past decade, young children’s use of 

these devices has also increased steadily: From 2011 to 2020, the percentage of households 

in the United States with children aged zero to eight years owning at least one mobile 

device increased from 52% to 98%. By 2020, the smartphone ownership rate was 97%, and 

the tablet ownership rate was 75% (Rideout & Robb, 2020).  

In Germany, the numbers are similar, with 97% of the families with children from two to 

five years possessing at least one smartphone and 76% a tablet. In 2020, 29% of the German 

children between two to five years used a tablet and 18% a mobile phone at least once a 

week, engaging in various activities with the devices such as watching videos, taking, or 

looking at photos, drawing, playing with game applications or communicating with other 

people (Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund Südwest [MPFS], 2021).  

By providing a wide range of functions and content, mobile devices offer almost unlimited 

opportunities for families to seek, exchange, and use information. Whether parents use a 

Wikipedia entry to show their children what a specific animal looks like or children engage 

in video chatting with their grandparents: The potential of mobile devices as tools for 

discovering and sharing information is immense. Therefore, the question arises which role 

these devices play in the context of young children’s information behavior. 

Young children were long underrepresented in information behavior studies and researchers 

focused on adults’ behavior and needs for many years (Spink & Heinström, 2011). 

Although there are some important examples in earlier years that deal with children’s 
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information behavior (e.g., Farrell, 1974; McKechnie, 1996; Walter, 1994), it was not until 

the beginning of the 21st century that a greater interest in this age group emerged. However, 

even then, the focus was mainly on school-aged children and adolescents and not on young 

children (Agosto, 2019). The underrepresentation of preschool children is problematic 

because the few studies including younger participants suggest that their information 

behavior differs from that of older children and adults (Shenton & Dixon, 2003; Spink & 

Heinström, 2011). 

In the last decade, the number of studies on young children’s information behavior has 

slowly increased (e.g., Barriage, 2016, 2018; Barriage & Searles, 2015; Campana, 2018). 

These studies explored young children’s information behavior in family interactions, from 

parents’ perspectives, or in the context of library events. However, the number of 

researchers addressing the topic of young children’s information behavior remains very 

small.  

Further research has started to examine young children’s information behavior in the 

specific context of digital or mobile device use. However, a systematic analysis of previous 

research included in this thesis (see Chapter 3) shows that in the last 15 years, only a very 

limited number of studies have been conducted that address the intersection of (1) young 

children, (2) their information behavior, and (3) mobile devices.  

The few studies addressing this intersection often do not place information-related activities 

in the main focus of the research and do not draw on theories and concepts of information 

behavior (e.g., Brito & Dias, 2016; Chaudron, 2015; Nevski & Siibak, 2016). Other studies 

focus only on particular functions or aspects of children’s information behavior in 

connection with mobile device use, such as voice input (e.g., Lovato & Piper, 2015; Yarosh 

et al., 2018) or the use of digital book applications (e.g., Christ et al., 2018). Moreover, from 

a methodological perspective, it must be seen critically that many studies do not actively 

involve children and their views in the research (e.g., Agarwal, 2014; Given et al., 2016a). 

Finally, much of the existing research focuses on the situation of families in the United 

States, while other geographical contexts are studied rarely. 

Therefore, further studies are needed to gain deeper insight into young children’s 

information behavior in the context of mobile device use. This need is particularly evident 

concerning studies that draw on theories and concepts of information behavior research. 

Furthermore, there is a need for further studies that take a holistic view of children’s 
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everyday information behavior instead of focusing on particular aspects of mobile device 

use. In addition, there is a lack of studies that actively incorporate young children’s 

perspectives into research and address geographical contexts outside the United States. 

1.2 Research Questions and Approach 

Given the lack of research described in the previous section, this thesis examines young 

children’s information behavior in the context of mobile device use from different 

perspectives. This section presents the research questions answered through this thesis and 

describes the research approach adopted to address them.  

Overall, this thesis aims to answer two main research questions (RQs): 

– RQ1: What role do mobile devices play in relation to young children’s information 

behavior, especially in relation to their discovery of information? 

– RQ2: Do aspects related to children’s information behavior, especially their 

information discovery, play a role in parents’ and young children’s perceptions of 

mobile devices? 

Throughout this thesis, the two research questions will be referred to as RQ1 and RQ2. 

When investigating these questions, the four studies presented in this thesis place a specific 

focus on the age group of children up to six years and the geographical context of Germany. 

In addition, the research focuses on examining children’s everyday use of mobile devices at 

home rather than the use in early childhood education settings. 

The research questions are answered through empirical findings obtained through four 

different, consecutive studies (Studies I–IV). For addressing RQ1, young children’s mobile 

device use is analyzed from different perspectives and based on various data. For this 

purpose, self-reported data from young children and their parents collected through 

interviews and other qualitative methods are used (Studies I, II and IV). Furthermore, 

additional data are analyzed in the form of online customer reviews that provide an 

alternative insight into families’ use practices with mobile devices (Study III). For 

answering RQ2, parents’ and young children’s perceptions of children’s mobile device use 

are examined using diverse data sources. First, interviews with parents (Study I and II) and 

online customer reviews (Study III) will be used to explore the adult perspective on 

children’s device use. Second, data collected with parents and young children by using a 
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multi-method approach will be analyzed (Study IV). In this way, children’s perspectives 

will be included in the research. 

Through the results obtained, this thesis contributes to research on young children’s 

information behavior in several ways: By incorporating information behavior concepts and 

focusing on children’s everyday behavior in the home environment, existing gaps in 

research are addressed. Furthermore, the combined inclusion of parents’ and young 

children’s perspectives in Study IV involves young children in the research process and, 

thus, addresses another critical need in information behavior research. Moreover, the focus 

on the situation in Germany will increase the consideration of geographical and cultural 

contexts outside the United States. 

1.3 Structure of the Thesis 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows:  

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 present the theoretical and methodological background of this thesis.  

Chapter 2: In this chapter, definitions of three key terms of this thesis are provided: young 

children, information behavior, and mobile devices. Furthermore, the chapter gives a 

general overview of previous research on children’s and adolescents’ information behavior.  

Chapter 3: Complementing the general research overview in Chapter 2, this chapter 

outlines the specific research background of this thesis. For this purpose, the results of a 

systematic literature review are presented, providing a quantitative overview of topics and 

methods of previous research on young children’s information behavior in the context of 

mobile device use.  

Chapter 4: In this chapter, the context and general research design of this thesis are 

described. First, the specific research context of the present work is outlined, discussing the 

geographical context of Germany, and describing the circumstances caused by the COVID-

19 pandemic. Subsequently, the specific methods and instruments of each study presented 

in this thesis are addressed in more detail. Finally, a concise overview of the Studies I 

through IV is provided. 

Chapters 5 through 8 contain the four contributions that form the basis of this thesis and 

present the various studies conducted.  
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Chapter 5: This chapter reports the results of Study I, which explored young children’s use 

of mobile devices. For this purpose, semi-structured interviews were conducted with parents 

of 19 families with children aged one to six years. By examining children’s activities with 

the devices, the study investigates whether the devices play a role in children’s information 

behavior, addressing RQ1.  

Chapter 6: This chapter draws directly on the findings of Study I with a secondary analysis 

of the interview data. Study II investigates how parents perceive and mediate young 

children’s use of mobile devices and discusses how this may affect children’s information 

behavior. The results support the answers to RQ2 and are of additional interest for 

answering RQ1.  

Chapter 7: This chapter presents the results of Study III, which explores young children’s 

use of mobile devices from a different perspective. By applying a uses and gratifications 

approach, the study examines what customers of a tablet for children report about the use 

and expectations of this device from an information behavior perspective. The results of this 

study also contribute to answering RQ1 and RQ2.  

Chapter 8: In this chapter, the results of the multi-method Study IV are described. This 

study examines how children aged four to six years use mobile devices, particularly tablets, 

and whether this use includes activities of information discovery. In addition, the study 

investigates whether aspects related to children’s information behavior play a role in 

parents’ and children’s perceptions of tablet use. The results of Study IV also address RQ1 

and contribute significantly to answering RQ2 by incorporating young children’s 

perspectives into the research.  

Chapter 9: This chapter concludes this thesis with a summary of the key findings, answers 

to the main research questions RQ1 and RQ2, an overview of the contributions of this work, 

and an outlook on future research. 
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2 Background 

This chapter describes the research background of this thesis. First, Section 2.1 defines key 

terms and concepts central to the research presented in this work. Second, Section 2.2 

presents the general research background of this thesis by introducing previous studies that 

have examined children’s and adolescents’ information behavior. 

2.1 Key Terms and Concepts 

The following Section 2.1.1 addresses the target group of this thesis, young children. 

Section 2.1.2 discusses the concept of information behavior as well as related terms used to 

describe human interaction with information. Section 2.1.3 clarifies the term mobile devices. 

2.1.1 Young Children 

This thesis focuses on the age group of young children. Therefore, the term young children 

is defined below. In addition, specific characteristics of young children’s information 

behavior are discussed. Furthermore, general methodological and ethical aspects concerning 

research with this group are addressed. 

The Age Group of Young Children 

Of particular interest in this work is the age group of children before school age. In 

Germany, this includes children aged approximately up to six years (for more information 

on the German educational system, see Section 4.1.1 → The German Early Childhood 

Education System). Therefore, this thesis uses the term young children to refer to children 

of up to six years. The term preschool (aged) children is used synonymously.  

Specific Characteristics of Young Children’s Information Behavior 

Previous research has shown that young children’s interaction with information differs from 

that of older children or adults (Barriage, 2016; Spink et al., 2010). Young children’s 

developing language and literacy skills are often cited as one reason for these differences 

(Barriage, 2016; Barriage & Searles, 2015; Cooper, 2002; Spink et al., 2010). For example, 

the results of a study that examined 7-year-old children’s information seeking behavior in 

physical and digital spaces showed that children tend to prefer visual information over 

textual information (Cooper, 2002). Spink and Heinström (2011) refer to theories of 

cognitive development to argue that skills in speaking, writing, and reading, which are often 
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associated with typical information behavior activities, develop only gradually in infancy. 

Based on this argumentation, they suggest that information behavior abilities “seem to 

emerge during this transition from three to five years of age” (Spink & Heinström, 2011, p. 

254).  

At the same time, it should be kept in mind, especially for young children, that abilities 

related to information behavior might involve more than the traditionally studied activities 

of intentional information seeking. These activities may include, for example, “[t]rying new 

things, using one’s imagination, and observing others” (Barriage, 2016, n. pag.). In addition, 

supportive information-related activities by people in young children’s environment, such as 

parents acting as search assistants (Barriage, 2016) should also be considered in the context 

of children’s information behavior.  

Generally, the influence of adults on children must be taken into account in any research 

with young people since children “are marginalized in adult-centred society. They 

experience unequal power relations with adults and much in their lives is controlled and 

limited by adults” (Punch, 2002, p. 323). This dynamic particularly affects the relationship 

between very young children and their primary caregivers and should be considered in 

studies on young children’s information behavior.  

Methodological and Ethical Aspects of Research with Young Children 

While scholars have long conducted research about children and young people rather than 

with them, a paradigm shift occurred around the turn of the 21st century: With new 

directions in the field of childhood studies and the discourse on children’s rights (e.g., 

Livingstone & Bulger, 2014), children were no longer viewed as incompetent and unreliable 

research objects, but as experts on their own lives (Mason & Danby, 2011). These 

developments also led to methodological discussions that resulted in increased use of 

participatory and multi-method research approaches to further involve children in the 

research process (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010).  

In information behavior research, Lundh (2016) identified certain issues of studies that 

focus on children and adolescents. Her analysis of selected examples of the research 

discourse shows that young people are mostly regarded as a relatively homogeneous group, 

and little attention is paid to differences within this group. Moreover, they are often 

characterized by deficits, being described as not yet adult, not mature, or not competent 

(Lundh, 2016).  
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A few examples show that these issues have received greater attention in information 

behavior research in recent years (Barriage, 2021; Fisher et al., 2014), and increased 

inclusion of children’s and adolescents’ perspectives can be recognized. However, it 

remains evident that information behavior research is “in serious need of more youth-

centered, data-driven research studies that aim to examine youth information behaviors and 

practices from the perspective of youths themselves…viewing them as the experts of their 

own information behaviors and needs” (Agosto, 2019, p. 116).  

Besides recognizing children’s perspectives, children, like all humans, act in a specific 

social context and environment that influences their behavior and attitudes. In relation to 

this social environment, parents and other primary caregivers play a significant role, 

especially in the case of young children. Therefore, this thesis adopts a multi-perspective 

research design and uses a combination of etic and emic approaches (Shenton, 2010) to 

examine young children’s information behavior.  

In the social sciences, the terms etic and emic are generally used to distinguish between two 

different perspectives in field research. While etic describes the outsider or objective 

viewpoint (often taken by the researcher), emic refers to the insider or subjective viewpoint 

expressed by the research subjects (Wilson, 2005). In the context of young people’s 

information behavior, Shenton (2010) uses these terms to refer to research approaches that 

involve children themselves in the data collection as emic, while approaches that collect 

data from adults around the children are referred to as etic.  

In addition to the methodological aspects described above, specific legal and ethical issues 

must be considered when conducting research with young children. From a legal 

perspective, young children cannot consent to participate in a research project, and instead, 

consent must be obtained from the child’s legal guardian. However, children’s approval for 

participation should also be obtained for ethical reasons. Such approval can be given in the 

form of an assent process, which must be designed in a child-appropriate way (Farges-Malet 

et al., 2010). Other ethical challenges, such as unequal power relationships between the 

adult researcher and the child participants, must also be reflected upon in the research 

process (Einarsdottir, 2007).  

More information on the actual implementation of the data collection with young children 

and their parents, and the analysis for the different studies included in this thesis can be 

found in Section 4.2. 
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2.1.2 Information Behavior  

This thesis examines young children’s information behavior. Therefore, the following 

section introduces the concept of information behavior and related terms. Furthermore, it 

describes the ideas and elements of information behavior research that were adopted as a 

theoretical background for the studies presented in this thesis. 

Information Behavior, Information Search and Information Seeking 

In library and information science, the term information behavior refers to “the many ways 

in which human beings interact with information, in particular, the ways in which people 

seek and utilize information” (Bates, 2017, p. 2074). Wilson (2000) also defines 

information behavior as “the totality of human behavior in relation to sources and channels 

of information, including both active and passive information seeking, and information use” 

(p. 49). In other words, information behavior research examines how and why people 

interact or non-interact with information. The cited definitions of Bates and Wilson show 

that this research often focuses on activities related to the search for information.  

In this context, a distinction between the terms information search and information seeking 

is important. In information behavior research, the term information searching usually 

refers to the behavior of a searcher when interacting with a computer-based system (Wilson, 

2000). By contrast, the term information seeking refers more generally to the purposive 

seeking for information to satisfy an existing information need. A variety of different 

sources can be used in this process.  

The relationship between the terms information behavior, information seeking, and 

information searching is illustrated by Wilson’s (1999) nested model (see Fig. 2.1). The 

model shows that information behavior refers to the more general field of research that 

encompasses the sub-field of information seeking behavior, which includes the micro-level 

of information search behavior.  

As the definition of Wilson (2000) shows, information behavior research encompasses “the 

totality” (p. 49) of human interaction with information. Therefore, other (non-)interactions 

with information are also relevant, such as information sharing or information avoidance. 

However, these activities are studied much less frequently in information behavior research 

than information search and information seeking (Greifeneder, 2014; Julien et al., 2011). 
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Figure 2.1: Wilson’s nested model of information behavior  

(adapted from Wilson, 1999, Fig. 11, p. 263). 

Modeling Young Children’s Information Behavior 

Many of the earlier models of information behavior developed since the 1980s focus on 

intentional forms of information seeking behavior by adult or adolescent users. Examples of 

this include the models of Krikelas (1983) and Kuhlthau (1991), which describe the process 

of intentional information seeking from different perspectives.  

However, as Wilson’s (2000) definition of information behavior shows, human information 

behavior includes not only the active, purposeful seeking for information but also 

unstructured or accidental interactions with information. While the activity of intentional 

seeking is based on the assumption that people perceive a need for information and want to 

satisfy this need through active seeking, the activities of browsing or scanning usually refer 

to less targeted forms of looking for information (Chang & Rice, 1993). Finding 

information unexpectedly without having intentionally searched for it is often described by 

the concept of information encountering (Erdelez, 1999) as well as the phenomenon of 

serendipity (Agarwal, 2015).  

This distinction between the intentional and accidental discovery of information is 

particularly relevant for the age group of young children, whose encounters with 

information are often unintended. Thus, models of information behavior that focus 
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exclusively on intentional forms of information discovery have limited applicability for the 

study of young children’s information behavior (Barriage, 2016). Furthermore, in the 

context of young children’s information behavior, parents and other people often play an 

important role as sources of information and search mediators (Barriage, 2016; Shenton & 

Dixon, 2003). 

Since there are no current theories or models that focus on the everyday information 

behavior of young children (Barriage, 2016; Campana, 2018), the studies presented in this 

thesis used individual elements of McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices and 

Savolainen’s (2008) model of everyday information practices as well as Wilson’s (2022) 

typology of information discovery as a theoretical background. 

To emphasize that people can obtain information without having searched for it, Wilson 

(2022) introduced the concept of information discovery, instead of the term of (active or 

passive) information seeking behavior, for his expanded model of information behavior (see 

Fig. 2.2). The expanded model distinguishes between the intentional and the accidental 

discovery of information. While the intentional discovery includes the mode of keeping 

informed, also known as monitoring (Ellis, 1989), in addition to intentionally seeking 

information, the accidental discovery encompasses different ways of the unintentional 

discovery of information. 

 
Figure 2.2: Wilson’s expanded model of information behavior (Wilson, 2022, Fig. 4.7, p. 44). 

Wilson’s (2022) expanded model also shows that the search for information can be 

conducted personally or mediated through another person or a machine. This aspect is also 
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included in McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices in the form of the by proxy 

mode, which refers to “occasions when participants described making contact with or 

interacting with information sources through the initiative of another agent, either the 

information source or some other gatekeeper or intermediary” (p. 27). Abrahamson and 

Fisher (2007) introduced the alternative term lay information mediary for “people who seek 

information on behalf of others without necessarily being asked or engaging in follow-up 

with the recipient(s)” (n. pag.).  

For Studies I and II of this thesis, the development of the interview guide was influenced, 

inter alia, by aspects of McKenzie’s (2003, p. 25 ff.) model of information practices, 

referring to the intentional seeking for information and to the serendipitous encountering of 

information. In addition, the previously mentioned search mode by proxy was also 

considered. Furthermore, Savolainen’s (2008, p. 64 ff.) model of everyday information 

practices, which also includes information activities beyond the intentional search for 

information, such as using or sharing information, served as an inspiration in developing the 

interview questions. This model also emphasizes the influence of individual experiences 

and social factors in everyday life.  

Wilson’s (2022) expanded model of information behavior described above (see Fig. 2.2) 

seemed particularly suitable to cover different aspects of young children’s information 

behavior related to the use of mobile devices. Since the model covers both the intentional 

and the accidental discovery of information as well as the possibility of mediated search, it 

was used as the theoretical background of Study IV, which was conducted in 2021. 

Although the model does not refer specifically to the information behavior of young people, 

several characteristics of young children’s information behavior mentioned in Section 2.1.1 

can be addressed through the intervening variables demographic and role-related 

interpersonal. 

Alternative Concepts 

In addition to the term information behavior, some researchers use alternative concepts to 

describe how people interact with information. These concepts are also used in research on 

young children’s information behavior (Barriage, 2021) and are, therefore, briefly explained 

below.  

The most prevalent alternative is the concept of information practices, which has been 

increasingly discussed and used in the research community since the beginning of the 21st 
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century and has been referred to as a “critical alternative” (Savolainen, 2007, p. 109) to 

information behavior. While both information behavior and information practices studies 

address how people interact with information, it is argued that information behavior 

research primarily examines human needs and motives. In contrast, information practices 

research is more concerned with habitualized activities that are “affected and shaped by 

social and cultural factors” (Savolainen, 2007, p. 126). Metatheoretically, the information 

practices approach is influenced by social constructionism, while the information behavior 

approach tends to be attributed to the cognitive viewpoint (Savolainen, 2007).  

Another alternative is the concept of information experience. Since this approach is 

currently still under development and cannot be considered fully established, there is no 

standard definition yet. However, the primary goal of information experience research is to 

examine the “complex, multidimensional engagement with information” (Bruce et al., 2014, 

p. 10). It is seen as an alternative approach to information behavior and information 

practices “by investigating how people interact with information and assign meaning to 

those interactions, with a contextual view of human experience” (Maybee et al., 2019, 

p. 550).  

This thesis primarily adopts the term information behavior, although models of information 

practices (McKenzie, 2003; Savolainen, 2008) have also influenced Studies I and II 

presented in this work. In its choice of the information behavior concept, this thesis follows 

Wilson’s (2008) argumentation that human practices are “not something separate from and 

different to behaviour, but a mode of behaviour in relation to some aspect of the world 

around us that becomes ‘typical’” (n. pag.).  

2.1.3 Mobile Devices 

This thesis focuses on a specific context in relation to young children’s information 

behavior: the use of mobile devices. Therefore, this section defines the term mobile device 

and presents several studies on young children’s general use of these devices. 

The Evolution of Mobile Devices 

The Oxford Dictionary defines a mobile device as “a mobile phone (in later use esp. a 

smartphone) or a portable computing device (in later use esp. a tablet computer)” (Oxford 

Dictionary, n.d.). Accordingly, mobile devices are computing devices whose unique feature 

is their portability due to their size, weight, and technical characteristics (e.g., wireless use). 
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The definition mentions smartphones and tablets as typical examples. However, other 

portable computing devices like personal digital assistants, e-readers, wearable devices, and 

laptops, can also be classified as mobile devices.  

Historically, the precursors of today’s mobile devices emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. 

These included the first wireless and cellular phones, which were significantly larger and 

more expensive than today’s smartphones. Furthermore, the first mobile personal computers 

were developed in the 1980s, but these were also not comparable with today’s laptops or 

tablets in terms of mobility (Brown, 2020). Due to their weight and high cost, these early 

mobile devices were not widely adopted and not particularly well suited for use by young 

children.  

In the 1990s, mobile phones and laptops became smaller and more affordable, and the first 

touchscreen devices were developed. Access to the World Wide Web, cameras and various 

other functions led to the emergence of smart devices. The launch of the Apple iPhone in 

2007 (Apple, 2007) is often considered the starting point for the mass adoption of 

smartphones (Brown, 2020). In 2010, with the Apple iPad, a tablet for the mass market 

followed (Apple, 2010).  

Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices 

A few years later, researchers noticed that young children were increasingly using these 

mobile technologies (Radesky et al., 2015). From 2011 to 2020, the percentage of 

households in the United States with children aged zero to eight years owning at least one 

mobile device nearly doubled (Rideout & Robb, 2020). By 2020, the smartphone ownership 

rate was 97%, and the tablet ownership rate was 75%. While less than 0.5% of the children 

owned a smartphone or tablet in 2011, by 2020, 8% owned a smartphone and even 44% a 

tablet (Rideout & Robb, 2020). 

Specific reasons often cited for young children’s preference for mobile devices include their 

convenient size, portability, ability to stream content regardless of time, and decreasing 

costs (Kabali et al., 2015). In addition, the opportunities for interactive engagement and 

intuitive operation are emphasized (Geist, 2012; Lovato & Waxman, 2016).  

Due to the increasing use of mobile devices by young children (Rideout & Robb, 2020) and 

the numerous opportunities that they offer for interacting with information, this thesis 

focuses on the role of mobile devices in young children’s information behavior. Particular 

emphasis will be placed on examining tablets as a specific type of mobile device, as they are 
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particularly popular among the age group of young children (Rideout & Robb, 2020). In 

addition, the use of other mobile and digital technologies will be considered where 

appropriate, as the use of different information devices is often interconnected (Jokela et al., 

2015). 

2.2 Research on Children’s Information Behavior  

This section presents a chronological overview of previous studies on children’s and 

adolescents’ information behavior to provide the research background for this thesis. 

Particular emphasis is placed on studies related to the use of digital and mobile 

technologies. 

The Early Years 

In the field of library and information science, an increasing scientific interest in children’s 

and adolescents’ information behavior can be observed from the 1970s onwards. On the one 

hand, this research related to public libraries’ services for children (e.g., Farrell, 1974; 

Fitzgibbons, 1983; Herman, 1983). On the other hand, initial studies were conducted on 

young people’s information seeking in educational and everyday contexts (e.g., Atwood et 

al., 1982; Clarke, 1973). The work of Kuhlthau, who developed the Information Search 

Process model in the early 1990s as part of studies on students’ and pupils’ information 

seeking behavior (Kuhlthau, 1991), can be considered particularly influential in the context 

of young people’s information behavior. In another work from the 1990s, Walter (1994) 

conducted an empirical study of children’s information needs. 

The influence of digital devices on children’s behavior has hardly played a role in these 

early studies. This changed as electronic technologies slowly entered the libraries in the late 

1980s and early 1990s. As a result, the impact of these technologies on library services for 

children (Ward-Callaghan, 1987) or children’s search behavior in online public access 

catalogs (e.g., Borgman et al., 1995; Solomon, 1993) was studied. An overview of research 

on these early years of children’s and adolescents’ use of electronic information systems is 

provided by Cool (2004).  

Children’s and Adolescents’ Information Behavior in the Digital Age 

During the 1990s, the World Wide Web development and the proliferation of personal 

computers in schools and households resulted in a significant increase in research on 

children and young people’s digital information behavior.  
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Important research in this area includes, for example, the work of Large, Beheshti, and their 

colleagues. They studied, inter alia, the multimedia information behavior of elementary 

school students (Large et al., 1998) and information retrieval systems for children (Beheshti 

et al., 2005). Other significant findings related to children’s and adolescents’ internet search 

were obtained by Schacter and colleagues (Schacter et al., 1998), Dresang (1999, 2005), 

Enochsson (2005), or Madden and his colleagues (Madden et al., 2006). Furthermore, Bilal 

conducted numerous influential studies on children’s use of web search engines (Bilal, 

2000, 2001, 2002). Searches involving electronic resources were also the focus of research 

by Hirsh, who examined primarily the context of use in school libraries (Hirsh, 1996). 

Students’ information seeking in school libraries has also been studied by Cooper (2002) 

and Todd (2006, 2008). The influential research of Shenton and his colleagues places young 

people in their role as students or library users at the center of research and examined their 

information behavior from a variety of thematic and methodological perspectives (e.g., 

Shenton, 2004; Shenton & Dixon, 2004; Shenton & Johnson, 2007). Pupils’ information 

behavior was also the focus of studies by Heinström (2005) and Nesset (2007). In addition, 

the work of Druin and Reuter on children’s search behavior in digital libraries provided 

important insights (Reuter, 2007; Reuter & Druin, 2004). Two publications edited by 

Chelton and Cool offer a valuable overview of this research phase up to the late 2000s 

(Chelton & Cool, 2004, 2007).  

The various lines of research on young people’s information behavior continued in 

subsequent years, with further studies on the information behavior of pupils (e.g., Bowler, 

2010; Crow, 2009; Davis & Fullerton, 2016; Lundh & Limberg, 2008; Nicol, 2019; Sundin 

& Francke, 2009), the use and design of digital libraries (Bilal et al., 2008; Vanderschantz et 

al., 2014a), and the use of search engines by children (Foss et al., 2012; Gossen, 2015; 

Vanderschantz, 2016; Vanderschantz & Hinze, 2017, 2019, 2021; Vanderschantz et al., 

2014b). In addition, young people’s everyday information behavior (Agosto & Hughes-

Hassell, 2005; Meyers et al., 2009) and the behavior and needs of different specific user 

groups (e.g., Markwei, 2013; Rose & Friedman, 2013) moved into the interest of research.  

“The Information Behavior of a New Generation” (Beheshti & Large, 2013) and “New 

Directions in Children’s and Adolescents’ Information Behavior Research” (Bilal & 

Beheshti, 2014) were two influential publications in the 2010s that addressed children’s and 

adolescents’ information behavior, particularly in a digital context. General developments in 

connection with digital technologies such as social media use (Hyldegård, 2014), content 
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creation (Harlan, 2012), and makerspaces (Li & Todd, 2016) also found their way onto the 

agenda of children’s information behavior research. Moreover, the concepts of digital 

literacy and information literacy were increasingly discussed in the context of young 

people’s information behavior (e.g., Nesset & McVee, 2018; Shenton & Hay-Gibson, 

2011).  

However, the great majority of the above studies have in common that they focus on the 

behavior of school-aged children and young adults. In contrast, the behavior of younger 

children remained understudied. Thus, Agosto (2019) reflected in her paper “Thoughts 

about the past, present and future of research in youth information behaviors and practices”: 

“The majority of the youth information research in this area to date has examined school-

aged children’s behaviors, with less work focused on understanding teens’ behaviors. 

Studies of babies, toddlers and preschoolers are even fewer” (p. 110).  

Focusing on Young Children’s Information Behavior 

Nevertheless, there are a few exceptions of studies in library and information science that 

examined the information behavior of younger children. An early example is the research of 

McKechnie, who used ethnographic methods to investigate the use of public libraries by 

preschool-aged girls (McKechnie, 1996). The library context is also at the center of 

Campana’s research on storytimes in public libraries as an information environment for 

young children aged three to five years (Campana, 2018).  

Shenton and Dixon’s research generally focuses on the school context, but some of their 

studies included children aged six years or younger. For example, in a study on the 

information behavior and needs of 4- to 18-year-old pupils (Shenton & Dixon, 2003), they 

found that younger participants were particularly likely to turn to other people as sources of 

information.  

In recent years, Barriage examined preschoolers’ and young school-aged children’s 

information behavior (e.g., Barriage, 2016, 2018; Barriage & Searles, 2015), providing 

essential insights. For example, in a survey of 31 primary caregivers of children aged four to 

eight years from Canada and the United States, Barriage (2016) found that the most 

frequently mentioned ways of children’s information seeking were interpersonal 

interactions, books, the internet, and television use. In addition, the study showed that 

parents often support their children in seeking information.  
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As an example of a study that explored the use of digital technologies in the context of 

young children’s information behavior, Spink et al. (2010) investigated the web search 

behavior of 12 children aged four to five years in an educational context. The results 

indicate that young children are able to perform complex web searches, but their behavior 

differs from that reported for older children. Based on the findings of this study, as well as 

theories from the field of cognitive development, Spink and Heinström (2011) addressed the 

question of the emergence and development of human information behavior in early 

childhood and suggested that information behavior abilities develop between the ages of 

three to five years.  

A single-case study by Agarwal (2014) examining young children’s use of tablets and 

smartphones provides an example of a study of children’s information behavior related to 

mobile device use in the home context. Given et al. (2016a) also investigated preschool 

children’s use of mobile devices. Using video recordings, the researchers examined the 

everyday information behavior of 15 children aged three to five years in relation to their use 

of information technology. Their findings show that children use mobile devices for a 

variety of activities that can be considered “early steps in the ‘mastery of life’ that define an 

individual’s everyday information behaviors” (Given et al., 2016a, p. 346).  

Research on Children’s and Adolescents’ Information Behavior in Germany 

In Germany, which represents the geographical context of this thesis, many of the studies on 

children’s use of mobile devices are from the field of media research (e.g., Deutsches 

Institut für Vertrauen und Sicherheit im Internet [DIVSI], 2015; Feil, 2016; Wagner et al., 

2016) and do not focus on the analysis of information-related activities (for a short 

overview of this research see Section 4.1.1 → Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices in 

Germany).  

The few studies that focus specifically on young people’s information behavior mainly 

examine older children and adolescents (e.g., Feil et al., 2013; Haji et al., 2020). An 

exception to this is a study conducted in 12 German kindergartens with children aged three 

to six years. However, the focus of this study is on the use of a specific mobile application 

developed on the basis of existing information literacy models (Henkel, 2019).  
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Summary 

The overview provided in this section shows that the study of children’s and adolescents’ 

information behavior has become a significant area of research in the field of library and 

information science over the past 20 years (Agosto, 2019). This applies to general studies 

on information behavior and to the specific context of digital and mobile technologies.  

However, while there is a relatively large number of studies on the information behavior of 

school-aged children, the overview shows that much less research has been conducted on 

the information behavior of younger children. Even fewer studies have explored the impact 

of digital or mobile device use on this behavior. This applies to information behavior 

research in general and, in particular, to the situation in Germany, which represents the 

geographical context of this thesis.  

Due to the limited number of studies from the field of information behavior research, it was 

decided to conduct an interdisciplinary and systematic literature review as part of this thesis. 

This review aimed to identify all primary research that addresses the specific topic of this 

work: young children’s (0–6 years) information behavior in the context of mobile device 

use. 
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3 Systematic Literature Review 

This chapter presents the results of a systematic literature review (SLR) on young children’s 

(0–6 years) information behavior in the context of mobile device use. An interdisciplinary 

overview of previous research is provided, and specific research gaps are highlighted. 

3.1 Introduction 

With the increasing use of mobile devices by young children (Rideout & Robb, 2020), 

various scientific disciplines have addressed this topic in different studies. Therefore, this 

SLR provides an overview of the thematic foci, methodological approaches, and participant 

characteristics of previous research on young children’s information behavior in the context 

of mobile device use. 

The research questions addressed through this SLR are: 

– Which topics have been addressed in research on young children’s (0–6 years) 

information behavior in connection with mobile devices since 2007? 

– Which methodological approaches have been used for data collection? 

The year 2007 was chosen as the lower year boundary for the literature review since the 

beginning of the mass adoption of mobile devices is often associated with the introduction 

of the first generation of the Apple iPhone (Brown, 2020). The searches for the SLR were 

conducted from October 30, 2021, to November 1, 2021. Consequently, studies published 

up to this date were considered. In addition, the data collection was limited to studies 

examining the behavior of children aged six years and younger to match the focus of this 

thesis.  

The procedures for data collection and analysis and the inclusion or exclusion criteria are 

presented in Section 3.2. Subsequently, the results of the review are provided in Section 3.3. 

The limitations of the SLR are discussed in Section 3.4 before the results are summarized in 

Section 3.5. 

3.2 Method 

Following Kitchenham and Charters (2007), an SLR is “a means of identifying, evaluating 

and interpreting all available research relevant to a particular research question, or topic 

area, or phenomenon of interest” (p. 3). Thus, the research literature is searched, evaluated, 
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and summarized in a structured and transparent manner according to a previously defined 

scheme. 

Kitchenham and Charters (2007) divide the SLR process into three distinct main phases: (1) 

planning, (2) conducting, and (3) documenting. These three phases and their specific 

implementation in the context of this review are presented in more detail below. 

Planning Phase 

The first phase, planning the SLR, begins with identifying the need for a review. Once such 

a need is identified, the research questions for the review are specified. Subsequently, a 

review protocol is developed, including all relevant information about the process for 

conducting and evaluating the review. Finally, the review protocol is evaluated by the 

research team. 

As shown in Section 2.2, the age group of young children has long been neglected in 

information behavior research. In addition, many studies that have investigated young 

children’s use of digital or mobile technology have not focused on information-related 

activities (for an overview of research on the general use of digital technologies by children 

up to five years of age from 2011 to 2015, see Miller et al., 2017). As a consequence of 

these issues, there is a need for a focused and interdisciplinary overview of research on 

young children’s (0–6 years) information behavior in connection with mobile devices.  

The specific research questions for this review have been presented in the previous section. 

The review protocol is included in Appendix A.1, and the process for data collection and 

analysis is described in more detail in the next section. Due to the nature of a doctoral thesis 

project, the review protocol for this SLR was developed and evaluated by only one 

researcher. 

Conducting Phase 

Following Kitchenham and Charters (2007), the actual SLR is conducted after testing the 

review protocol and making any necessary adjustments. For this purpose, the literature 

relevant to the research questions must first be identified: A suitable search strategy 

(selection of search terms, databases, etc.) is developed, implemented, and documented in 

detail. Subsequently, the study selection is performed, in which the relevant studies are 

selected based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The selection is followed by 

the study quality assessment, in which the scientific quality of the selected studies is 
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reviewed. After all studies have been reviewed, the data extraction begins using previously 

designed forms. Based on the extracted data, the final step is to synthesize the data. 

For the search strategy of this review, five different databases and search engines were used 

as sources for the search:  

– Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) Digital Library  

– Google Scholar  

– Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) Xplore  

– Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) by ProQuest 

– Library, Information Science and Technology Abstracts (LISTA) by Ebsco 

The subject-specific databases ACM Digital Library and IEEE Xplore were selected as 

central sources for scientific publications in information technology. All metadata and full 

texts were searched in the ACM Digital Library. In addition, all metadata (abstract, title, 

and indexing terms) were searched in IEEE Xplore. The abstract databases LISA and 

LISTA were selected as subject-specific sources for library and information science 

research. Moreover, Google Scholar was used as a major scientific search engine with broad 

coverage. It should be noted that only the top 1,000 search results are made available when 

searching in Google Scholar. Furthermore, since the maximum length of a search string in 

Google Scholar is limited, two searches with two coordinated search strings had to be 

conducted in this case.  

The search strategy aimed to identify all studies that fall within the intersection of the three 

central topics of the first research question of this SLR: (1) young children, (2) mobile 

devices, and (3) information behavior (see Fig. 3.1). 
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Figure 3.1: SLR search topics and target studies. 

Three groups of search phrases were created to address the different topics (see Table 3.1). 

Synonyms, as well as sub-terms of the central concepts, were used. Based on the search 

phrases, search queries were formed for the various databases, depending on the 

requirements of each database. All searches were documented, including the date of the 

search and the search query information.  

Group Search Topic Search Query (incl. Boolean Operators) 

1 Young Children (0–6 Years) (child* OR infant* OR toddler*) 

 AND 

2 Mobile Devices (“mobile device*” OR “touch*screen” OR “mobile phone*” 
OR smartphone* OR tablet*) 

 AND 

3 Information Behavior (“information behavior*” OR “information behaviour*” OR 
“information experience*” OR “information practice*” OR 
“information seeking” OR “seek* information” OR 
“information search*” OR “search* information”) 

Table 3.1: SLR search topics and query. 

Various inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined for the selection of studies for this 

SLR. Regarding the date of publication, the search was limited to studies published since 

2007, as mentioned above. The year 2021 or, if possible, 2022 was chosen as the upper limit 

for the publication date. If a selection of the year 2022 was possible, studies that were 
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already accessible when the SLR was conducted but had not yet been published in an issue 

(i.e., early view articles) were included in the search. Regarding the availability and 

language of the studies, the full text had to be available and written in English. Studies that 

were either published before 2007 or for which no full text was available, or that were 

written in a language other than English were excluded. 

The analysis included peer-reviewed publications based on primary empirical research. 

Consequently, non-peer-reviewed publications (e.g., Bachelor’s and Master’s theses) and 

secondary research (e.g., literature reviews) were excluded from the SLR. However, 

literature reviews that met the thematic inclusion criteria were separately screened for 

relevant studies. Studies that were not relevant to the first research question of this SLR 

were excluded. In particular, this concerned studies in which the children studied were 

exclusively older than six years and studies on parents’ information behavior. Studies that 

focused exclusively on developing and evaluating a specific mobile application for children 

were also excluded, as were studies that focused exclusively on virtual reality or augmented 

reality. Studies conducted by the author and presented in this thesis were excluded from this 

SLR analysis as well.  

An overview of the inclusion and exclusion criteria (omitting the author criteria mentioned 

above) can be found in Table 3.2. 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Publication date 2007–2021 (or 2022, if possible) Before 2007 

Availability Full text No full text 

Language English Not English 

Type of publication Peer-reviewed publications based on 
primary empirical research 

Non-peer-reviewed publications (e.g., 
Bachelor’s and Master’s theses) and 
secondary research (e.g., literature 
reviews) 

Topic Studies on young children’s (0–6 years) 
information behavior in connection with 
mobile devices 

Studies not relevant to the first research 
question of this SLR 

Table 3.2: SLR inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

For all selected studies (see Table A.2 in Appendix A.2), the following data were manually 

collected and inserted in a predefined data extraction form: 

– Unique identifier (initial first author + initial title + year of publication) 

– Author(s) 

– Year of publication  
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– Title 

– Publication venue  

– Aim or research question(s) 

– Age (range) of children studied 

– Geographical context of the study 

– Method(s) of data collection 

– Sample size 

– Active inclusion of children in data collection 

– Topic(s) 

– Information behavior terms mentioned  

– Use setting 

– Type of mobile devices studied 

– Additional notes (optional) 

– Date of data extraction 

The extracted data were tabulated and organized chronologically by the year of publication 

and alphabetically by the first author’s name. A file containing the collected and analyzed 

data can be found in Appendix A.3. 

Documenting Phase 

Following Kitchenham and Charters (2007), the final phase of an SLR is concerned with 

documenting the review. For this purpose, the literature review results are reported and 

disseminated. For this SLR, the results are presented in the section below. 

3.3 Results 

This section provides the results of the SLR based on the research questions presented in 

Section 3.1. First, the outcome of the search and selection process is described. Then, the 

results regarding the publication dates of the studies are presented. Subsequently, the studies 

are evaluated concerning their topical foci and methodology.  

The search process described in Section 3.2 provided a total of 4,076 search results. During 

the initial selection, 98 studies were selected for closer examination. In this process, the 

titles, search snippets or abstracts of the studies found were reviewed for relevance based on 

the inclusion criteria. The 98 studies were reviewed thoroughly in the subsequent final 

selection. This process reduced the number of relevant studies to 29.  
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In the next step, these 29 studies were reviewed using the quality checklists for quantitative 

and qualitative studies provided by Kitchenham and Charters (2007). In this context, it was 

checked whether the description of the studies fulfilled a majority of the listed quality 

aspects. None of the 29 studies in the final selection was excluded from the analysis because 

of quality issues. Therefore, a total of 29 studies were analyzed for this SLR.  

Regarding the year of publication, it can be seen in Figure 3.2 that the first relevant study 

was not published until 2014. This is not surprising, considering that the Apple iPhone was 

introduced in 2007 (Apple, 2007) and the Apple iPad in 2010 (Apple, 2010), and it took 

several years for mobile devices to become widely available for use by young children 

(Rideout & Robb, 2020). 

 
Figure 3.2: Number of studies per year from 2007 to 2021 (N = 29). 

3.3.1 Topics 

The first research question of this SLR aims to identify which topics have been addressed in 

research on young children’s (0–6 years) information behavior in connection with mobile 

devices since 2007. To answer this question, the studies were analyzed using an initial 

open-ended approach to coding, followed by a round of focused coding. The title, abstract, 

research questions, and results of the studies were mainly considered for the topical 

categorization. Figure 3.3 shows the frequency distribution of all topics assigned at least 

three times. 
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Figure 3.3: Main topics addressed in studies (N = 29; multiple assignments possible). 

The topic of information behavior was assigned to only 18 studies, although addressing 

children’s information behavior was an inclusion criterion for the SLR. However, the 11 

studies to which information behavior was not assigned deal with this aspect only to a 

minor extent. This means that information-related activities of young children with mobile 

devices are addressed in these studies, but they are not part of the central research aims.  

This assessment is confirmed by analyzing the use of standard information behavior terms 

in the publications. Overall, the use of five different standard information behavior terms 

was analyzed. The most frequently used term (in 24 publications) was the rather general 

term of information search. In 16 publications, the term information seeking was used. The 

term information behavior itself was used in only five studies. Two studies used the 

alternative term information practices, and the term information experience was used in 

only one study. In the studies that did not use any of these five standard terms, but also in 

other studies, alternative terms such as finding information or accessing information were 

used (see Table A.4 in Appendix A.4 for an overview of all documented alternative terms). 

Concepts that do not refer to information discovery but to other forms of human interaction 

with information (e.g., information sharing) were also addressed in some publications but 

much less frequently. 
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Overall, the topic analysis shows that some of the studies are not directly grounded in 

concepts of information behavior research but are from related fields that also address 

young children’s information-related interactions with mobile devices. 

Slightly more frequently than information behavior, the topics of learning or device use 

were addressed in the studies. The learning category also included studies on related aspects 

such as researching or curiosity. Two of the 24 studies that were assigned the topic of 

learning examined the topic of remote learning. Both of these studies were conducted in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The topic of literacy can also be counted as part of the 

learning domain, but as a specific concept, it was only examined in eight studies. Depending 

on the study, the focus of the research was on digital literacy, information literacy, or 

general literacy.  

Twenty-two studies on device use examined how and for what activities young children use 

the devices in their everyday lives. Children’s use of mobile devices was also investigated 

in 11 studies on human-computer interaction. This group of studies includes, inter alia, 

several experimental studies in which children’s use of specific functions or applications of 

mobile devices was observed. One particular function that was examined relatively 

frequently was the voice input feature, with three studies focusing on this aspect.  

Perceptions of and attitudes towards mobile device use were explored in 15 studies. In these 

cases, the perceptions of parents (12 studies), children themselves (6 studies), or teachers (5 

studies) were investigated. Most frequently, only parents’ perceptions were investigated (5 

studies). Second, both children’s and parents’ views were examined (4 studies). Two studies 

each examined either teachers’ perceptions or parents’ and teachers’ perceptions. One study 

focused exclusively on children’s perceptions, and one study examined the perceptions of 

all three groups. Parents’ perspectives were also explored in relation to parental mediation 

(10 studies) and parental information needs concerning children’s media use (4 studies). 

Further analysis of the coverage of the different perspectives can be found in Section 3.3.2. 

Four topics were assigned as codes only once and, thus, represented a central topic only in 

individual studies: behavioral problems, sibling influence, social interaction, and social 

participation. 

Figure 3.4 illustrates the coverage of the nine main topics over the period from 2014 to 

2021. It should be noted that multiple assignments of topics to studies were possible and 

that the number of topics per year was accumulated for Figure 3.4. The relatively small 
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number of studies per year should also be considered. However, the diagram shows that the 

coverage of the topics has remained relatively consistent over time. Thus, no topic has 

received a substantial increase in coverage or has disappeared completely. The topic central 

to this thesis, information behavior, has also been examined in a relatively constant number 

of studies since 2014. 

 
Figure 3.4: Main topics addressed in studies over time (N = 29; multiple assignments possible). 

Looking at the use environment of mobile devices by young children investigated in the 

studies, it can be found that most studies (14) focus exclusively on the situation at home. 

Six studies examine the use in educational institutions, and five studies examine both the 

use at home and in an educational institution. One of these studies additionally examines the 

use in libraries. In four studies, the investigated use setting is rather unspecific or general. 

These are experimental studies in which a natural use situation was not described in detail.  

Furthermore, it was analyzed which types of mobile devices were examined in the studies. 

Twenty-five of the 29 studies address children’s use of tablets. In 17 studies, the use of 

smartphones is examined. Sixteen of the studies mention the use of other mobile or digital 

devices, mostly laptops. Only eight studies focus on the use of a single mobile device. 

These are tablets in seven cases and smartphones in one case. The other 21 studies examine 

the use of various mobile devices by young children. 
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3.3.2 Methods of Data Collection and Participants 

The second research question of this SLR aims to investigate which methodological 

approaches were used in the studies. This includes the methods of data collection and the 

characteristics of the participants and/or the children studied.  

Figure 3.5 shows that observation was the method used in most of the examined studies, 

followed by interviews or focus groups and questionnaires. Experimental studies were 

conducted less frequently. In three studies, creative or playful activities were used to collect 

data with young children. These include card games, stickers, or the creation of drawings. 

Also in three studies, a so-called digital device tour or toy tour was conducted with the 

families or children, during which the research team was introduced to the various digital 

devices used by the child. One study each used a diary study and a document analysis of 

YouTube videos.  

 
Figure 3.5: Methods of data collection (N = 29; multiple assignments possible). 

Two methodological approaches were grouped in the category other: pedagogical 

documentation and asynchronous remote communities. These are not individual methods, 

but multi-method approaches that include different types of data collection. 

As mentioned in the caption of Figure 3.5, multiple assignments of methods were possible 

since most of the studies (19 of 29) used a combination of different approaches. The 10 

studies that used only one method for data collection exclusively used questionnaires         
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(4 studies), observations (3 studies), or interviews (3 studies). Questionnaires, interviews, 

and observations (5 studies) or interviews and observations (5 studies) were frequently 

combined.  

When looking at the participants, it is evident that young children, whose use of mobile 

devices is the main focus of the studies, were actively involved in the research in 14 of the 

29 studies (48%), while they were not included in 15 studies (52%). The cases where 

children were not actively involved in the research were mere observations of children’s 

behavior or studies with parents or teachers. In addition, a document analysis examined 

YouTube videos that documented children’s behavior. If children were actively involved in 

the research, it was through creative or playful activities such as digital device tours, 

interviews, or short questionnaires where children were asked about their experiences or 

perceptions. 

Moreover, the age of the children studied was analyzed. Figure 3.6 shows that the most 

common age groups examined in the studies were children aged four, five, and six years. 

Although this SLR focuses on children aged six years and younger, 18 studies also 

examined children older than six years. While the age group of 3-year-old children was 

included in several studies, significantly fewer studies addressed children aged two years, 

one year, or younger than one year. 

 
Figure 3.6: Age of children studied (N = 29; multiple assignments possible). 
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Regarding the age ranges examined in the studies (see Fig. 3.7), it can be seen that many 

studies cover a relatively large range: Nineteen of the 29 studies (66%) include an age span 

greater than three years. Two studies with smaller ranges represent exceptional cases: One 

study covers the age range of two to four years. However, this is a single-case study 

(Agarwal, 2014) in which an individual child was observed over two years and six months. 

Another study only covers the ages of one year and four years. This refers to a case study 

(Nevski & Siibak, 2016) conducted in a family with two children aged 21 and 54 months.  

When looking at the 18 studies that include children over the age of six years, it is evident 

that the upper age limit of these studies is most often eight years (7 studies), and the second 

most common age limit is seven years (3 studies). Two studies each include children up to 

10, 12, and 13 years. In one study each, the upper limit was set at 11 and 18 years. 

ID 

Children’s Age (in Years) 

< 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 > 6 
OM2019 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 
CY2015 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
LS2015 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
SA2020 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
SP2020 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
NM2016 0 

 
0 0 

 
0 0 0 

MS2020 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 
AU2014 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 
LA2015 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 
GW2016 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 
WD2017 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 
HE2019 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 
WP2014 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 
BT2016 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
GC2015 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
MP2021 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
TV2021 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
YP2021 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
RP2017 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
CY2018 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 
PU2016 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 
BM2018 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 
BY2018 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 
RH2019 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 
SW2018 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 
YU2021 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 
DA2017 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 
VC2014 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 
YC2018 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 

 

Figure 3.7: Age ranges studied (N = 29). 
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In addition, the geographical location of the 29 studies was analyzed (see Fig. 3.8). Looking 

at the geographical distribution of the studies, a strong focus on the Northern Hemisphere is 

evident. By contrast, no studies from South American or African countries were identified 

through this SLR.  

 
Figure 3.8: Geographical location of the studies (N = 29; multiple assignments possible). 

Most studies (10) were conducted in the United States, followed by Canada and the United 

Kingdom, with three studies each. Two studies each were conducted in Germany, New 

Zealand, Portugal, and Russia. All other countries are represented only once. For three 

studies, the geographical context had to be derived indirectly from the publications. For one 

study, no geographical location could be identified (Agarwal, 2014). 

It should be noted that three of the studies were conducted in more than one country. One 

multinational study was conducted in seven countries: Belgium, the Czech Republic, 

Finland, Germany, Italy, Russia, and the United Kingdom (Chaudron, 2015). One study was 

conducted parallel in the United States and Turkey (Christ et al., 2018). Another study was 

conducted in the United States but complemented with an analysis of English-language 

YouTube videos (Lovato & Piper, 2015). 
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3.4 Limitations 

While various synonyms and alternative terms were included for the three search topics (see 

Table 3.1), not all relevant studies may have been found through this SLR. For example, if a 

study uses only the more general terms digital devices or digital technology and does not 

mention tablets or smartphones, the corresponding study may not appear in the results lists. 

Moreover, terms related to the topic of information behavior are used almost exclusively in 

the comparatively small field of library and information science. Although the more general 

term of search(ing) for information was also used for this SLR, studies that refer to 

information behavior activities in different ways may also not appear in the results lists.  

Furthermore, only the top 1,000 search results in Google Scholar could be evaluated. 

However, on later results pages, the discovery of relevant studies decreased, and no relevant 

research was found on the last 10 results pages. Therefore, it was assumed that the vast 

majority of relevant studies could be found. 

3.5 Summary 

This chapter presented a systematic literature review (SLR) of primary empirical research 

on young children’s information behavior in connection with mobile devices. The SLR 

investigated the topics that have been addressed in research on young children’s (0–6 years) 

information behavior in connection with mobile devices since 2007 as well as the 

methodological approaches used.  

From a total of 4,076 search results reviewed, 29 studies were identified as relevant. The 

detailed analysis of these 29 studies published between 2014 and 2021 shows that previous 

research frequently addressed various learning and/or literacy aspects. In addition, young 

children’s everyday use of mobile devices or aspects of children’s interaction with the 

devices were investigated. The central topic of this thesis, young children’s information 

behavior, is of main importance in only about two-thirds of the studies. The analysis of 

topics over time shows that the coverage of the different topics has remained relatively 

consistent from 2014 to 2021. This suggests that the research field is still at a stage where 

studies are needed in many areas, including fundamental research. 

The 29 studies primarily examine the perspective of parents. Parents were consulted most 

frequently regarding perceptions of their children’s use of mobile devices, while children 
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themselves were consulted only second and pedagogical staff third most frequently. In less 

than half of the studies, young children were actively involved in the research.  

The method analysis shows that the most common method of data collection was 

observation. In second and third place follow the methods of interviews or focus groups and 

questionnaires. Other methods such as experimental studies, creative approaches, or diary 

studies were used in fewer studies. Regarding the geographical distribution of the studies, a 

strong focus on research conducted in the United States could be determined. 

These results differ in some respects from the findings of a systematic analysis of research 

on adolescents’ information behavior: Although the review by Agosto and Abbas (2013) 

focused on the behavior of adolescents (12–18 years) in relation to social networking sites 

and the publication period examined was significantly smaller (2006–2011), a larger 

number of relevant studies (N = 38) could be identified. Regarding the analysis of the 

studies’ geographical background, there was also a clear focus on research with participants 

from the United States. However, regarding the methods of data collection with adolescents, 

there are clear differences from the SLR presented in this thesis. The review by Agosto and 

Abbas (2013) found that surveys were used most frequently, followed by focus groups and 

the analysis of user profiles. In contrast, observations are only mentioned in fourth place as 

part of ethnographic methods. This comparison highlights the differences between existing 

research on adolescents’ information behavior and research on young children’s behavior, 

both in terms of the number of studies and their methodological implementation.  

Overall, the results of this SLR show that even more than 10 years after the introduction of 

the Apple iPad, there is still an increased need for research on young children’s use of 

mobile devices. This is especially true for children’s information behavior in connection 

with these devices, which receives only minor attention in some of the studies analyzed. 

Furthermore, a need for additional studies on young children’s own perspectives on mobile 

device use and the adoption of innovative methods of data collection could be identified. 

The studies presented in this thesis aim to address these various needs for further research. 
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4 Research Design  

This chapter describes the specific research context and the research design of this thesis. 

Section 4.1 outlines contextual aspects of young children’s use of mobile technologies and 

the early childhood education system in Germany. Furthermore, the context of the COVID-

19 pandemic is explained. Section 4.2 describes the methods and instruments of the four 

studies presented in this thesis in detail. Finally, Section 4.3 provides a brief overview of the 

studies presented in Chapters 5 through 8.  

4.1 Research Context 

Sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 illustrate the research context for this thesis. First, children’s use of 

mobile technologies and the early childhood education system in Germany are described. 

Second, the context of the COVID-19 pandemic is explained, which influenced Studies III 

and IV presented in Chapters 7 and 8 of this thesis in various ways. 

4.1.1 Germany  

This thesis focuses primarily on the situation of young children and families in Germany: 

The interview study analyzed in Studies I and II was conducted with 16 families from 

Germany. Two additional participating families were from Denmark and one from Northern 

Italy. The online customer reviews analyzed in Study III were submitted by customers from 

Germany, and the families who participated in Study IV all resided in Germany.  

Therefore, the sections below discuss contextual aspects of young children’s use of mobile 

devices and the early childhood education system in Germany. 

Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices in Germany 

The MPFS has been investigating the media use of children and young people of different 

age groups in Germany from 1999 on. Since 2012, the age group of 2- to 5-year-old 

children has been studied as part of the miniKIM study. Most recently, 600 primary 

caregivers of children of the corresponding age were surveyed in a quantitative online 

interview in 2020 (MPFS, 2021). The results show that most young children in Germany are 

growing up in a household with a broad selection of digital and mobile devices: At least one 

mobile phone was owned by 97% and a tablet by 76% of the families. Nearly one-third of 

the families (29%) owned a special computer or laptop for children. A voice assistant (e.g., 

Amazon Alexa, Google Home) was also used in 29% of the households. However, only a 
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few of these devices are owned by children. Fourteen percent of the 2- to 5-year-old 

children own a tablet, and 4% own a mobile phone. Compared to the previous miniKIM 

study in 2014 (MPFS, 2015), there has been a significant increase in young children’s 

ownership rate of mobile devices, especially for tablets, which only 1% of the children 

owned in 2014 (MPFS, 2021).  

In 2020, 29% of the children used a tablet at least once a week, and 6% used a computer or 

laptop. The most common regular activity with these devices is looking at photos or 

watching videos, which 37% of the children do at least weekly. 34% of the children 

regularly use the devices for drawing, playing with applications (31%), or using a learning 

application (22%). Eighteen percent of the children use a mobile phone at least once a week. 

The most common activity with this device is also looking at photos and watching videos, 

which 38% of the children do at least weekly. Furthermore, 19% of the children regularly 

take their own photos or record videos, and 16% call another person at least once a week 

(MPFS, 2021). 

The caregivers interviewed see risks and opportunities for their children in the use of the 

internet and digital devices: 91% fully or somewhat agree with the statement that the 

internet poses many risks for children. On the other hand, 70% at least partially agree that 

tablets offer many opportunities to learn in a playful way. More than half of the respondents 

also (tend to) agree that tablets are well suited for getting children used to dealing with 

media (55%) or are well suited for young children due to their ease-of-use (53%). In 

contrast, 33% of the caregivers (tend to) agree that tablets are not suitable for children. So, 

overall, the parental view of young children’s use of mobile devices is quite ambivalent 

(MPFS, 2021).  

This ambivalence in parents’ attitudes is also reflected in the results of the DIVSI U9 study 

(DIVSI, 2015). Published in 2015, the study was one of the first in Germany to examine the 

use of digital and mobile devices by young children aged three to eight years, including 

children’s perspectives. In an initial qualitative phase, 17 studio interviews were conducted 

with parents, three focus groups with educators and teachers, and 28 in-home interviews 

with parents and children. Subsequently, 1,832 parents of 3- to 8-year-old children and 

1,029 6- to 8-year-old children were questioned in a quantitative survey. The results show 

that digital devices play a relevant role in the everyday lives of younger children and that 

internet use increases rapidly with age. The main factor in determining whether children use 

the internet is their parents’ involvement in the digital world, meaning their level of 
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digitalization and their attitude towards the internet. Furthermore, how children deal with 

digital media and what they do on the internet primarily depends on their parents’ formal 

level of education. The clear majority of the parents (65%) see opportunities for their 

children in the use of digital media and the internet, primarily through the broad range of 

information offered by the internet and the motivational power of learning games and 

programs. However, from the parents’ point of view, the risks of the internet outweigh the 

perceived opportunities, and two-thirds of the parents forbid their children to go online 

(DIVSI, 2015).  

Two other studies used primarily qualitative methods and smaller samples to examine 

young children’s use of mobile devices in Germany: Based on parent interviews and 

observations in 17 families with children aged two to six years, Feil (2016) found different 

parental motivations for children’s mobile device use, ranging from “the presence of the 

media in family life which arouses the interest of the child, through the playful learning 

potential that can be used, up to submission to an apparent necessity that demands digitized 

modern society” (p. 43). A longitudinal study conducted from 2014 to 2020 with 14 

families with children aged zero to eight years shows that digital and mobile devices play a 

central role in all families studied. The study also found that parents’ media biographies, 

their use of mobile devices, and their attitudes towards this use have a strong influence on 

children’s use of mobile devices and their media education (Eggert et al., 2021).  

An important cross-cultural comparative insight into young children’s use of digital 

technologies is provided by the European research project “Digital Literacy and Multimodal 

Practices of Young Children” (DigiLitEY). An interview study with 70 families with 

children aged zero to eight years from Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Finland, 

Italy, the United Kingdom, and Russia (Chaudron, 2015) investigated families’ experiences 

with digital and mobile devices. Looking at cross-cultural differences in parental mediation 

practices, parents in Belgium, Germany, and Italy tended to be more restrictive than parents 

in the Czech Republic, while Finland was among the countries where children were 

encouraged by their parents to be “supported risky explorers” (Livingstone et al., 2015, p. 

16). Nevertheless, it must be noted that there were significant differences between the 

individual families in the different countries (Livingstone et al., 2015). Overall, the study 

confirmed the country classification on online risks and parental mediation practices 

developed by the EU Kids Online network. This classification showed that children and 

adolescents in Germany are particularly often protected by restrictive mediation when using 
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the internet. In contrast, active mediation practices were used less frequently than in many 

other European countries (Helsper et al., 2013).  

In summary, young children’s use of digital and mobile devices is widespread in Germany 

(MPFS, 2021). However, the attitude of German parents towards young children’s use of 

digital technology is quite ambivalent (DIVSI, 2015; MPFS, 2021), and the approaches to 

media education are rather restrictive, at least in comparison to other European countries 

(Helsper et al., 2013; Livingstone et al., 2015).  

In addition to the home environment and the influence of parents, early childhood care and 

education settings play a role in the everyday life of most young children in Germany. 

Therefore, the German early childhood education system and its implications for this thesis 

are described in the next section.  

The German Early Childhood Education System  

This work focuses on the age group of children before school age. In Germany, a child who 

has turned six years by a specific date must be enrolled in elementary school at the earliest 

possible time (e.g., § 42 SchulG Berlin). Parents can apply for an earlier enrollment if a 

younger child is ready to attend school; a delayed registration is also possible upon 

application. Therefore, most children in Germany start school between the ages of five and 

seven years.  

Before children start school in Germany, there is a relatively wide variety of care and 

education options. In terms of publicly organized childcare options, a broad distinction can 

be made between daycare facilities (Kindertageseinrichtung or Kita) and daycare for 

children (Kindertagespflege).  

In Germany, Kita refers to a publicly or privately managed facility for the education and 

care of young children. In these facilities, children are cared for in groups by qualified 

pedagogical staff. This includes so-called Krippen, in which children up to three years are 

cared for. In addition, facilities for children from the age of three years until school age are 

usually referred to as Kindergarten. In contrast, Kindertagespflege is a form of daycare in 

which young children are cared for and educated by a daycare worker in exchange for 

payment. This care can occur in the parents’ household, the daycare worker’s household, or 

another location. Many offerings in this area tend to be aimed at children under three years. 

The group size is usually much smaller than in Kitas, as care is often provided by a single 

person (Schoyerer et al., 2018).  
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In March 2020, 35% of the children under three years of age and 93% of those aged three 

years to school age were cared for in early childcare facilities or daycare. There are 

significant differences in these care rates between the eastern and western parts of Germany 

due to historical developments in the early childhood education system (Bundesministerium 

für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend [BMFSFJ], 2021).  

Some studies provide insight into the equipment with and the use of digital and mobile 

devices in early childhood educational institutions in Germany. These studies indicate that a 

large proportion of the facilities have hardly been equipped with digital and mobile devices 

for use by children so far. Among 529 families whose child at least rarely attends an early 

education facility, only 5% of the caregivers reported that their facility has a tablet, and 7% 

reported that a special children’s computer is available (MPFS, 2021). This impression of 

limited resources is also confirmed by a study that examined the use of and attitudes 

towards digital and mobile devices in 33 early childhood educational institutions in 

Germany. While the use of digital and mobile devices is seen as essential for tasks in the 

area of administration and organization in many of the facilities, a heterogeneous picture 

emerges regarding the use of technology in everyday pedagogical work with the children. 

Only about one-third of the facilities use digital or mobile devices as tools for pedagogical 

work, with varying degrees of intensity. While all facilities address the general topic of 

media education in their official concepts, digital and mobile media have a higher priority in 

only a few facilities (Schubert et al., 2018).  

A survey of 190 German Kitas also found that 67% of the respondents rated the quality and 

quantity of digital equipment in their facilities as inadequate. In 73% of the institutions, 

there is no desktop computer, laptop, or tablet in the classrooms. The attitude of the 

pedagogical staff towards the use of digital devices in their work with children is divided: 

Around two-thirds of the respondents believe that the Kita is a place where children should 

have the opportunity to explore the use of computer devices. However, a good third agreed 

with the statement that children should be protected from digital media in daycare facilities 

(Knauf, 2019). 

In summary, most children in Germany attend some form of childcare facility from the age 

of three years (BMFSFJ, 2021). However, these facilities are often not well equipped with 

digital and mobile devices for children’s use, and active digital media education has only 

been implemented in a few facilities so far (Knauf, 2019; MPFS, 2021). Therefore, this 
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thesis focuses on investigating the use of mobile devices in young children’s home 

environment.  

While the previous sections described the everyday context of young children’s use of 

mobile devices in Germany, the following section addresses the COVID-19 pandemic that 

influenced the research for this thesis from the beginning of 2020.  

4.1.2 COVID-19 Pandemic 

The infectious disease COVID-19, caused by the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2, led to a 

pandemic event in early 2020, which was declared a global pandemic by the World Health 

Organization on March 11, 2020 (World Health Organization, 2020). In Germany, the first 

COVID-19 case was reported in late January 2020 (Bayerisches Landesamt für Gesundheit 

und Lebensmittelsicherheit & Robert Koch-Institut, 2020). By the time of the submission of 

this thesis, several waves of the pandemic have followed with massive impact on public and 

private life worldwide and in Germany.  

The pandemic also affected the everyday lives of children and families: Government 

measures to contain the pandemic led to the temporary complete closure of schools, 

kindergartens, and other childcare facilities in Germany from mid-March 2020. Restrictions 

on mobility and social contacts were strictly enforced for several weeks. The result was that 

private meetings with family and friends were not permitted, and playgrounds and leisure 

facilities were closed for several months.  

Initial studies show that the pandemic situation had a significant impact on various areas of 

children’s and young people’s lives. For example, a representative online survey with 1,586 

families from Germany with children and adolescents aged seven to 17 years indicates that 

many children experienced increased mental health problems during the pandemic (Ravens-

Sieberer et al., 2022). Further research shows that the well-being of many parents was also 

severely affected, especially parents with children of daycare and elementary school age 

(Huebener et al., 2021).  

It is particularly relevant for this thesis that initial studies suggest that the pandemic also 

affected children’s digital and mobile device use. An online survey of 12,628 parents with 

children aged three to 15 years shows that during the first lockdown in Germany, children’s 

general media use increased in all age groups studied, including the use of digital media. 

This is especially the case for older school-aged children. However, digital device use has 
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also become more frequent among some kindergarten-aged children (Langmeyer et al., 

2020). The miniKIM study also indicates that two-fifths of the respondents reported a 

change in children’s media use due to the pandemic. Among the caregivers of 4- to 5-year-

old children, even 41% noted a change (MPFS, 2021).  

Thus, the pandemic circumstances provided a specific research context for this thesis: While 

the interviews for Studies I and II were conducted before the pandemic, Studies III and IV 

were partially or thoroughly influenced by the pandemic context.  

Some of the online customer reviews analyzed in Study III were written during the first 

wave of the pandemic in Germany. Consequently, the pandemic appears as a context of use 

in some of the data collected. This aspect was taken into account when analyzing the data.  

In contrast, the design and implementation of Study IV took place at an advanced stage of 

the pandemic in Germany. All data collection had to be done without face-to-face contact 

since, at that time, a vaccination against COVID-19 was not available for children of the 

study’s target age, and vaccination coverage among adults was incomplete. This had 

massive implications for the design of the data collection instruments: Instead of on-site 

observations and conversations in the families, virtual interviews had to be conducted, and 

data had to be collected in a distanced manner. Furthermore, it was also assumed that the 

use of digital and mobile devices within the families studied was partly influenced by the 

pandemic context, so this aspect had to be considered while interpreting the data. 

4.2 Research Methods and Instruments 

The following Sections 4.2.1 through 4.2.4 describe the specific methods and instruments of 

the four individual studies presented in Chapters 5 through 8. A focus will be placed on the 

studies’ organization and implementation and the data analysis.  

This results in a slight overlap with the methods sections of the contributions presented in 

Chapters 5 through 8. However, the description in the following Sections 4.2.1 through 

4.2.4 is more detailed and includes references to additional research data and data collection 

instruments that can be found in the appendices of this thesis.  

After this detailed methodological description, Section 4.3 provides a synthesized overview 

of Studies I through IV. 
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4.2.1 Study I 

Study I presents the results of an interview study with parents from 19 families with 

children aged one to six years. The central aims of this study were to discover how children 

up to the age of six years use mobile devices and whether this use includes activities related 

to children’s information behavior.  

Data Collection 

For an exploratory insight into the use of mobile devices by young children, the method of 

semi-structured interviews with parents was chosen for Study I. In this way, a broad 

overview of the past and current use of the devices by the children in their everyday life 

should be obtained.  

The interview guide (see Appendix B.1) was developed following the method of Helfferich 

(2011), in which potential questions are collected, reviewed, sorted, and subsumed. The 

structure of the interview was based on the two research questions of Study I and, thus, 

addressed two overarching topics: After a brief general introduction, the first thematic 

section of the interview addressed the various mobile devices used by the child, the child’s 

general use of these devices (including beginning, frequency, duration, and context of use), 

and specific applications and functions used. The focus of these questions was primarily on 

the use of tablets. However, the use of other mobile devices such as smartphones or laptops 

was also discussed, if applicable. The second part of the interview focused on information-

related activities with mobile devices. As mentioned in Section 2.1.2, individual elements of 

McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices and Savolainen’s (2008) model of 

everyday information practices influenced the development of questions related to the 

children’s information behavior. Finally, the parents were asked about their children’s 

individual preferences and aversions in connection with the use of mobile devices. In 

addition, specific demographic information about the families was collected. Due to the 

nature of a semi-structured interview, the questions varied in order and detail.  

The participating families were recruited through a combination of convenience and 

snowball sampling. The following sampling criteria were considered: (1) the interviewee is 

a parent of at least one child aged one to six years, (2) the child has access to and has 

already used mobile devices, and (3) the interviewee speaks German or English. Contacts 

from the researcher’s personal and professional network were used to recruit participants, 

leading to further contacts in several cases. An information sheet used in the initial outreach 
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to potential participants can be found in Appendix B.2 (see Fig. B.2). Prior to the interview, 

informed consent was obtained from all participating parents (see Appendix B.3). 

The interviews with 22 parents from 19 families with 22 children aged one to six years were 

conducted over 9 months from April to December 2017. Table 5.1 in Chapter 5 describes 

the sample of the study in detail. In three cases, both parents participated in the interview. In 

nine cases, only the mother participated, and in seven cases, only the father participated. 

Sixteen families lived in Germany, two families in Denmark, and one family in Italy. Due to 

the wide geographical distribution of the participants, 10 interviews were conducted by 

phone, three by video call, and six in person. The two interviews with parents living in 

Denmark were conducted in English, and all other interviews were conducted in German. 

The length of the interviews ranged from 30 to 60 min.  

Data Analysis 

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The software MAXQDA was 

used for the transcription and subsequent coding process. Inductive coding with an 

emphasis on descriptive coding was used to analyze the interview data. In this coding 

method, a word or short phrase is added to the data being analyzed to capture the underlying 

topic of the coded statement (Saldaña, 2013). The coded interview transcripts can be found 

in Appendix B.4.  

Figure 4.1 gives an overview of the developed code system. The codes were grouped into 

the four overarching categories families, devices, general use, and activities. The codebook 

describing all codes and categories can be found in Appendix B.5. 
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Figure 4.1: Code system of Study I. 

Research Design Reflections 

The semi-structured interviews with parents provided a valuable opportunity to gain an 

exploratory insight into the use of mobile devices by children from one to six years of age. 

However, the combination of convenience and snowball sampling must be viewed critically, 

as it resulted in a relatively homogeneous sample of families. Furthermore, the broad age 

range among children led to heterogeneous results, especially regarding children’s 

independence of use and their activities with the devices. Most children’s use of a larger 

number of mobile devices also increased the interview complexity. Therefore, a focus on a 

narrower age range and a more structured examination of the use of different mobile 

devices might have been advisable. 

DEVICES 
Tablet  
Smartphone 
TV 
Laptop or PC 
Digital camera 
Mixed use 
Other devices 
Ownership 

FAMILIES 
Children 

Age 
Care situation 
Language 
Interests and hobbies 
Peers 

Parents 
Age 
Job 
Interest in technology 

Siblings 
Family and friends 

GENERAL USE 
Beginning 
Context 
Duration 
Frequency 
Navigation 

General 
Keyboard or mouse 
Visual 
Voice control 
Problems 

Parents’ help 
Independence 
Development 

ACTIVITIES 
Communicating 

Messenger 
Phone 
Video call 

Watching TV or videos 
Taking photos or making videos 
Looking at photos or videos 
Listening to music or audiobooks 
Drawing 
Making music 
Playing game apps 
Reading e-books or book apps 
Multi apps 
Other activities 
Information searching or seeking 
Children’s preferences 
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4.2.2 Study II 

The aim of Study II derived directly from the results of Study I, which indicated a strong 

parental influence on children’s use of mobile devices. Therefore, a secondary analysis of 

the interview data from Study I examined how parents perceive and mediate their children’s 

use of mobile devices. In addition, the study discusses how this parental influence might 

affect children’s information behavior. 

Data Collection 

Study II is based on a secondary analysis of the interview data collected in Study I. Thus, 

for information on the data collection for Study II, see Section 4.2.1 → Data Collection. 

Data Analysis 

During the data analysis for Study I, it became apparent that the participants had a 

significant influence on their children’s use of mobile devices, for example, by limiting the 

frequency and duration of the use and the access to specific content or functions. At the 

same time, many parents supported their children in discovering information through the 

devices. Therefore, a secondary analysis was conducted focusing on parents’ perceptions 

and their mediation of children’s use of mobile devices. The coded interview transcripts for 

Study II can be found in Appendix C.1.  

Figure 6.1 in Chapter 6 shows the extended code system used for Study II. Besides the 

codes and categories already created for the analysis of Study I, the additional category 

parental perceptions and mediation was added for further analysis. The subcategories 

related to parental mediation strategies were deductively derived from a categorization of 

parental mediation styles by Nikken and Schols (2015), described in more detail in Section 

6.3.1. The codebook for Study II can be found in Appendix C.2. 

Research Design Reflections 

First, all limitations discussed for Study I apply to the methodological implementation of 

Study II: a relatively homogeneous sample and heterogeneous results due to a wide range of 

children’s ages.  

In addition, the secondary use of interview data causes specific challenges (Sherif, 2018). 

Some of the typical problems of secondary data analysis were mitigated because the 

interview data were not collected by another researcher. Therefore, a lack of information 
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about the context or conduct of the study did not pose a problem. However, it is a clear 

limitation that the interview data reflects “insights collected for purposes different than 

those in the secondary research” (Sherif, 2018, n. pag.) since the interview questions did not 

specifically focus on the parents’ perceptions and mediation practices.  

Nevertheless, during the extended coding process, it became apparent that analysis in this 

direction was possible due to the thickness of the interview data. All in all, the secondary 

analysis of the interview data provided useful findings regarding parents’ perceptions and 

their mediation of the children’s use of mobile devices. 

4.2.3 Study III 

Study III was conducted to examine young children’s use of mobile devices from another 

perspective. A descriptive analysis and a content analysis of 1,185 online customer reviews 

for a tablet for children were performed. Adopting a uses and gratifications approach (see 

Section 7.3.3), the study investigated what the customer reviews revealed about children’s 

tablet use and which gratifications the reviewers expressed when evaluating the device. A 

particular focus of the analysis was on the activities and expectations associated with 

children’s information behavior.  

Regarding the age group studied, it should be noted that Study III deviates slightly from this 

thesis’ focus on young children up to six years of age. The tablet that the analyzed customer 

reviews refer to is advertised for children from three to 12 years. However, an analysis of 

the age groups of the children mentioned in the reviews showed that most of these children 

are four, five or six years old. In fourth place follows the user group of 3-year-old children 

(see Fig. 7.1 in Chapter 7). Therefore, it can be assumed that a large part of the customer 

reviews refers to the device use by children of preschool age and, thus, the specific user 

group addressed in this thesis.  

Data Collection 

The web crawling framework Scrapy1 was used to collect all online customer reviews from 

Germany that were published for the Amazon Fire Tablet Kids Edition in size 7 inches or 

10 inches (HD) on the German Amazon website between June 16, 2019, and June 15, 2020.  

 

                                                      
1 https://github.com/scrapy/scrapy 

https://github.com/scrapy/scrapy
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Review Data Element Values (if applicable) 

Amazon review ID  

Reviewer username  

Review date  

Related star rating 1 to 5 stars 

Color of device case blue | pink | purple 

Screen size 7 inches | 10 inches 

Verification of purchase yes | no 

Review title  

Review text  

Review photos and videos  

Table 4.1: Data elements collected for the online customer reviews (N = 1,185). 

The data collected for all customer reviews are described in Table 4.1. The usernames of the 

reviewers and 32 photos and two videos added to nine of the online reviews were removed. 

In addition, 33 reviews were removed to increase validity: For 31 online customer reviews, 

the purchase of the product was not verified by Amazon. The relatively long text of an 

earlier customer review was copied precisely for another review. Finally, one review 

explicitly stated that the reviewer used the device herself as an adult. Thus, a total of 1,185 

reviews were included in the analysis. A file with the review data in tabular form is 

provided in Appendix D.1. 

Data Analysis 

The first step of the data analysis was to perform a descriptive analysis using Microsoft 

Excel (version 16.48). As part of this, the data set was analyzed regarding the screen size 

and color of the devices purchased. In addition, the date, length, and language of the online 

customer reviews and the associated star rating were examined to provide an overview of 

the data set. A file containing the analyzed data can be found in Appendix D.2.  

In a further step, a content analysis of the titles and texts of the customer reviews was 

conducted using the software MAXQDA (version 20.4.0). A combination of descriptive and 

evaluation coding was applied. Descriptive coding aims to summarize the underlying topic 

of the coded statement by a word or short phrase, and evaluation coding analyzes quality 

judgements (Saldaña, 2013). While evaluation coding is typically used to analyze programs 

or policies, in Study III, it was applied to the evaluation of a product. A simplified version 
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of the code system developed is illustrated in Figure D.3 (see Appendix D.3), and the 

codebook for Study III can be found in Appendix D.4.  

During the coding process, first, the people mentioned in the customer reviews were 

analyzed. In addition, various aspects related to the uses and gratifications of the devices 

were investigated. These included the children’s general use of the tablet and the specific 

activities described. Furthermore, the reported motivations for purchasing the device and 

various evaluation criteria were analyzed. The coded customer reviews can be found in 

Appendix D.5.  

Although a uses and gratifications approach was adopted as the theoretical background for 

the study, an inductive approach was applied for the coding process. The codes and 

categories were then assigned to an existing classification of uses and gratifications 

(McQuail et al., 1972) in the process of interpreting and discussing the results. 

Research Design Reflections 

The online customer reviews provided an alternative source of data to examine the use and 

expectations of a specific tablet for children. Since the reviews were not written for research 

purposes, they represent an interesting addition to the interview data analyzed in Studies I 

and II, but they also involve some specific challenges.  

On the positive side, the data set reflects a relatively large number of opinions. Even if not 

all 1,185 customer reviews provide detailed statements, a broader picture of the use and 

evaluation of the devices emerged during the analysis. In this way, the limitations of a very 

small and homogeneous sample could be overcome.  

On the negative side, the reviewers were not explicitly asked about their children’s use of 

the tablets or specific aspects of information behavior when writing the customer reviews. 

Therefore, it can be assumed that not all aspects of use and evaluation may be mentioned in 

the review texts. In addition, the validity of online customer reviews is discussed critically 

in Section 7.3.4. While steps were taken during data cleansing to prevent the inclusion of 

manipulated reviews, this cannot be ruled out completely. From an ethical point of view, an 

analysis of online customer reviews can be criticized since the reviewers have not 

consciously consented to the analysis of their statements for research purposes. For this 

reason, the data were anonymized, and no direct citations were used in the paper to prevent 

the identification of individual reviews and customers.  
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The application of a uses and gratifications approach generally proved to be suitable for 

elaborating activities with and expectations of tablets for children. However, problems due 

to the non-targeted data collection became apparent in this context as well: It can be 

assumed that certain aspects of uses and gratifications may apply but are not described in 

the customer reviews for various reasons. 

4.2.4 Study IV 

The multi-method Study IV was conducted to validate and extend the findings of the earlier 

studies and, most importantly, to include young children’s perspectives in the research for 

this thesis.  

The study investigated how children aged four to six years use mobile devices, especially 

tablets, and whether this use includes activities that can be linked to the discovery of 

information. It also examined how parents and children perceive children’s tablet use and 

explores whether aspects of children’s information discovery play a role in these 

perceptions. Following the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017), the study was conducted with 

eight families with children aged four to six years, using interviews with the parents and 

various creative methods of data collection with the children. 

Data Collection 

The research design of Study IV included etic and emic approaches to data collection. In 

this way, both children’s and parents’ perspectives on the use of mobile devices could be 

examined. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic (see Section 4.1.2), the participant recruitment 

and data collection had to be conducted without direct personal contact between the 

researcher and the families. 

The Mosaic approach informed the design of Study IV. This approach is based on “an 

active and inclusive view of the child” (Clark, 2017, p. 17) and multi-method. The idea is to 

combine different, primarily qualitative, data collection methods to obtain a multi-

perspective picture of children’s views. Besides traditional methods of data collection (e.g., 

observations and interviews), participatory approaches play a central role in this approach 

(Clark, 2017). Study IV used a total of five different methods to collect data with parents 

and children of the families (see Fig. 8.2 in Chapter 8). Before conducting the study, the 

different data collection instruments were pretested with one family (see Appendix E.1).  
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A combination of convenience and snowball sampling was used to recruit the participating 

families. The following sampling criteria were considered: (1) the family has at least one 

child aged four to six years, (2) the child has access to and has already used a tablet, (3) the 

family speaks German or English, and (4) the family lives in Berlin, Germany, or the 

surrounding area. Contacts in the researcher’s personal and professional environment were 

used to reach out to potential participants. Some participants also disseminated the study 

call (see Fig. E.2 in Appendix E.2) in their personal environment. The study was conducted 

with eight families with children aged four to six years over two months from July to 

September 2021. Table 8.1 in Chapter 8 describes the participating families in detail.  

A semi-structured interview was conducted with at least one parent to examine parents’ 

experiences and perspectives. The interview guide can be found in Appendix E.3. The 

interview was divided into five sections: After a detailed introduction of the family, parents’ 

use and attitude towards mobile devices were explored. The next and most central part of 

the interview focused on the child’s general use of mobile devices and specific activities of 

the child with mobile devices, especially the tablet. A large part of the questions included in 

this part was adopted from Study I to allow for a comparison of the results. The next part of 

the interview addressed parental perceptions of the child’s tablet use. Finally, more in-depth 

questions were asked about parental perceptions of the tablet as a learning and information 

environment.  

In six families, only the mother participated in the interview. In two cases, the child’s father 

and mother were interviewed. All interviews were conducted and audio-recorded via the 

Zoom video conference service due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The length of the 

interviews ranged from 30 to 90 min.  

A preliminary analysis of the interview data was then used to prepare the second part of the 

data collection, the so-called research book for the families. The research book aimed to 

include children’s perspectives on the devices and allow for data triangulation. It was a 

printed booklet containing four creative tasks for the children and parents around the topic 

of tablet use (see also Fig. 8.1 in Chapter 8). The different tasks allowed for a child-oriented 

and individually adapted inclusion of children’s perspectives in the research. The use of 

creative methods such as photographs or drawings is a common approach in research with 

children that is particularly suitable for younger children (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010; Punch, 

2002). 
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The research book contained the following tasks:  

– Mini-Questionnaire: Depending on the activities mentioned in the parent interview, the 

children rated various activities with the tablet with green (positive) and red (negative) 

sticky dots. In addition, parents and children could note down additional activities with 

the tablet in a free text field. Moreover, the children were asked whether they prefer to 

use the tablet alone or together with other people (multiple answers possible). 

– Photo Tour: The children and parents used the tablet’s camera function or another 

device to document places in their home where the child had already used the tablet. In 

addition, parents and children were asked to name these places in the research book 

and to explain what activities the child engages in with the tablet at these places. For 

privacy reasons, taking photos was optional and could also be replaced by a short 

description of the places.  

– Parent-Child-Interview: The parents asked their children four open-ended questions 

about their perceptions of and experiences with the tablet. A translated version of the 

interview questions can be found in Appendix E.4. The families were asked to audio-

record this interview.  

– Dream Tablet: The children should imagine that they can do magic and build their 

dream tablet, of which they should draw a picture or craft something. After creating 

their artwork, they were asked to explain it to their parents. The families were asked to 

audio-record this explanation.  

– Conclusion: The research book concluded with a large free space for further notes or 

drawings. 

The families were asked to solve the tasks in free order over two to four weeks. It was 

explicitly explained to all parents and children that the tasks could also be completed only 

partially, depending on individual interests and abilities. However, all tasks were completed 

by all families. The families took the recordings and photos for the research book and sent 

them to the researcher by e-mail or a mobile messenger of parents’ choice. After 

completion, the book was sent to the researcher by mail. The template for the research book 

is provided in Appendix E.5 (see Fig. E.5.1–E.5.12). 

Since the study actively involved children in the research, special ethical considerations had 

to be taken into account, including obtaining informed consent from the participating 

families. Prior to the interview, the parents gave consent for their child’s participation and 

their own participation in the study as part of the informed consent (see Appendix E.6). In 
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addition, all children were informed about the study aim and their rights within a short 

video (see Appendix E.7). Besides, they were asked for their assent before starting the data 

collection within the families.  

All families received a 50 EUR voucher for participating in the study, allowing them to 

choose from a small selection of stores and leisure activities for families. Moreover, the 

children received a treat and a certificate of participation (see Fig. E.8 in Appendix E.8). 

Data Analysis 

After data collection, all data were organized, transcribed, and analyzed using the software 

MAXQDA Plus 2020 (version 20.4.1). The parent interviews, the parent-child interviews, 

and the children’s explanations of their dream tablets were transcribed verbatim. In 

addition, the research books were digitized and imported into the software as image files.  

The transcripts of the parent interviews and the parent-child interviews, as well as the 

materials collected through the mini-questionnaire and the photo tour, were then analyzed 

using a combination of inductive and deductive coding methods. Since some of the 

interview questions were adopted from Study I, a preliminary review of the data indicated 

that the code system of this study could also be utilized for Study IV. Therefore, the 

categories families, devices, general tablet use, and activities were adopted from the code 

system of Study I and, where necessary, supplemented with new codes that emerged 

inductively from the data. In addition, the new category perceptions was added, and the 

method of values coding (Saldaña, 2013) was used to analyze the views expressed by the 

families about children’s use of tablets and other mobile devices. In the context of values 

coding, Saldaña (2013) defines value as “the importance we attribute to oneself, another 

person, thing, or idea” (p. 111). Therefore, these codes analyzed parents’ and children’s 

perceptions of mobile devices, especially tablets.  

A simplified overview of the code system developed for Study IV is provided in Figure 8.3 

in Chapter 8. The codebook can be found in Appendix E.9. The entire coded material for 

Study IV is available in Appendix E.10.  

Due to the complexity and diversity of the data collected for the creative task on the “dream 

tablet”, the data were not analyzed using the developed code system. Instead, this task was 

analyzed separately using memos (for notes on further analysis of these data, see also 

Section 9.4 → Further Analyzing and Expanding Research with Young Children). 
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Research Design Reflections 

As with Study I, the combination of convenience and snowball sampling resulted in a 

relatively homogeneous sample of Study IV: All participating families were well equipped 

with mobile devices. The parents interviewed were regular users of the devices and 

generally had positive attitudes towards their children’s device use. Potentially the results 

would have been different in a study involving families with lower levels of device 

ownership or negative attitudes towards children’s use of mobile devices.  

Most importantly, the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the methodological 

design of Study IV. The pandemic situation made it difficult to recruit potential participants, 

as establishing contact was hindered, and families were already under increased stress due 

to pandemic containment measures (see also Section 4.1.2). In addition, the data collection 

for the study was massively affected: Due to the pandemic, face-to-face contact between the 

researcher and families was hardly justifiable when the study was conducted. Therefore, all 

data collection had to be done remotely, which was particularly challenging for the 

inclusion of young children. This led to some limitations that can be viewed critically. For 

example, parents’ guidance of the data collection for the research book may have influenced 

the results. However, previous studies have been able to identify advantages that arise from 

parents’ involvement as co-researchers (Given at al., 2016b; Hackett, 2017). In this way, 

children’s perspectives can be captured in a familiar setting and an unobtrusive manner. 

Furthermore, parents can provide valuable support for data collection as “experts in their 

own children” (Hackett, 2017, p. 494).  

Apart from these limitations, Study IV provided a multi-perspective and diverse insight into 

young children’s use of mobile devices due to the diversity of data collected. Furthermore, 

it is of particular value that young children’s perspectives were actively included in the 

research.  
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4.3 Overview of Studies I–IV 

Table 4.2 provides a concise overview of the four studies presented in this thesis, including 

information on the studies’ titles, research questions, and data collection methods. The 

studies are presented in the chronological order of data collection and not in the order of 

publication. 

Study Title RQs Methods 

I Watching, playing, 
making, learning: Young 
children’s use of mobile 
devices 

– How do children aged one to 
six years use mobile devices? 

– Does this usage include 
information seeking activities 
or other activities that can be 
linked to the children’s 
information behavior? 

Interview study with parents 
from 19 families 
 

II Support versus restriction: 
Parents’ influence on 
young children’s 
information behavior in 
connection with mobile 
devices 

– How do parents perceive and 
mediate the use of mobile 
devices by their children aged 
one to six years? 

– How might this parental 
mediation affect the 
information behavior of 
children aged one to six years 
in relation to mobile devices? 

Secondary analysis of 
interview data from Study I 
 

III Uses and gratifications of 
a tablet computer for 
children: An analysis of 
online customer reviews 

– What do customers of a tablet 
for children report about the 
use of this device? 

– Which gratifications do they 
express while evaluating the 
device? 

Descriptive analysis and 
content analysis of 1,185 online 
customer reviews published for 
two different versions of the 
Amazon Fire Tablet Kids 
Edition on the German 
Amazon website  

IV Mobile devices as 
information discovery 
tools for young children: 
A multi-method study on 
children’s and parents’ 
perspectives 

– How do children aged four to 
six years use mobile devices, 
especially tablets, and does this 
use include activities that can 
be linked to the discovery of 
information? 

– What are parents’ and 
children’s perceptions of 
children’s tablet use and do 
aspects related to children’s 
information discovery play a 
role in these perceptions? 

Multi-method research 
approach, following the Mosaic 
approach (Clark, 2017), 
including interviews with 
parents and different creative 
methods of data collection with 
young children aged four to six 
years from eight families 

Table 4.2: Overview of Studies I–IV (title, research questions and methods). 

Studies I through IV are presented in the following Chapters 5 through 8. The published 

contributions are reproduced with standardized formatting and citation, consecutive section 

numbering, and adjusted numbering of figures and tables. 
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5 Study I: Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices 

Study I was designed to gain exploratory insight into young children’s use of mobile 

devices. By examining children’s activities with the devices, it was investigated whether the 

devices play a role in children’s information behavior. For this purpose, semi-structured 

interviews with parents of 19 families with children aged one to six years were conducted.  

Watching, Playing, Making, Learning: Young Children’s Use of  

Mobile Devices2 

5.1 Abstract 

Mobile devices provide additional opportunities for families with young children to seek, 

exchange, and use information. This paper presents an exploratory interview study with 

representatives from 19 families. The goal of the study was to examine how young children 

and their families use mobile devices and whether this usage includes information seeking 

activities or other activities that can be linked to the children’s information behavior. 

Results indicate that the children show a great variety of information-related activities while 

using the mobile devices. Activities that may appear as pure entertainment at first glance 

also have to be considered in the context of the children’s information behavior. The results 

contribute to a better understanding of young children’s experiences in relation to mobile 

devices and raise new questions about the information behavior of young children in 

general. 

5.2 Introduction 

Young children’s use of mobile devices has steadily increased during the last decade 

(Rideout, 2017). Whether parents use a Wikipedia entry to show their children what a 

specific animal looks like or children engage in video chatting with their grandparents, 

mobile devices provide various opportunities for families to seek, exchange, and use 

information. This paper presents an exploratory interview study with representatives from 

19 families with children aged one to six years from Germany, Denmark, and Italy. The 

                                                      
2 This chapter reproduces the accepted manuscript version of a published and citable short paper presented at the 
iConference 2020 with standardized formatting and citation, consecutive section numbering, and adjusted 
numbering of figures and tables: Schlebbe, K. (2020). Watching, playing, making, learning: Young children’s 
use of mobile devices. In A. Sundqvist, G. Berget, J. Nolin, & K. I. Skjerdingstad (Eds.), Sustainable digital 
communities. Lecture notes in computer science: Vol. 12051 (pp. 288–296). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-43687-2_23 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-43687-2_23
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goal of the study was to explore the following questions from an information science 

perspective: 

– How do children aged one to six years use mobile devices? 

– Does this usage include information seeking activities or other activities that can be 

linked to the children’s information behavior? 

The preliminary results presented in this paper contribute to a better understanding of young 

children’s experiences in relation to digital and especially mobile devices and raise new 

questions about the information behavior of young children in general.  

The paper is organized as follows. Section 5.3 presents an overview of relevant research 

about young children’s use of mobile devices and their information behavior. Section 5.4 

describes the methodology of the study. Section 5.5 presents and discusses the results of the 

interviews. In Section 5.6 the outcomes of the study are summarized and an outlook on 

further research is given. 

5.3 Relevant Research 

5.3.1 Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices 

A mobile device can be defined as, “a portable, wireless computing device, possible to carry 

without additional equipment and small enough to be used while held in the hand” (Stal & 

Paliwoda-Pękosz, 2018, p. 197). Typical examples of such devices are smartphones and 

tablets.  

Between 2011 and 2017, the proportion of American households with children eight years 

of age and younger possessing at least one mobile device increased from 52% to 98%. 

Forty-two percent of the children in this age group owned a tablet and 4% a smartphone. 

The amount of time children spend with the devices each day has tripled since 2011. As of 

2017, children were spending an average of 48 min per day on mobile devices. When 

children used these devices, they spent most of their time watching television or videos 

followed by playing mobile games (Rideout, 2017). 

In Germany, these numbers are comparatively lower. In 2019, 2% of the 4- to 5-year-old 

children owned a tablet and only 1% had a smartphone. However, the shared use of mobile 

devices in families was significantly higher, with about 20% of children aged four to five 

being allowed to co-use a tablet and/or smartphone (Kinder Medien Studie, 2019). 
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These studies show that a growing percentage of young children regularly use mobile 

devices for different activities. In light of these findings, we must now ask: How does the 

use of mobile devices impact the information behavior of children and their families? 

5.3.2 Studying Young Children’s Information Behavior and Practices 

Various studies have examined the information behavior of children and young adults, but 

this research tends to focus on school-aged children and adolescents (e.g., Agosto & 

Hughes-Hassell, 2005; Bilal & Kirby, 2002; Cooper, 2002; Foss et al., 2012; Meyers et al., 

2009; Todd, 2003; Vanderschantz et al., 2014b; Vanderschantz & Hinze, 2017). As a 

consequence, younger children are underrepresented in the field of information behavior 

research (Given et al., 2016a; Spink & Heinström, 2011). 

In recent years there have been some important efforts to correct this gap in the research. 

Barriage and Searles (2015) conducted a study examining the information seeking activities 

in family interactions of 10 girls between the ages of three and six years. Their results 

indicate that “information seeking typically occurs in response to ongoing talk and action, 

with few instances of information seeking unrelated to the locally immediate context of the 

family interactions” (p. 1). Barriage (2016) also conducted a survey with 31 parents whose 

children were between the ages of four and eight years to examine young children’s 

everyday life information practices related to their hobbies and interests. She found that 

“young children exhibit a heavy reliance on interpersonal interactions for information 

seeking and information sharing, while information use is more likely to be an individual 

activity” (n. pag.). 

While these studies are dealing with the information practices of young children in general, 

other researchers have focused specifically on children’s behavior in the digital 

environment. Agarwal (2014) examined the use of touch devices by toddlers and 

preschoolers through a single-case study. His results indicate, among other things, that the 

child experienced information overload and distraction while using the devices. Given et al. 

(2016a) studied the everyday life information seeking of 15 Australian children three to five 

years old in the home, using video recordings of the children’s interaction with information 

technologies. Their results show that the “children engage in artistic and sociodramatic play, 

as well as early literacy and numeracy activities…” and, in this way, “gather information to 

shape future learning activities” (p. 349).  
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While previous studies have begun to investigate young children’s information practices in 

general as well as their activities in the digital environment from an information science 

perspective, further studies are urgently needed to gain deeper insight. 

5.4 Method 

This research is part of a larger study looking at the information behavior of young children 

in relation to their use of mobile devices. This short paper reports the preliminary results of 

19 semi-structured exploratory interviews with 22 parents of 19 families with 22 children 

aged one to six years who had prior experience using mobile devices. A later stage of the 

research project will focus on the children’s perspectives.  

The interviews were conducted over a period of 9 months. Participants were recruited 

through a combination of convenience and snowball sampling. Sixteen of the families lived 

in Germany, two families were in Denmark, and one was in Northern Italy. Because of the 

geographical distribution of the participants, six interviews were carried out face-to-face, 

three by video call, and 10 by phone. Two interviews were conducted in English, and 17 

interviews were conducted in German. The quotes included in this paper were translated 

from the original language into English. The length of the interviews varied between 30 and 

60 min. In three cases both parents took part in the interview. In nine cases only the mother 

and in seven cases only the father of the family was questioned. Table 5.1 describes the 

study sample in detail. 

Ten of the children were female and twelve male. Regarding the examined ages, the sample 

had a strong focus on the age of three to five years, with 17 of 22 children in this range. 

Two children were six years old; three children were younger than three years. Seven of the 

families had additional younger and/or older children, which were not included in the study 

since they did not belong to the age group examined. 

The questions during the interviews focused on two main areas. The first set of questions 

concerned the technological equipment available to the children, the general use of the 

devices (e.g., frequency, duration, and context of use) and specific applications and 

functions used. The second set of questions focused on the information-related activities of 

the children linked to the equipment. 
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Fam. Childrena (age in years) Siblings (age in years) Interviewee/s Resid. Lang. 
A Anna (5) ♀ – Father DK en 
B Bo (5) ♂ Brother (16) Mother DK en 
C Christian (4) ♂ – Mother DE de 
D Diana (5) ♀, Daniel (4) ♂ – Father & Mother DE de 
E Eric (1) ♂ – Mother DE de 
F Finn (3) ♂ Brother (7) Father & Mother DE de 
G Greta (4) ♀ Twins (<1) Father DE de 
H Henry (3) ♂ Sister (<1) Father DE de 
I Isabell (6) ♀ – Father DE de 
J Jacob (5) ♂, Julia (3) ♀ – Mother DE de 
K Karla (2) ♀ – Mother DE de 
L Louis (2) ♂ – Mother DE de 
M Max (3) ♂ Brothers (<1, 11), Sister (13) Father DE de 
N Nina (6) ♀, Nora (4) ♀ – Father DE de 
O Olivia (3) ♀ – Mother DE de 
P Paul (3) ♂ Twins (<1) Mother DE de 
Q Quentin (3) ♂ – Father DE de 
R Robert (5) ♂ – Father & Mother DE de 
S Sina (4) ♀ Brother (7) Mother IT de 

a For the purpose of anonymization, the children were given pseudonyms. 
Table 5.1: Study sample of Study I. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. For the analysis of the data, 

different coding methods were combined with a focus on descriptive coding (Saldaña, 

2013). The software MAXQDA was used for transcribing and analyzing the data. 

The limitations of the study should also be mentioned. A larger and more diverse sample 

would have been desirable. The exploratory approach and the relatively broad age range led 

to a strong heterogeneity of the results. For a subsequent study, it would be useful to limit 

the investigation to a more specific age group and selected usage contexts. Especially 

critical is the fact that the children’s perspective was only indirectly taken into account. 

Therefore, a follow-up study is currently being prepared to address the points of criticism 

mentioned above.  

In the following section, the preliminary results of the data analysis are presented and 

discussed. 
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5.5 Results and Discussion 

5.5.1 Children’s General Use of Mobile Devices 

The definition of a mobile device was kept relatively open during the interviews. The 

interview questions focused on the use of tablets and smartphones, but many parents also 

talked about other portable devices such as laptop computers or digital cameras. 

All 22 children have already used a tablet and 20 children have used a smartphone at least in 

some form. In general, the different mobile devices could be assigned to different functions 

and usage contexts. While the tablet was rather seen as a device for the whole family, the 

smartphones were regarded as the parents’ devices and were used less often by the children. 

Only a few children (4) possessed their own mobile devices in the form of specific tablets 

designed for children. 

The majority of the children used mobile devices regularly, ranging anywhere from daily to 

about once a week. Only two of the families had a more limited use of mobile devices. In 

these families, the children used mobile devices very rarely and at irregular times. One of 

these cases was the youngest child in the sample (Eric, 1.5 years). Some use cases were part 

of the families’ daily routine, such as watching children’s television series at bedtime or 

playing with an app while the parents were cooking dinner. Other activities such as taking 

photos happened more spontaneously or only in particular situations. 

While the older children were allowed to use the devices at least in part alone, the younger 

children were usually supervised by the parents. One reason for this may be that the 

younger children were often dependent on the help of their parents when using the devices, 

while the older children generally showed more independence. 

Since most of the children were not able to read or write yet, they navigated through visual 

features like icons or thumbnails. Four families reported that their children had used voice 

control before. 

5.5.2 Children’s Activities and Preferences 

The interviews with the parents indicated that their children engaged in a great variety of 

activities related to the mobile devices. Tablets and smartphones were seen as all-in-one 

solutions that work as a television, a computer, a communication device, and a camera at 

the same time. The children used the devices to watch online videos, play with various apps, 

listen to music, video chat with family and friends, and to look at photos or videos or to take 
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pictures themselves. Figure 5.1 shows the activities of the children mentioned by the parents 

during the interviews. The size of the boxes depends on the number of children who have 

already performed these activities, according to their parents. 

 
Figure 5.1: Children’s activities mentioned by the parents. 

Communication via digital devices was mentioned by all interviewees, but this was in most 

cases strongly supervised and directed by the parents. Some families also preferred to use a 

laptop computer for this purpose. Overall, the children in this study engaged in passive 

activities such as watching videos or looking at photos and/or videos rather than in more 

interactive activities such as playing games, drawing, or making music. However, a 

majority of the children (16 of 22) had used mobile devices for taking photos and making 

videos, two activities that are more interactive than passive. 

It is important to mention that some activities were carried out rarely (e.g., reading book 

apps) and others almost daily (e.g., watching videos). According to the parents, watching 

television/videos, playing games, looking at photos and/or videos, and communicating were 

the most common activities for the majority of the children. Regarding the total amount of 

time children spent with the devices, watching television/videos took up the largest 

proportion of time in many families. These results are consistent with earlier research 

(Rideout, 2017). However, it should be noted that these aspects were strongly dependent on 



 64 

the child’s interests and age as well as on the parents’ rules. As a consequence, the behavior 

of some children differed from this standard profile. 

5.5.3 Parents as Search Assistants 

Using the devices for typical information seeking activities, for example, using search 

engines or online encyclopedias, was named by half of the families interviewed. However, 

these activities were mentioned only after follow-up questions from the interviewer and 

took place irregularly and in situations where there was a specific information need.  

In these situations, the parents acted as search assistants or lay information mediaries 

(Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007) for their children. Often pictures or videos of things unknown 

to the child were searched for: “This is what I do together with the children and show them: 

This is what a whale looks like or, um… something like an ibex…you can show a picture or 

a little video, how the ibex actually walks around in the mountains and not in a cage or 

something” (Father D). Other examples mentioned included using web mapping services to 

show the children the geographic location of a specific place or searching for information 

about events the children would like to visit. Usually, the parents used common search 

engines for these purposes. 

Parents who said that they do not use the devices to search for information for the children 

often stated that they can answer their children’s questions themselves and that they do not 

need the devices for this purpose: “I think I can easily answer all his questions myself at the 

moment [laughs]” (Father Q). 

5.5.4 Information Behavior or Entertainment 

While the examples of information seeking behavior described in Section 5.5.3 have a clear 

relation to existing theories of information behavior, the activities described in Section 5.5.2 

may appear to be entertainment at first glance. But as Given et al. (2016a) argue, those 

activities can be seen as “early steps in the ‘mastery of life’ that define an individual’s 

everyday information behaviors” (p. 346). 

Whether a television series provides first knowledge about the work of a fire department, or 

a gaming app teaches how to play an instrument, the boundaries between information and 

entertainment are fluid. Or, as one of the mothers interviewed described it: “I think it has 

some benefits…they’ve learned some things they wouldn’t have learned if they didn’t 
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consume it. …For example, there’s Pixi, a TV series, and it’s all about facts. …they’ve 

learned a lot from it…they’ve definitely expanded their knowledge” (Mother J). 

Case and Given (2016) also refer to the confluence of information and entertainment and 

notice: “The conceptual overlap is not new, but rather something we used to gloss over in 

studying information behavior” (p. 133). 

5.6 Conclusion and Future Work 

The goal of the study presented in this paper was to examine how young children and their 

families use mobile devices and whether this usage includes information seeking activities 

or other activities that can be linked to the children’s information behavior. Therefore, an 

exploratory interview study with parents of children aged one to six years who had prior 

experience with mobile devices was conducted. 

Results indicate that the children show a great variety of information-related activities while 

using the mobile devices. Typical information seeking activities were named by half of the 

families interviewed. In these situations, the parents acted as search assistants for their 

children. Watching television or videos, playing games, looking at photos and/or videos and 

communicating were the most common activities for the majority of the children. As 

already mentioned above, these activities that may appear as pure entertainment at first 

glance must also be considered in the context of young children’s information behavior. In 

this area, further research is certainly needed. 

Another interesting aspect that could not be discussed in this paper but will be examined in 

a more in-depth analysis in the future was the impact of parental influence. The interviews 

showed that parents greatly influenced the children’s use of the devices by limiting the 

frequency and duration of use as well as the access to particular content. This raises 

questions about whether this parental influence also has an impact on the children’s 

information behavior, not only in the digital context, but also with regard to the general 

information behavior of young children. 
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6 Study II: Parents’ Influence on Young Children’s Mobile 

Information Behavior 

As mentioned in the conclusion of Study I, the analysis of the interview data raised several 

questions regarding parents’ influence on children’s use of mobile devices and, 

subsequently, on their information behavior. Study II, presented in this chapter, represents a 

secondary analysis of the interview data collected for Study I. The concept of parental 

mediation was used to investigate how the parents perceive and manage their children’s use 

of mobile devices. Based on the results, the study discusses what influence this might have 

on the children’s information behavior.  

Support versus Restriction: Parents’ Influence on Young Children’s 

Information Behavior in Connection with Mobile Devices3 

6.1 Abstract 

Introduction: This paper examines how parents perceive and mediate young children’s use 

of mobile devices and discusses how this may affect children’s information behavior. 

Method: For data collection, semi-structured interviews with 22 parents from 19 families 

with 22 children aged one to six years who had already used mobile devices were 

conducted. 

Analysis: All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and analyzed using the 

software MAXQDA. A combination of inductive and deductive coding methods was used 

for data analysis. 

Results: The analysis shows that young children engage in a great variety of information-

related activities while interacting with mobile devices. The results also indicate a strong 

parental influence. Parents expressed positive and negative perceptions of young children’s 

use of mobile devices and reported different enabling and restrictive mediation practices. 

Conclusions: By supporting children’s use of mobile devices, parents enable their children 

to engage in activities that help them to access new information and expand their 

knowledge. At the same time, parents try to protect their children from risks and negative 

                                                      
3 This chapter reproduces the accepted manuscript version of a published and citable full paper presented at the 
Information Behavior Conference (ISIC) 2020 with standardized formatting and citation, consecutive section 
numbering, and adjusted numbering of figures and tables: Schlebbe, K. (2020). Support versus restriction: 
Parents’ influence on young children’s information behaviour in connection with mobile devices. Information 
Research, 25(4), Paper isic2006. https://doi.org/10.47989/irisic2006 

https://doi.org/10.47989/irisic2006
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influences through restrictions. In this way, parents act as a bottleneck for children’s access 

to information by mobile devices. 

6.2 Introduction 

Studies indicate that children develop their first information behavior abilities in their early 

years of life (Spink & Heinström, 2011). At this age, parents usually have a significant 

influence on their children’s scope of action. Whether it is a public library that cannot be 

visited independently by a 3-year-old child, or the ability to read and write, that is required 

for interaction with many information systems: Although young children have their 

individual information needs, adults around them, especially their parents, act as a 

bottleneck for information. Or as Bates (1996) states: “the younger a child is, the more the 

adults around that child decide what information gets to that child. It may or may not match 

well with what the child needs or is puzzled or scared about” (p. 8). 

One important aspect to which this parental influence potentially applies is that of young 

children’s information-related activities in connection with mobile devices. On the one 

hand, access to the World Wide Web and a wide range of applications offer many 

possibilities for interacting with information, and touch screens and voice control generally 

enable even very young children to interact with these devices. But on the other hand, 

children may experience different challenges when using the devices and may need their 

parents’ support in some areas. For example, the handling of mobile devices requires 

practice, and for many use scenarios writing and reading skills are required. Additionally, 

children’s access to the devices or specific applications could be restricted by parents. 

Based on data from an earlier interview study (Schlebbe, 2020a), this paper examines the 

following research questions: 

– How do parents perceive and mediate the use of mobile devices by their children aged 

one to six years? 

– How might this parental mediation affect the information behavior of children aged 

one to six years in relation to mobile devices? 

The paper is organized as follows. The next section introduces relevant research on young 

children’s use of mobile devices, parental mediation strategies and their influence on 

children’s information behavior. Afterwards, the methods and analysis of the interview 
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study are described. This is followed by the presentation of the results, which are then 

discussed and summarized. 

6.3 Relevant Research 

The following sub-sections aim to give an overview of relevant research. The first sub-

section introduces studies on young children’s use of mobile devices and the theory of 

parental mediation. The second sub-section focuses on the topic of parents’ influence on 

young children’s information behavior, especially in connection with mobile devices. 

6.3.1 Young Children’s Use of Mobile Devices and Parental Mediation 

In the context of this study, a mobile device was defined as “a portable, wireless computing 

device, possible to carry without additional equipment and small enough to be used while 

held in…hand” (Stal & Paliwoda-Pękosz, 2018, p. 197). Typical examples of mobile 

devices are smartphones and tablets. Studies show that in many countries, young children’s 

use of such devices has increased during the last decade (Ofcom, 2019; Rideout, 2017). 

In recent years, a growing number of projects from the field of media and communication 

studies investigated how parents manage their children’s use of digital and mobile devices 

in more detail. A term frequently used in connection with these practices is that of parental 

mediation. In the context of children’s use of television, Warren (2001) defined mediation 

as “any strategy parents use to control, supervise, or interpret content” (p. 212). Three 

parental mediation strategies originally described in connection with children’s television 

use are 1) active mediation: talking with children about the content, 2) restrictive mediation: 

setting rules and regulations, and 3) co-viewing: watching content together (Clark, 2011). 

During the investigation of parental mediation strategies for children’s internet use, 

Livingstone and Helsper (2008) noted the frequent use of technical controls as well as a 

blurring of co-use and active mediation in this context. Livingstone et al. (2011) further 

extended the approach for children’s internet use by adding the strategy of monitoring for 

activities whereby parents check on “available records of the child’s internet use 

afterwards” (p. 103). Nikken and Jansz (2014) investigated parental mediation strategies in 

families with children aged two to 12 years in connection with the use of digital media and 

included the strategy of supervision for “parental activities whereby the child is allowed to 

go online alone but with the reassurance that he or she is under the direct supervision of a 

nearby parent” (p. 259). This study uses the categorization of parental mediation styles 
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described by Nikken and Schols (2015) and distinguishes the following strategies: 1) 

restrictive mediation, 2) active mediation, 3) co-use, 4) supervision, 5) monitoring, and 6) 

technical restrictions. 

A significant number of studies have empirically investigated the implementation of 

parental mediation practices in relation to preschool children’s use of digital and mobile 

devices. Nikken and Schols (2015) examined the mediation practices of parents of children 

under eight years in the Netherlands. Their results indicate that the application of the 

different mediation strategies depends on parents’ positive and negative attitudes towards 

media, as well as children’s media skills, and specific media activities. An extensive 

qualitative study by Chaudron (2015) explored children’s experiences with digital 

technology in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Finland, Italy, the United Kingdom, 

and Russia. Overall, 70 families with children up to eight years were asked about the 

children’s media use and parents’ mediation strategies. The results show that parents used 

restrictive strategies in most cases, e.g., time limits and restrictive condition of use. A 

secondary analysis of the data (Livingstone et al., 2015) indicates that the parents’ own 

familiarity with digital devices influences parental mediation practices: “parents who, 

because of their work or interests, have higher digital expertise and so tend to be more 

actively engaged in and less restrictive of children’s online activities” (p. 22). Another sub-

study in this project investigated the role of parents in the engagement of their 6- to 7-year-

old children with digital technologies and combined the theory of parental mediation with a 

framework on children’s rights (Dias et al., 2016). The results of 40 qualitative family 

interviews in Belgium, Germany, Latvia, and Portugal show that parents’ perceptions and 

attitudes play an important role in children’s access to and use of digital devices. Similar to 

Livingstone et al. (2015), they found that parents’ confidence with digital devices positively 

influences their perceptions and mediation strategies. 

Further studies in recent years have confirmed and extended these results. Nevski and 

Siibak (2016) focused on the parental mediation of 0- to 3-year-old children’s use of smart 

devices in Estonia. Using an online survey, they showed that the most common parental 

mediation strategies were supervision and restrictive mediation. A survey with parents of 

children aged zero to 17 years in the United Kingdom (Livingstone et al., 2018) examined 

how parents support their children in the digital home. The results show that “parents 

engage in a range of enabling (active talking) and restrictive (setting rules, using filters) 

strategies” (p. 1). Comparing different age groups, they found that parents of very young 
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children most often used time restrictions and technical control options as mediation 

strategies. Bergert et al. (2020) conducted an online survey to investigate parental 

perceptions of children’s mobile technology use. They asked United States parents with 

children aged two to 13 years about concerns and perceived benefits of their children’s use 

of mobile devices as well as their parental mediation strategies. The biggest concerns of the 

parents regarding their children’s use were related to consumed content and the time 

children spend with the devices. The perceived benefits for children named most often were 

the educational value and the development of general skills, technology literacy, and 

entertainment. In line with previous research, their results indicate that most of the 

described parental mediation strategies can be categorized as restrictive (Bergert et al., 

2020). 

The research described in this section helps us to understand parental perceptions and 

mediation of young children’s use of mobile devices. Summing up, it can be assumed that 

parents use different strategies to mediate their children’s use of mobile devices. Restrictive 

strategies and technical control seem to be used particularly frequently, especially with very 

young children. The use of specific strategies appears to be influenced by parents’ own 

familiarity with mobile devices and their attitudes towards children’s use: Negative parental 

perceptions and insecurity in using mobile devices seem to lead to a more restrictive 

mediation. However, a potential influence of these parental mediation practices on 

children’s information behavior has not been explored in the studies presented so far. 

6.3.2 Parents’ Influence on Young Children’s Information Behavior 

This study uses an open approach defining information behavior, similar to Barriage (2016). 

As a consequence, the research design was guided by Bates’ (2010) rather open definition 

covering “all instances where people interact with their environment in any such way that 

leaves some impression on them – that is, adds or changes their knowledge store” (p. 2381). 

Already in pre-digital times, library and information scientists stated the influence of adults, 

especially parents, on children’s information needs and behavior (Bates, 1996; Farrell, 

1974; Walter, 1994). But for a long time, young children were generally underrepresented 

in information behavior research (Given et al., 2016a) and most researchers focused on 

school-aged children or adolescents. For example, Meyers et al. (2009) investigated the 

information behavior of preteens aged nine to 13 years. Inter alia, their results show that 

preteens perceived their parents as a potential source of information. But at the same time, 
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parental power and authority acted as a barrier to information seeking and use, especially in 

the context of media use. Foss et al. (2012) investigated 7-, 9- and 11-year-old children’s 

online search at home. The families interviewed reported on supportive parental behavior 

during online search (e.g., answering questions, showing new websites, co-use), but also on 

rules and restrictions (e.g., length of use, rules about specific websites). Since both studies 

only refer to school-aged children, the results cannot be directly transferred to younger 

children. 

In recent years, there have been some important efforts to increase the visibility of younger 

children in information behavior research. For example, Barriage has conducted different 

studies on young children’s information practices, especially in relation to their hobbies and 

interests (Barriage, 2016, 2018). As another example, Campana (2018) researched public 

library storytime events as an information environment for young children. The parental 

influence on young children in connection with the use of mobile devices was also 

addressed in some more recent information behavior studies. Agarwal (2014) investigated 

children’s use of touch devices between the ages of two to four years in the form of an 

observational single-case-study. Regarding the parental influence on the use, he found that 

“the degree and type of parental awareness and support have enabled Ella to freely use the 

mobile devices” (p. 25). Given et al. (2016a) examined the everyday life information 

seeking of Australian children three to five years old, using video recordings of the 

children’s interaction with information technologies at home. Their results show, inter alia, 

that the children’s “[p]arents and siblings were also observed aiding the young children in 

their play by helping them to set up and use the technology” (p. 347). However, it should be 

emphasized that the focus of both studies was clearly on the children’s behavior and not on 

the question of parental mediation. 

The connection between children’s information behavior and the theory of parental 

mediation has hardly been explored so far. An exception is Gomez (2017), who investigated 

the dynamics between parental mediation and the use of information communication 

technologies of 14- to 16-year-old teenagers in Puerto Rican and Dominican families living 

in the United States. Her results show that parents provided their children access to devices 

and used strategies of parental mediation, whereby their practices seemed to be strongly 

influenced by their personal context. However, Gomez points out that her results regarding 

parental mediation differ from the results of studies with younger children because of the 

greater independence of the adolescents studied. 
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Summing up, supportive but also restrictive types of parental influence on the information 

behavior of children and adolescents have become evident in previous studies. But the 

specific nature of this influence and the role of parental mediation have hardly been 

addressed in information behavior research, especially in connection with preschool 

children. This study addresses this gap in research. 

6.4 Method 

This study is part of a larger project examining young children’s information behavior in 

connection with the use of mobile devices using a combination of etic and emic approaches 

(Shenton, 2010). The goal of the project is to examine the topic from different perspectives, 

including the views of young children themselves as well as the perspective of adults 

around them. While another study of the project will include children’s perspectives, this 

study focuses on parents’ perceptions and mediation practices. 

The analysis is based on data from an interview study (Schlebbe, 2020a) that investigated 

how children between one and six years of age use mobile devices and whether this use 

includes information seeking activities or other activities that can be linked to children’s 

information behavior. Semi-structured interviews with parents from 19 families were 

conducted over 9 months. For the recruitment of interview participants, a combination of 

convenience and snowball sampling was used. The following sampling criteria were 

considered: 

– the interviewee is a parent of at least one child aged one to six years, 

– the child has access to and has already used mobile devices, and 

– the interviewee speaks German or English. 

The final sample consisted of 22 parents from 19 families with 22 children. The families 

lived in Germany (16 families), Denmark (2 families) and Northern Italy (1 family). 

Seventeen interviews were conducted in German, and two interviews were conducted in 

English. The quotations contained in this paper have been translated from German into 

English where necessary. Ten interviews were carried out by phone, six face-to-face, and 

three by video call. Table 6.1 describes the sample in detail. The children were given 

pseudonyms for anonymization. 
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Fam. Interviewee/s Children (age in years) Siblings (age in years) Resid. Lang. 
A Father A Anna (5) ♀  DK en 
B Mother B Bo (5) ♂ Brother (16) DK en 
C Mother C Christian (4) ♂  DE de 
D Father D & Mother D Diana (5) ♀, Daniel (4) ♂  DE de 
E Mother E Eric (1) ♂  DE de 
F Father F & Mother F Finn (3) ♂ Brother (7) DE de 
G Father G Greta (4) ♀ Twins (<1) DE de 
H Father H Henry (3) ♂ Sister (<1) DE de 
I Father I Isabell (6) ♀  DE de 
J Mother J Jacob (5) ♂, Julia (3) ♀  DE de 
K Mother K Karla (2) ♀  DE de 
L Mother L Louis (2) ♂  DE de 
M Father M Max (3) ♂ Brothers (<1, 11),  

Sister (13) 
DE de 

N Father N Nina (6) ♀, Nora (4) ♀  DE de 
O Mother O Olivia (3) ♀  DE de 
P Mother P Paul (3) ♂ Twins (<1) DE de 
Q Father Q Quentin (3) ♂  DE de 
R Father R & Mother R Robert (5) ♂  DE de 
S Mother S Sina (4) ♀ Brother (7) IT de 

Table 6.1: Study sample of Study II. 

The sample had a strong focus on families with children aged three to five years with 17 

children in this age range. Seven families had additional younger and/or older siblings who 

were not included in the study. All younger siblings were under one year old and had not 

yet actively used mobile devices. The older siblings were not included because the study’s 

focus was on the behavior of preschool aged children. 

The length of the interviews varied between 30 and 60 min. Individual elements of 

McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices and Savolainen’s (2008) model of 

everyday information practices that describe different information-related activities were 

used to develop the interview guide. The interview questions were related to mobile devices 

and how they were used by the children (e.g., beginning, frequency, duration, and context of 

use). In addition, the children’s activities and their preferences regarding these activities 

were discussed. Another focus of the interviews was on the families’ information-related 

activities in connection with the devices. 
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6.5 Analysis 

All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using the software 

MAXQDA. A combination of inductive and deductive coding was used, with a focus on 

descriptive coding. The four categories families, devices, general use and activities, were 

developed during the analysis described in Schlebbe (2020a). During that data analysis, it 

became apparent that the interviewed parents had a significant influence on their children’s 

use of mobile devices, for example, by limiting the frequency and duration of use as well as 

the access to particular content. This observation raised questions about the influence of 

parental mediation on children’s information behavior. 

This paper examines this specific aspect, based on a secondary analysis of the interview 

data. The author undertook another round of coding with a particular focus on parental 

perceptions and mediation of their children’s use of mobile devices. As a consequence, the 

category of parental perceptions and mediation was added for further analysis. The sub-

categories regarding the parents’ mediation strategies were influenced by the categorization 

of Nikken and Schols (2015). Figure 6.1 shows the extended code system. 

Figure 6.1: Extended code system of Study II. 

DEVICES 
Tablet  
Smartphone 
TV 
Notebook/PC 
Digital camera 
Mixed use 
Other 
Ownership 

ACTIVITIES 
Communicating 

Messenger 
Phone 
Video call 

Watching TV/videos 
Taking photos/making videos 
Looking at photos/videos 
Listening to music/ audio books 
Drawing 
Making music 
Playing game apps 
Reading e-books/book apps 
Multi apps 
Other 
Information searching/seeking 
Children’s preferences 

PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS & 
MEDIATION  

Parental use 
Parental perceptions 

Positive perceptions 
Expansion knowledge 
Key skill digital literacy 

Negative perceptions 
Inappropriate content 
General skepticism 
Pure entertainment 

Parental mediation strategies 
Supervision 
Active mediation and co-use 

Set-up 
Help navigation 
Search assistance 

Restrictive mediation 
Limitation access devices 
Limitation access content 

Technical restrictions 
Monitoring 

GENERAL USE 
Beginning 
Context 
Duration 
Frequency 
Navigation 

General 
Keyboard/mouse 
Visual 
Voice control 
Problems 

Parents’ help 
Independence 
Development 

FAMILIES 
Children 

Age 
Care situation 
Language 
Interests and hobbies 
Peers 

Parents 
Age 
Job 
Interest in technology 

Siblings 
Family and friends 
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It must be noted that the secondary use of interview data causes some limitations since the 

interview questions did not focus on parental perceptions and mediation. However, the 

thickness of the interview data seemed to allow an exploratory analysis in this direction. 

6.6 Results 

In the following section, the results regarding the children’s use of mobile devices are 

presented in a summarized form. A more detailed description can be found in Schlebbe 

(2020a). Then the results of the analysis regarding parents’ perceptions, their mediation 

practices, and a potential influence on the children’s information behavior are described. 

6.6.1 Children’s Use of Mobile Devices 

The vast majority of the children use the devices regularly, ranging from daily to about once 

a week. Only two of the families report a more limited use of the devices. In these families, 

the children used mobile devices very rarely and at irregular times. One of these cases was 

the youngest child in the sample (Eric).  

While the older children in the sample were at least partly allowed to use the devices 

unassisted, the younger children were usually supervised by their parents. Since most 

children could not yet read and write, they navigated through visual features such as 

symbols or thumbnails. Four families reported that their children had already used voice 

control. In general, younger children often had to be assisted by their parents when using the 

devices, while the older children generally showed a higher degree of independence. 

The interviews with the parents indicate that children engage in a great variety of activities 

related to mobile devices. The tablets and smartphones were seen as all-in-one solutions that 

serve simultaneously as television, computer, communication device, and camera. The 

children used the devices to watch online videos, play with various applications, listen to 

music, communicate with family and friends, view photos or videos, or take photos 

themselves. In Schlebbe (2020a) the author discusses why these activities that may appear 

as pure entertainment at first glance, can be seen as “early steps in the ‘mastery of life’ that 

define an individual’s everyday information behaviors” (Given et al., 2016a, p. 346). 

The use of the devices for active information searching or seeking activities, for example, 

using search engines or online encyclopedias was mentioned by half of the families 

interviewed. These activities took place irregularly and in situations where the children 

expressed a specific information need. In these situations, the parents acted as search 
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assistants or lay information mediaries (Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007) for their children. In 

many cases, they used the devices to search for pictures or videos of things unknown to the 

child. Other examples mentioned were the use of web mapping services to show the 

children the geographical location of a particular place or searching for information about 

events the children would like to attend. Parents who said that they did not use the devices 

to search for information for the children often stated that they could answer their children’s 

questions themselves and that they did not need the devices for this purpose. 

To sum up, the analysis shows that children engage in a great variety of information-related 

activities while using mobile devices. Therefore, it can be assumed that the use of mobile 

devices can be a source of information for young children. 

6.6.2 Parental Perceptions and Mediation 

Parents expressed positive and negative perceptions of young children’s use of mobile 

devices and described various activities of mediation. These aspects and their potential 

influence on young children’s digital information behavior are examined in more detail 

below. 

Due to the secondary use of interview data, the numbers given below must be treated with 

caution. It must be considered that the data might be incomplete regarding some aspects 

since parental perceptions and mediation practices were not explicitly asked for during the 

interviews. 

Positive and Negative Perceptions  

The parents expressed several perceived benefits of their children’s use of mobile devices. 

In about half of the families (11 of 19) parents expressed that they think that the children 

expand their general knowledge by using the devices. Parents reported, for example, that the 

consumed content helps the children to learn about the world around them: “and then the 

content of videos she watches, that was a learning opportunity for her” (Father G). 

Additionally, all parents reported that the regular use of the devices helps their children to 

develop and improve digital skills. Eight of the families explicitly emphasized their view of 

digital literacy as a critical skill in society: “Surely you need something like that for the 

future, right? So, the handling of these devices” (Mother S). Another positive parental 

perception of the children’s use of the devices is the aspect of communication. All parents 

interviewed support the use of the devices to enable the children to communicate with wider 
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family and friends and see this as a valuable activity. Other rather interactive and creative 

activities of the children were also generally positively judged by the parents, such as 

listening to or making music: “at the moment it’s all about music, and we encourage him to 

play as much as he can” (Mother B). The parents of 13 families also talked about the 

benefits of children’s use of the devices for themselves. In these cases, parents use the 

devices to keep the children occupied while they do household or work-related tasks or 

relax. 

These positive perceptions were contrasted by several negative perceptions of young 

children’s use of mobile devices. About half of the families interviewed (10 of 19) explicitly 

expressed that they fear their child’s confrontation with inappropriate content or that they 

suspect that the child could be overwhelmed by the amount or complexity of content. 

Parents of 12 of the 19 families expressed a critical attitude towards young children’s use of 

digital technology in some form, even though the use of such technology was generally 

allowed in these families. For example, some of these parents expressed regret or doubt 

about the use of the devices as digital babysitters or as a reward for good behavior. Use that 

was considered too long or too intense also caused a feeling of guilt in some parents. Some 

parents specifically emphasized that they generally prefer non-digital activities for their 

child: “we find the analogue world just as good...or even better” (Father N). In addition, 

many parents seem to perceive the use of the devices primarily as pure entertainment or 

play. Five parents stated this explicitly during the interviews. Especially watching videos on 

the devices, which is a frequent activity in many families, or playing with game applications 

were considered to be of little value: “It’s just consuming, right?” (Father I). 

So, on the one hand, parents expressed different perceived benefits of their children’s use of 

mobile devices. On the other hand, they show concerns and negative feelings towards the 

devices. These perceptions may influence their parental mediation strategies. 

Parental Mediation Strategies 

Supervision: As mentioned above, all younger children in the sample were usually 

supervised by their parents while using the devices. The older children were at least partly 

allowed to use the devices unassisted, but only for a limited time and a specific use case. 

Active mediation and co-use: Regarding enabling practices by parents, one aspect is the 

set-up and preparation of the devices. All parents interviewed search for suitable 

applications for the children, select and install them. Especially the younger children in the 
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sample are not involved in these processes. The older children are able to suggest their 

wishes and interests, and the applications are searched for together and then installed by the 

parents. Regarding the handling of the devices, the parents assumed that the children are 

able to copy and imitate much of their behavior. Parents also take over part of the operation 

of the devices (e.g., opening an application or entering the camera mode), especially for the 

younger children in the sample. Activities that require reading or writing skills are also 

supported or carried out by the parents. When children encounter problems while using the 

devices, they usually ask their parents for help and also receive it. In these activities, as well 

as in the parents’ search assistance activities described above, different examples of 

enabling parental mediation strategies can be identified. In general, it was difficult to 

distinguish between co-use and active mediation, partly because the line between assistance, 

co-use and guidance by parents was blurred, partly because the specific behavior of the 

parents was not always clear in the interview data. Overall, a combination of supervision 

and occasional assistance seems to be more common than the strategies of active mediation 

or co-use. 

Restrictive mediation, technical restrictions, and monitoring: In all interviewed 

families, parents restrict children’s access to the devices in some form. For example, the 

devices can only be used by the children at certain times and for a certain period. In all 

families, children have to ask their parents for permission before using the devices, and all 

parents use the security settings to control the children’s access to the devices. To restrict 

the frequency and duration of use, all parents interviewed use verbal agreements and 

general rules with their children. Access to applications, functions, and specific content is 

also restricted, depending on parents’ rules. As a result, children are usually allowed to 

navigate within particular applications and features of the devices, but not in more open 

online contexts, for example, using a web browser. Five parents explicitly reported using 

technical device settings, for example, safety settings or specific profiles, to restrict the 

children’s use in some form. Only in one case (Family G), an external mobile application is 

used to monitor the child’s use. In the other families, the children’s use is usually controlled 

by parental supervision. 

Figure 6.2 illustrates the potential parent-related factors influencing young children’s use of 

mobile devices that were mentioned during the interviews in a summarized form. 
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Figure 6.2: Potential parent-related factors influencing young children’s use of mobile devices. 

It is important to emphasize that in the families examined, the negative and positive parental 

perceptions were expressed to varying degrees, and different combinations of parental 

mediation strategies were reported. These differences seem to be related to diverse family 

contexts and individual parent- and child-related factors. However, a deeper analysis of 

these aspects is beyond the scope of this paper. 

6.6.3 Parental Influence on Children’s Digital Information Behavior 

The question arises how negative and positive parental perceptions, as well as supportive 

and restrictive mediation practices, influence young children’s information behavior in 

connection with mobile devices. 

By giving their general permission and supporting their children’s use of mobile devices, 

parents enable their children to engage in various activities that can help them to access new 

information and expand their knowledge. In cases of active information searching or 

seeking, parents sometimes even act as search assistants and use the devices to satisfy their 

children’s information needs. At the same time, parents try to protect their children from 

risks and negative influences, which certainly exist for children in the digital environment, 

through restrictions and limitations. However, these restrictions may also keep the children 

 
YOUNG 

CHILDREN’S 
USE OF 

MOBILE 
DEVICES 

PARENTAL MEDIATION  
of young children’s use of mobile devices 

PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS 
of young children’s use of mobile devices 

NEGATIVE 
- Fear of access to inappropriate content 
- General skepticism towards technology  
  use by young children 
- Use seen as pure entertainment 

POSITIVE 
- Expansion of knowledge 
- Digital literacy as a key skill 
- Social interaction and creative activities 
 

RESTRICTION 
- Limited access to devices 
- Limited access to content 
- Technical restrictions 
- Monitoring 

SUPPORT 
- Set-up and preparation    
  of the devices 
- Help with navigation 
- Search assistance 



 81 

away from information, and in this way, parents act as a bottleneck for children’s access to 

information. 

Thus, the strong parental influence on children’s access to information, that Bates (1996) 

has stated, also seems to be relevant in the digital context. The parental influence may even 

be stronger than in other contexts, since young children’s use of mobile devices seems to be 

associated with particularly negative perceptions, at least for some parents. 

6.7 Discussion and Conclusions 

This paper examined parental perceptions of and mediation practices in connection with 

their children’s use of mobile devices and discussed how this might affect children’s 

information behavior. 

The results indicate that parents have positive and negative perceptions of the use of mobile 

devices by their children aged one to six years. Perceived benefits named by parents are, for 

example, the expansion of children’s general knowledge or the improvement of digital 

skills. Concerns or negative perceptions regarding young children’s use of mobile devices 

named by parents are, for example, the confrontation with inappropriate content or an 

understanding of the use as pure entertainment. These results are in line with previous 

research (Bergert et al., 2020; Chaudron, 2015). 

Regarding parental mediation, the parents interviewed reported the use of different 

mediation strategies. In all families interviewed, a combination of enabling and restrictive 

strategies was identified. A quantitative comparison between the use of different approaches 

is difficult due to the qualitative data basis. However, restrictive strategies were generally 

mentioned more often by parents during the interviews than supportive strategies. This 

impression is also reflected by the number of coded text segments, with more than twice as 

many codings in the restrictive categories compared to the enabling categories. The 

prevalence of restrictive mediation and supervision seems to confirm the results of previous 

studies (Livingstone et al., 2015; Livingstone et al., 2018; Nevski & Siibak, 2016). 

The second research question explored the potential influence of parental mediation 

practices on children’s information behavior. The analysis of the interviews showed that 

children are generally able to engage in a great variety of information-related activities 

while using mobile devices. By supporting the children’s use, parents enable their children 

to engage in various activities that help them to access new information and expand their 
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knowledge. These results are similar to those described by Agarwal (2014) and Given et al. 

(2016a). In cases of active information searching or seeking, parents sometimes even act as 

search assistants and use the devices to provide their children with information. In these 

cases, parents enable and support the satisfaction of their children’s information needs. At 

the same time, parents try to protect their children from risks and negative influences 

through restrictions and limitations. These restrictions may also keep the children away 

from further information, and in this way, parents act as a bottleneck for children’s access to 

information by mobile devices. 

When interpreting the results, the limitations of the study should be considered. As 

mentioned before, the secondary analysis of interview data causes some limitations since 

the interview questions did not focus specifically on the parents’ perceptions and mediation 

practices. Additional information on the parents interviewed (e.g., education, income) could 

not be used for the analysis because this data was not collected for the original study 

(Schlebbe, 2020a). A single researcher performed the coding, so the coding process was not 

validated by intercoder reliability. Due to the exploratory nature of the study and the rather 

small number of families interviewed (N = 19), the results cannot be generalized. 

Nevertheless, the present study provides valuable insights into parents’ influence on their 

children’s use of mobile devices and the potential impact on their information behavior. 

Hopefully, it will contribute to a greater awareness of the theory of parental mediation in the 

research on children’s information behavior. 

Further research should investigate the influence of parental mediation on young children’s 

information behavior in relation to mobile devices in a more structured and quantifiable 

way. Moreover, it should provide guidance on how parents can be assisted in developing a 

successful balance between supportive and protective practices to optimally enhance young 

children’s information behavior in connection with mobile devices. 
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7 Study III: Uses and Gratifications of a Tablet for Children 

Many studies on children’s use of mobile devices, including Studies I and II, are based on 

self-reported survey data: Often, parents or children themselves provide information about 

their use and attitudes towards mobile devices via interviews or questionnaires. 

Study III adopts an alternative approach and uses a content analysis of online customer 

reviews to learn more about the use and expectations of a mobile device specifically 

designed for children. A total of 1,185 online customer reviews published for two different 

versions of the Amazon Fire Tablet Kids Edition on the German Amazon website between 

June 16, 2019, and June 15, 2020, were analyzed. In this way, the study adds a new 

perspective to the research on children’s use of mobile devices and their information 

behavior. 

Uses and Gratifications of a Tablet Computer for Children: An Analysis of 

Online Customer Reviews4 

7.1 Abstract 

Purpose: The number of children using and owning mobile devices has grown significantly 

in the last decade. By applying a uses and gratifications approach, this paper aims to explore 

what customers of a tablet computer for children report about the use and expectations of 

these devices from an information behavior perspective. 

Design/Methodology/Approach: For this study, 1,185 online customer reviews published 

for two different versions of the Amazon Fire Tablet Kids Edition on the German Amazon 

website between June 16, 2019, and June 15, 2020, were analyzed. A content analysis of the 

reviews was conducted using different inductive coding methods. 

Findings: Findings indicate that customers describe different aspects of children’s use and 

families’ expectations of tablets within their reviews. The expressed gratifications mostly 

relate to the aim of entertainment. Intentional information seeking activities were hardly 

mentioned within the reviews, but many customers emphasize learning as an important 

activity with the devices. Overall, the customer reviews reveal a mix of gratifications that 

differ from reported motivations for adults’ tablet use. 
                                                      
4 This chapter reproduces the accepted manuscript version of a research paper published in the journal Online 
Information Review with standardized formatting and citation, consecutive section numbering, and adjusted 
numbering of figures and tables: Schlebbe, K. (2022). Uses and gratifications of a tablet computer for children: 
An analysis of online customer reviews. Online Information Review. Advance online publication. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-10-2021-0508 
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Research Limitations/Implications: The possibility of manipulated online customer 

reviews must be considered. It should also be viewed critically that the children’s 

perspectives are only indirectly included in the data. 

Originality/Value: Families’ expectations of tablets as a device for children have not been 

a focus of research to date. This study uses an innovative research design by applying a uses 

and gratifications approach to online customer reviews for children’s tablets. The findings 

add to previous research on children’s use and families’ expectations of tablets and 

contribute to our understanding of children’s information behavior in connection with 

mobile devices. 

7.2 Introduction 

For many children, the use of mobile devices is part of their everyday life and the number of 

children owning such devices has grown significantly in the last decade (Rideout & Robb, 

2020). Among these devices, tablets are especially popular, as their larger touch screen 

makes them particularly suitable for use by even very young children.  

The technology industry has taken up this trend and offers an increasing number of specific 

mobile screen devices for children. This includes not only educational game devices, but 

also standard tablets adapted for use by children through additional equipment, such as a 

robust case and a specific user environment. Providing a wide range of functions and 

content, the devices offer multiple possibilities not only for entertainment and 

communication, but also for searching for and using information.  

With the increasing availability and use of tablets for children, it is important to ask what 

role these devices play in relation to children’s information behavior and what the 

expectations of the customers and users (i.e., parents and children) of these devices are. 

One of the most popular tablets for children is the Amazon Fire Tablet Kids Edition. Even 

though products from other major brands lead the sales lists for tablets in general, the Fire 

Tablet Kids Edition is a bestseller in the field of specific tablets for children (Amazon, 

2021). Based on the analysis of 1,185 online customer reviews of two different versions of 

this product on the German Amazon website, this paper examines the following research 

questions from an information behavior perspective: 

– What do customers of a tablet for children report about the use of this device within 

their online reviews? 
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– Which gratifications do they express while evaluating the device? 

Specifically, this study explores what the customer reviews reveal about children as users of 

the device and the frequency, duration and context of use and specific activities. 

Additionally, it examines the families’ gratifications sought and obtained in relation to the 

devices by investigating the activities and the different aspects of evaluation addressed in 

the reviews.  

This study aims to contribute to our understanding of children’s use and families’ 

expectations of tablets for children. Further insights into this area will add to previous 

research on children’s information behavior in relation to mobile devices. Moreover, the 

results can support the development of mobile devices to better meet children’s and parents’ 

needs.  

The paper is organized as follows. Section 7.3 presents research about children’s general 

use of tablets and studies on children’s and parents’ expectations of mobile devices. 

Furthermore, the approach of uses and gratifications is introduced, and the analysis of 

online customer reviews is discussed. Section 7.4 describes the methods of data collection 

and analysis. Section 7.5 presents the results, starting with a descriptive analysis of the 

dataset, followed by a content analysis of the customer reviews. Section 7.6 discusses the 

results, which are then summarized in Section 7.7. 

7.3 Related Work and Theoretical Background 

7.3.1 Children’s Tablet Use 

In Germany, where the presented study was conducted, the regular use of a tablet is a part of 

everyday life for many children: In 2020, 56% of the families with children aged three to 13 

years owned a tablet, although families with younger children (3–5 years) showed an above 

average level of ownership (73%) (Guth, 2020). While according to Guth (2020), only 7% 

of the children aged three to 13 owned a tablet, other studies report higher rates of 

ownership, at least among older children: In a study that examined 6- to 18-year-old 

children and adolescents’ media use, 20% of the 6- to 7-year-olds and 39% of the 8- to 9-

year-olds reported owning a tablet (Bitkom Research, 2019).  

For children aged three to 13 years, parents reported about 33 min per day of smartphone or 

tablet use (Guth, 2019). The current numbers may be even higher: The study was conducted 
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before the COVID-19 pandemic, and recent research indicates that the use of digital devices 

generally increased during the pandemic (e.g., Götz et al., 2020).  

Watching videos or looking at photos is the most common activity for children aged two to 

five years in Germany when using tablets or laptops. This is followed by drawing and 

playing with game applications (MPFS, 2021). In Schlebbe (2020a), the author argues why 

activities of this kind, which may appear as pure entertainment at first glance, should also be 

considered in the context of children’s information behavior. 

7.3.2 Children’s and Parents’ Expectations of Mobile Devices and Applications 

Most studies examining families’ expectations of mobile devices focus on parental 

perspectives: Chen et al. (2019) investigated parents’ motivations for allowing their children 

to use digital devices in their qualitative study of 11 Singapore parents of children aged one 

to five years. They state that the primary parental motivations were a need for children’s 

learning, a need for tension release and a need for bonding through co-use of the device. 

Papadakis et al. (2019) also found in their study with 293 families with children between 

four and six years in Greece that “parents consider their children’s engagement with mobile 

devices as a means to improve learning outcomes and entertainment” (p. 10).  

To date, only a few studies have directly asked about children’s expectations of mobile 

devices. In their study exploring children’s experiences with digital technology in seven 

European countries, Chaudron (2015) asked 70 families with children up to eight years 

about the children’s media use. Their findings show that children relate digital technologies 

to “positive things such as entertainment, fun or games” (p. 58) and that they value tablets 

because of their screen size, portability, and ease of use. Eisen and Lillard (2017) asked 43 

children between four and six years in the United States about their use of touchscreen 

devices. They found that most children attributed taking pictures, playing games, and 

watching television shows or movies to a tablet, while only about half of the children stated 

that the device can be used for reading and learning.  

While families’ specific expectations of tablets as a device for children have not been a 

focus of research, there are a growing number of studies investigating the expectations of 

mobile applications for children. Those studies also focus almost exclusively on the 

perspectives of parents who are often viewed as gatekeepers of children’s use of related 

products, especially for younger children: Broekman et al. (2016) surveyed 600 Dutch 

parents of children between three and seven years of age investigating the needs that drive 
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parents’ selection of mobile applications for children. Most prominent was the need for 

children’s independent entertainment, followed by the need for coeducation, familiarity, a 

tailored challenge and passing time. Brito and Dias (2020) examined parents’ selection of 

mobile applications for children under eight years through an online survey with 1,968 

participants in Portugal. Their results show that the parents surveyed put the most emphasis 

on learning aspects when assessing applications for their children. Regarding positive and 

negative features of applications for children, privacy and safety are important criteria for 

parents as well as age appropriateness of content. For another study, Dias and Brito (2021a) 

conducted interviews with 81 Portuguese families with children under eight years old. They 

found that children mostly value entertainment and fun in mobile applications, while parents 

mostly value learning and educational aspects.  

In summary, from a parental perspective, it seems to be important that children have the 

opportunity to learn by using mobile devices and are entertained but also occupied. 

Although information-related activities are not directly addressed in most of the studies 

mentioned above, parents’ focus on learning opportunities indicates a general interest in the 

acquisition of new knowledge through the devices. When it comes to the selection and 

evaluation of mobile applications for children, aspects of safety and privacy, as well as age 

appropriateness seem to be important factors. Children seem to associate tablets more with 

entertaining and playful activities and less with learning opportunities.  

Both the studies of Broekman et al. (2016) and Chen et al. (2019) apply a uses and 

gratifications approach to examine families’ expectations of mobile content and digital 

devices for children. In the following section, this approach will be presented in more detail. 

7.3.3 Uses and Gratifications and Information Behavior Research 

At the center of the uses and gratifications approach, whose origins date back to the 

beginnings of empirical research on mass media in the 1940s (McQuail, 1994), is an interest 

in the uses of and gratifications from media. Following a statement of Katz et al. (1973/74), 

uses and gratifications studies “are concerned with: (1) the social and psychological origins 

of (2) needs, which generate (3) expectations of (4) the mass media or other sources, which 

lead to (5) differential patterns of media exposure (or engagement in other activities), 

resulting in (6) need gratifications and (7) other consequences, perhaps mostly unintended 

ones” (p. 510). Besides, Palmgreen and Rayburn (1985) developed an expectation-value 

model for media gratifications which clarified the concept of expectation in this context and 
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points out the important distinction between expectation (gratifications sought) and 

satisfactions (gratifications obtained).  

Depending on the specific object of investigation, different classifications of media 

expectations and functions have been developed. Early approaches often used a bifunctional 

distinction between “predominately fantasy-escapist or informational-educational” (Weiss, 

1971, p. 312) motives. A more detailed classification proposed by McQuail et al. (1972) 

contains the following four categories of media gratifications: diversion, personal 

relationships, personal identity, and surveillance, with the latter category being associated 

with information seeking and learning (McQuail, 1994).  

The consideration of information and knowledge acquisition as one important function and 

motivation for media selection, as well as the strong link between gratifications research 

and the study of human needs, implies potential connections between the uses and 

gratifications approach and information behavior research. Chatman’s (1991) research about 

the information seeking behavior of low-income workers, which draws on insights from 

gratification research, can be seen as an early example in this area of intersection.  

While the uses and gratifications approach was repeatedly under criticism in the first 

decades of its development (Ruggiero, 2000), the digital age and the uptake of social media 

have given it new impetus. Ruggiero (2000) even argued that “any attempt to speculate on 

the future direction of mass communication theory must seriously include the uses and 

gratifications approach” (p. 3). This is reflected in an application of the approach to a wide 

variety of areas in the digital domain, from internet use (Stafford et al., 2004), online social 

networks (Joinson, 2008) and user-generated media (Shao, 2009) to mobile games (Wei & 

Lu, 2014).  

Also in information behavior research, the growth of digital media has generated new 

interest in the uses and gratifications approach. In their review of trends in internet 

information behavior from 2000 to 2004, Buente and Robbin (2008) cite both Ruggiero 

(2000) and the work of Stafford et al. (2004). In recent years, the approach has been inter 

alia applied to information behavior research on social networks (Bröns et al., 2013), social 

Q&A services (Choi et al., 2014), leisure web browsing (Matni & Shah, 2015) or social live 

streaming services (Zimmer et al., 2018). Most recently, Savolainen (2022) examined the 

concept of infotainment in relation to information behavior research and highlighted the 

significance of the uses and gratifications approach in this context.  
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So far, there are only a few studies that have applied the uses and gratifications approach to 

the use of tablets as a specific technology. Leung and Zhang (2016) conducted a telephone 

survey with 348 tablet users aged 18 years or above in Hong Kong. Their results show that 

“relaxation, information seeking, fashion/status, and work management were instrumental 

reasons for tablet use while social connection anytime/anywhere, large screen, and ease-of-

use were intrinsic motives” (p. 339). Magsamen-Conrad et al. (2015) used paper-based and 

online surveys to investigate the uses and gratifications of tablets across different age 

groups. They divided 847 participants aged 19 to 99 years from the United States into four 

generational groups and measured their motives for tablet use. Their findings confirm 

information seeking, relationship maintenance, style as well as amusement and passing time 

as four main tablet uses and add organization as a fifth use category. Furthermore, their 

results show that “there are significant differences among the different generations in all the 

five different uses of tablets” (p. 105). However, both studies examined adult tablet users. 

Therefore, their findings are not directly transferable to children’s tablet use.  

The previously presented studies by Broekman et al. (2016) and Chen et al. (2019) examine 

children’s use of mobile apps or digital devices from a uses and gratifications perspective. 

Yet, it is important to mention that in both studies only the parents were asked about needs 

and expectations and not the children. Broekman et al. (2016) discuss this issue where “in 

the case of young children’s media use, the “media selector” (the parent) is the focal point 

of interest, instead of the actual user of the medium (the child)” (p. 143) and distinguish 

between parent-centered and child-centered needs that influence parents’ media selection. 

This makes the application of the uses and gratifications approach more complex in the case 

of young children’s media use, as different parties and their needs are involved. 

7.3.4 Analysis of Online Customer Reviews 

Most uses and gratifications studies use interviews or surveys as a method of data 

collection. While these methods offer important insights into individuals’ practices and 

views, they also have inherent limitations: Especially in the context of qualitative studies, 

often only a relatively small sample is examined. Furthermore, critics argue that self-report 

techniques “may not be measuring the individual’s actual behavior so much as his or her 

awareness and interpretation of the individual’s behavior” (Ruggiero, 2000, p. 12). 

Additionally, the aspect of social desirability bias may play a role in the context of 
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children’s media use. To overcome some of these limitations, this study applies a different 

approach and builds its analysis on online customer reviews.  

Online customer reviews can be defined as “peer-generated product evaluations posted on 

company or third-party websites” (Mudambi & Schuff, 2010, p. 186). Within these reviews, 

customers share their opinion on and evaluation of a product or service online, which 

potential customers can refer to when informing themselves about this specific product or 

service. Online customer reviews have become an important element for most online e-

commerce platforms (Trenz & Berger, 2013), which many people rely on when searching 

for information and making purchasing decisions (Askalidis & Malthouse, 2016). In recent 

years, online customer reviews have been used as a data source in research to investigate, 

for example, customers’ or users’ assessment of hotels (Berezina et al., 2016), physicians 

(Kordzadeh, 2019), airlines (Lucini et al., 2020) or public libraries (Borrego & Comalat 

Navarra, 2021).  

Also for children’s tablets, a large number of online customer reviews are available. When 

writing these reviews, customers are not directly asked about their children’s media use or 

the gratifications they seek from these devices but share their experiences and evaluations 

with other potential customers. Therefore, it can be assumed that customer reviews can 

contain information about the use of and gratifications sought and obtained from the 

devices.  

However, due to the great influence of online customer reviews, the aspect of review fraud 

or manipulation must be considered, with “vendors, publishers, writers, or any third-party 

consistently monitoring the online reviews and posting non-authentic online reviews on 

behalf of customers when needed, with the goal of boosting the sales of their products” (Hu 

et al., 2012, p. 674). In addition, it should be considered that the voluntary nature of writing 

an online review may lead to the over- or under-representation of certain customer groups. 

For example, it has been shown that customers with strong opinions are overrepresented 

among reviewers (Han & Anderson, 2020). Furthermore, it must be noted that economic 

incentives for reviews can play a role in some contexts (Manner & Lane, 2018).  

As a consequence, during data cleansing, a manual review of the data was conducted to 

limit the risk of manipulated reviews. Nevertheless, when analyzing online review data, this 

potential weakness must be taken into account as a limitation. 
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7.4 Study Design 

For this project, all online customer reviews marked as from Germany that were published 

for the Amazon Fire Tablet Kids Edition in the size 7 inches or 10 inches (HD) on the 

German Amazon website between June 16, 2019, and June 15, 2020, were collected using 

Scrapy5. Thus, the reviews refer to the ninth generation (2019) of the product for both 

versions. After data collection, the dataset contained 1,218 customer reviews. 

The hardware of these devices is equal to Amazon’s standard Fire Tablet versions. While 

the seven-inch screen has a resolution of 1,024 x 600, the larger version has an HD screen 

with a resolution of 1,920 x 1,200. Both versions have built-in speakers, a camera on the 

front and back, as well as a micro-USB port and a micro-SD slot for external storage. Both 

products are offered with a two-year “carefree warranty”. Concerning user profiles, a 

distinction is made between the parent dashboard and the child profile. The parent 

dashboard can be used to restrict screen time, enable, or disable content and set so-called 

learning goals. The child profile is offered in combination with a subscription to a digital 

media library for children, which includes gaming and learning applications, movies and 

television series, digital books, and audio books. Various age filters can be used to adapt the 

content to the child’s age group. In the child profile, parents can restrict access to social 

networks, the internet, the smart assistant, or in-app purchases. The device is advertised for 

children from three to 12 years. 

For all reviews, the following data were collected: 

– Review ID 

– Reviewer username 

– Review date 

– Related star rating (1–5 stars) 

– Color of device case (blue, pink, or purple) 

– Screen size (7 inches or 10 inches) 

– Verification of purchase (yes or no) 

– Review title 

– Review text 

– Review photos and videos 

                                                      
5 https://github.com/scrapy/scrapy 

https://github.com/scrapy/scrapy
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Before the analysis, the usernames of the reviewers, as well as 32 photos and two videos 

added to nine of the reviews, were removed. Furthermore, a total of 33 reviews were 

removed to increase validity: For 31 reviews, the purchase of the product was not verified 

by Amazon. For another review, the relatively long text of an earlier review was copied 

exactly. Lastly, in one review it was explicitly stated that the device was used by the 

reviewer him/herself as an adult and not by children. Hence, a total of 1,185 reviews were 

included in the analysis.  

First, a descriptive data analysis was performed using Microsoft Excel (version 16.48). The 

data regarding the screen size and color of the device cases, the date of review, the length 

and language of the reviews and the related star rating were analyzed.  

Subsequently, a content analysis of the title and text of the reviews was conducted to answer 

the RQs. The qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA (version 20.4.0) was used for 

organizing and analyzing the textual data. For the data analysis, different coding methods 

were used with a focus on descriptive and evaluation coding (Saldaña, 2013). A simplified 

version of the developed code system can be found in Appendix D.3 (see Fig. D.3). Instead 

of referring to existing categorizations of uses and gratifications, an inductive approach was 

applied during the coding process. The step of matching the emerging codes and categories 

with an existing classification of uses and gratifications was then carried out along with the 

step of interpretation and discussion. 

7.5 Results 

7.5.1 Descriptive Analysis of the Dataset 

The analysis includes two versions of the device: one with a seven-inch screen and one with 

a 10-inch HD screen. Overall, 696 customer reviews of the smaller screen version were 

included in the analysis. Of the larger HD version, 489 customer reviews were included in 

the analysis. Both versions were available with a protective case in three color options: blue, 

pink, and purple. For both screen versions, most reviews (7″: 49%; 10″: 54%) referred to 

the blue version and about a third of the reviews referred to the pink version (7″: 36%; 10″: 

33%). The fewest reviews for both screen versions referred to the purple version (7″: 15%; 

10″: 13%).  

The customer reviews were published between June 16, 2019, and June 15, 2020. It is 

important to mention that the delivery of the 2019 version of the 7-inch version started in 
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Germany on June 6, 2019 (Amazon, 2019a) and that the first review from Germany for this 

version appeared on June 16, 2019. In contrast to that, the delivery of the 2019 version of 

the 10-inch HD version started in Germany on October 30, 2019 (Amazon, 2019b), and the 

first review from Germany for this version appeared on October 31, 2019. Therefore, the 

period covered for the 10-inch version (229 days) is significantly shorter than that for the 7-

inch version (366 days).  

On 114 days in the period, there was no customer review while there was at least one 

review published on 252 days. There is a strong increase in the number of reviews for both 

versions around the turn of the year 2019/2020. Information in the texts of the reviews 

indicates that this is related to the Christmas festivities and the resulting increase in sales. 

Overall, 25 customer reviews is the maximum number of reviews per day (including both 

versions) reached on 3 days in the analyzed period (12/26/2019; 12/29/2019; 01/02/2020). 

Looking only at the period for which reviews of both versions are available (as of 

10/31/2019), the mean value regarding the number of customer reviews per day is 4.56 and 

the median is 2.  

Since only customer reviews marked as from Germany were collected during data 

collection, it is not surprising that a very large majority (1,153; 97%) of the reviews were 

written in German. Another 30 reviews (3%) were written in English. One review each was 

written in Polish and Turkish. The latter two reviews were translated into German using an 

online translation tool and then analyzed.  

Regarding the length of the reviews, the number of characters including spaces for the texts 

of the reviews (without title) was analyzed. The longest review contains 4,430 characters 

including spaces. The six shortest reviews contain only two characters including spaces and 

consist of only one word (e.g., “Ok”) or one emoji. The mean value regarding the length of 

the review text is 190 characters including spaces; the median is 85.  

When rating the product, customers can assign one to five stars, with five stars being the 

most positive rating. The star rating of the reviewers is quite similar for both screen 

versions. For both versions, a great majority of reviewers (7″: 72%; 10″: 78%) gave the 

product the maximum number of five stars; just over one-tenth of the reviewers awarded 

four stars (7″: 13%; 10″: 11%). Less than one-tenth gave the products three stars (7″: 7%; 

10″: 4%) and two stars were awarded least frequently (7″: 3%; 10″: 2%). For both versions, 
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6% of the reviewers gave the lowest rating (one star). In this context, it should be noted that 

the exact values should be viewed with caution due to the possibility of manipulated ratings. 

7.5.2 Content Analysis of Customer Reviews 

The following section presents the results of the content analysis. First, information about 

parents as reviewers and children as users of the device will be analyzed. After that, the 

analysis will focus on the uses and gratifications mentioned within the reviews, starting with 

an analysis of the different motivations for purchasing the device, followed by an 

examination of the frequency, duration, and context of use. Then, specific activities in 

connection with the devices will be examined. Finally, the different aspects of the device 

evaluated within the reviews will be investigated. In the following discussion, the results are 

interpreted in relation to previous uses and gratifications categories from an information 

behavior perspective. 

Parents as Reviewers and Children as Users 

Within the 1,185 analyzed online customer reviews, two different groups become visible: 

On the one hand, the group writing the reviews, the reviewers and on the other hand, the 

group using the devices, the children.  

In 389 reviews (33%), it is mentioned explicitly that parents wrote the review. For example, 

reviewers spoke of themselves as parents or mentioned their child/ren, son or daughter. And 

even if the reviewer could not be clearly identified in other cases, content or wording also 

point to parents as authors. In 44 reviews (4%), grandparents shared their opinion of the 

product. In these cases, the reviewers usually mentioned their grandchildren as such or 

referred to themselves as grandfathers or grandmothers. Other specific groups of people are 

rarely mentioned: only four reviews were written by uncles or aunts of children.  

Children who use the devices are explicitly mentioned in about half of the reviews, but 

many other reviews also indirectly point to children as users of the device, for example, by 

describing the device as “perfect for children”.  

In 152 reviews (13%), the age of 180 children using the devices is given in years. The most 

mentioned ages of children using the devices are four years (37 children), five years (34 

children) and six years (28 children). For the frequency of other specific ages, see Figure 

7.1. Although the device is advertised for children aged three years and older, the data show 

that the device is also used by younger children.  
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Information on the gender of at least 348 children using the devices is provided in 329 

reviews (28%) using related terms or gendered personal pronouns. In total, at least 191 

children (in 183 reviews; 15%) are characterized as female and 157 children (in 153 

reviews; 13%) as male by the reviewers. There is a slight uncertainty in the number of 

female children since one review refers to daughters of the family, but it is unclear whether 

these are two or more children. Overall, slightly more female children (55%) are mentioned 

as users of the devices than male children (45%).  

For two children, special needs were mentioned. One of these cases was the child with the 

highest age specification (13 years). 

 
Figure 7.1: Age of 180 children mentioned within the customer reviews (n = 152). 

Motivations for Purchase 

Motivations for purchasing a product may be directly related to gratifications sought 

through its use. Overall, 42 reviews point out that the devices were purchased for “on the 

go” or for vacations. Nineteen reviewers express that they see the tablet as an introduction 

to the world of digital media, and some of these customers explicitly state that it is 

important for them to develop their children’s digital skills. Nine reviewers explain that they 

want to avoid or minimize children’s use of their own digital and mobile devices by 

purchasing a specific children’s device. Another seven reviews indicate that the included 

control settings for parents convinced them to purchase the device, as they want active 

control over their children’s media use. Other individually mentioned reasons for the 
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purchase were the use of the device to distract, engage or entertain children in various 

situations. In some cases, the device was bought as a gift. The choice of words proves this 

in 110 (9%) of the reviews. 

Frequency, Duration and Context of Children’s Device Use 

In 24 reviews, specific information is given regarding the frequency and/or duration of 

children’s use in some form. In this context, 10 customers speak of daily use, and three 

reviews mention frequent or regular use. In contrast, three other reviews explicitly mention 

an infrequent or rather rare use of the devices. Regarding the duration of use, nine reviews 

mention having family rules that allow children to interact with the devices for 30 to 60 min 

per day. One review mentions that the son of the family is usually not allowed to use the 

device for more than 10 min at a time. Three reviews indicate regular use for more than 1 hr 

at a time. Two reviews speak of the devices being used “from morning to evening” or being 

in “constant use”, although the latter statement refers only to the first day of use after 

receiving the product.  

The context of children’s device use, for example, specific use situations and practices, are 

rather rarely mentioned in the reviews. The only context of use that is mentioned more often 

is the use “on the go” or while traveling, which is mentioned in 42 reviews. Three reviews 

mention regular use in the evening, at children’s bedtime. In one review, the waiting time in 

a doctor’s office is explicitly mentioned as a use situation.  

In the final 3 months of the period covered by the review data, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

with the first wave of infection occurring in Germany around March to April 2020, also 

emerges as a context of use: five reviews mention, directly or indirectly, that families used 

the devices for homeschooling children or for distracting children while parents had to work 

from home. 

Activities 

Not all reviews describe specific activities by children related to the devices, but 266 

reviews (22%) include statements of this kind. Since the focus of this study was on families’ 

expectations of the devices, it was decided to examine not only actual activities but also 

activities mentioned as limited or problematic in the reviews.  

The two activities mentioned most often are watching movies, television series or videos 

and playing game applications. This is followed by the activities of learning and 
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discovering, reading, listening to audio books or music, using the camera of the device or 

the smart assistant and communicating. Table 7.1 (see p. 98) gives the numerical values for 

all activities. It should be noted that the added number of reviews mentioning actual and 

desired activities may slightly exceed the total number of reviews. This is caused by the fact 

that in some reviews statements of both types were included.  

Intentional information seeking activities were hardly mentioned in the reviews. The only 

exception is one customer who wanted to use fragFINN, a German search engine for 

children, via the device but had problems with the integration.  

In 48 reviews (4%), the authors specifically mention their own use of the device, in addition 

to the use by children. Most of these customers generally point out that the tablet is not only 

used by children, but also by themselves for their interests, for example, for browsing the 

internet, reading e-books, or listening to audio books. An actual co-use of the device by 

adults and children is explicitly mentioned in only three reviews, including reading digital 

books, and playing game applications together. 

Evaluation of Hardware, Software and Content 

The evaluation of a device reveals customers’ expectations of a product and whether these 

gratifications sought are met or not. Gratifications can relate to the media content or specific 

aspects of the device itself (Cutler & Danowski, 1980). Therefore, not only the evaluation of 

content-related aspects but also of hardware and software aspects will be considered. 

During the coding process, five main categories of evaluation were identified: aspects of 

usability or user interface design, hardware-related aspects, aspects regarding the parental 

control settings, content-related aspects, and aspects regarding the purchase process. As 

noted above, most of the reviews were likely written by parents of children for whom this 

device was purchased. As a result, the reviews were written from an adult perspective and 

not from the perspective of children using these devices. Therefore, an additional aim of this 

analysis is to examine whether the expectations and satisfactions mentioned in the reviews 

also include children’s perspectives. Table 7.2 (see p. 99) describes the different evaluation 

aspects in more detail. 
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Activity Number of 
Reviews Description 

Watching 
videos, movies, 
or television 
series 

140 Overall, 140 reviews mention watching videos, movies, or television 
series as an activity, with 123 reviews mentioning actual use in this form 
and 26 reviews talking about desired but limited or problematic use in this 
area. For example, these problems were caused by the fact that specific 
applications for watching television or videos could not be used on the 
device. 

Playing game 
applications 

139 Out of 139 reviews mentioning playing game applications as an activity, 
127 reviews report an actual use of this kind, and 13 reviews mention that 
this type of activity is desired but limited or not possible. These problems 
were also often caused by the fact that some applications could not be 
used on the device. 

Drawing 3 As a specific case of game applications, the use of drawing applications is 
mentioned explicitly as an actual activity in three additional reviews. 

Learning 77 Overall, 77 reviews mention that the devices are used for learning 
activities. Of these, 70 reviews report actual use in this form, and nine 
reviews mention problems or limitations in this area, although the activity 
is desired. In these reviews, authors usually point out that children use the 
devices for learning or exercising, or they specifically mention the use of 
learning applications. 

Discovering 5 The thematic area of learning also includes the activity of discovering, 
which is explicitly mentioned in five reviews as an actual activity. 

Reading digital 
books 

55 Reading or reading aloud as an activity is mentioned in 55 reviews. In 54 
reviews, actual use of this type is mentioned, two reviews report problems 
in this area. Reviewers mention digital books or stories that children read 
on the devices. Reading aloud together with the device as a family is 
explicitly mentioned in only one review. 

Listening to 
audio books 

42 Listening to audio books is mentioned as an activity in 42 reviews. For 
this activity, 37 reviews report actual use and five reviews report problems 
or not being able to use the device for this purpose, even though the 
activity is desired. 

Listening to 
music 

20 Listening to music is also mentioned as an activity in 20 reviews, but it 
represents a special case: While five reviews speak of using the devices 
for this purpose, 17 reviews report problems in this area. This is mainly 
because the integration of a specific music application into the device’s 
system caused problems for these customers. 

Using the 
camera/photo 
app 

9 The use of the integrated camera and/or photo app is only mentioned in 
nine reviews. Seven customers talk about an actual use of this kind and 
two customers report technical problems with the camera, although they 
would like to use it. 

Using the smart 
assistant 

3 The use of the device’s smart assistant was only very rarely mentioned in 
the reviews. This is probably because the assistant can usually only be 
used via the adult account. This is criticized by three customers, who 
would apparently also like to use the assistant via the child profile and 
have problems adapting the device settings accordingly. 

Communicating 2 Communicating as an activity is rarely addressed in the reviews. One 
review criticizes the lack of an integrated e-mail account, while another 
review reports the use of an e-mail account by the family’s child via a 
self-installed e-mail program. 

Table 7.1: Activities mentioned within the customer reviews (N = 1,185). 
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Evaluation 
Aspect 

Number of 
Reviews Description 

Usability and 
user interface 
design 

415 This category includes statements in 332 reviews that are made from the 
reviewer’s perspective or in general. The customers value easy and simple 
handling as well as a fast setup. The user interface should be well 
organized. Besides, customers want to be able to select or block content 
for their children in a targeted and customized way. 
Furthermore, this category includes statements in 140 reviews that 
explicitly refer to the usability for children. Good usability and a clear 
design of the interface are also valued for children. Some reviews 
specifically emphasize a successful independent use by the children as an 
important aspect. 

Hardware 381 The statements in this category deal with the design, haptics as well as 
technical features of the device. The hardware-related aspect mentioned 
most often is the aspect of sturdiness, which usually refers to the design of 
the protective cover. Good technical functionality, long battery life and 
sufficient speed are also important for the customers. The handiness of the 
device, especially for children or small hands, is another critical feature. 
Additionally, the customers value a sufficiently large screen, a good 
screen resolution, overall high-quality build, and an attractive product 
design. Only a few reviews mention the aspects of sufficient memory 
space, good sound, or the quality of the integrated camera. 

Parental control 
and security 
settings 

246 This category includes options of content and time restrictions, the aspect 
of advertisements and in-app purchases as well as the creation of different 
accounts. Regarding content restriction settings, customers value the 
adaptability of content to the age and individual needs of the children. 
Furthermore, they find it extremely useful to be able to technically limit 
their children’s time of use. Concerning the control of advertising or in-
app purchases, it is important for them that the applications do not contain 
advertising, and in-app purchases cannot be made by children. The fact 
that different accounts can be created for several children of different age 
groups, as well as separate accounts for adults and children, was usually 
positively highlighted. 

Content 214 Regarding the content of the devices, i.e., the (pre-)installed applications 
and files, a distinction can be made between reviewers’ evaluations of the 
content (206 reviews) and an evaluation of the content from children’s 
perspective (19 reviews).  
On the one side, reviewers value a large and broad selection of 
applications. On the other side, the selection should not be too large or 
overwhelming. Content-related, the aspect of child friendliness and age 
appropriateness was used several times as an evaluation criterion. 
Included learning opportunities were also positively valued by several 
customers. 
Reported evaluations by children mostly referred to specific applications 
or activities that the children particularly enjoy doing with the devices. 
The main complaint of children mentioned was a perceived overload of 
content. In addition, some reviews reported that children did not like 
certain content. 

Purchase 
process 

180 In a final category, two other aspects were grouped that relate more 
indirectly to the device. A reasonable price-performance ratio was 
mentioned in 110 reviews as an aspect of evaluation. Regarding the 
customer service mentioned in 70 reviews, the exchange guarantee and a 
high speed of delivery are rated particularly positively.  

Table 7.2: Evaluation aspects mentioned within the customer reviews (N = 1,185). 
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7.6 Discussion 

The content analysis indicated that most of the reviews were written by parents that 

purchased the device for their children. Regarding the children as users of the devices, the 

reviews showed that the most mentioned ages of children using the devices are four, five 

and six years. Although the device is advertised for children aged three years and older, the 

review data reveal that the device is also used by younger children. Slightly more female 

children are explicitly mentioned as users of the devices than male children.  

Regarding explicitly mentioned motivations for purchasing the device, customers report that 

the devices were purchased primarily for use “on the go” or while traveling. They also state 

that the devices are intended to introduce children to the world of digital media. In addition, 

parents would like to minimize the use of their own digital devices by their children or 

mention the control settings as a reason for purchasing the tablet. Looking at these 

motivations for purchase, it seems that they are primarily determined by the interest of the 

parents, and less by that of the children. This seems plausible since the parents as customers 

ultimately make the decision for or against a purchase.  

Furthermore, different aspects of children’s use of the devices are described within the 

reviews. In only a few reviews, specific information is given about the frequency and/or 

duration of children’s use. In line with the findings of previous research (Guth, 2019), daily 

or regular use of 30 to 60 min was mentioned most frequently. The only context of use that 

is mentioned more often within the reviews is the use “on the go” or while traveling. 

Besides, a few reviews mention regular use at children’s bedtime or during the waiting time 

in a doctor’s office.  

In the final 3 months of the period covered by the review data, the COVID-19 pandemic 

also emerges as a context of use with five reviews mentioning that families used the devices 

for homeschooling children or for distracting children while parents had to work from 

home. Even if this number of specific references to the context of the pandemic is rather 

small, it must be assumed that the situation influenced the uses and gratifications of families 

with children, especially since initial research indicates increased use of digital devices by 

children during the pandemic (e.g., Götz et al., 2020).  

About a fifth of the reviews included statements by the customers about actual or desired 

activities with the tablet, revealing gratifications sought and obtained. Consistent with 

previous research (MPFS, 2021), watching videos and playing with game applications are 
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typical activities with the devices. Other activities mentioned are learning and discovering, 

reading, listening to audio books or music, using the camera of the device, using the smart 

assistant, and communicating.  

Relating these results to the gratifications categories of McQuail et al. (1972), it seems that 

a large part of these motivations and activities can be assigned primarily to the category of 

entertainment. Especially the explicitly expressed motivations for purchase seem to confirm 

the findings of Broekman et al. (2016), according to which the aspect of independent 

entertainment is particularly important to parents. The aspect of intentional information 

seeking activities does not seem to be a central concern for the customers at the first glance. 

However, it must be noted that the focus of the devices is clearly on the use of the 

associated media library. For the child profile, access to most websites, for example, search 

engines, is restricted by default and has to be enabled individually by the customers. 

Furthermore, if one takes a closer look at children’s actual and desired activities with the 

devices, different connections to children’s information behavior can be discovered. On the 

one hand, this is evident from the third most frequently mentioned activity of learning, an 

activity associated with acquiring new information and knowledge, as well as the activity of 

discovering new things. On the other hand, especially in the case of media use by children, 

the conceptual overlap of entertainment and information (Case & Given, 2016) must be 

considered. Activities such as watching a television series, reading a digital book, or 

listening to an audio book can serve not only to entertain but also to acquire new 

information and can be seen as “early steps in the ‘mastery of life’ that define an 

individual’s everyday information behaviors” (Given et al., 2016a, p. 346). Thus, while 

intentional information seeking may not be a central expectation of families in relation to 

the device, it still appears to be used to satisfy children’s conscious or unconscious 

information needs.  

The aspect of personal relationships and social interaction does not play a major role in the 

evaluation of most customers as very few reviewers talk about communication activities. 

However, it must be noted that the default settings of the child profile are not aimed at this 

function and, for example, the restriction of access to social networks is explicitly 

mentioned in the description of the product. The fourth gratification category according to 

McQuail et al. (1972), the aspect of personal identity, is difficult to discern in the review 

data. This, however, does not speak for the nonexistence of this motive but shows a 

limitation of the data collected.  
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Overall, the reported motivations for children’s tablet use differ in some ways from 

motivations for adults’ tablet use, where, inter alia, information seeking, work management 

and personal organization, as well as relationship maintenance were identified as reasons for 

use (Leung & Zhang, 2016; Magsamen-Conrad et al., 2015).  

Concerning gratifications in relation to the hardware, software or content of the devices, the 

usability or user interface design of the tablet are most frequently mentioned by the 

reviewers, in terms of their own handling of the device, as well as the handling by children. 

The importance placed on good usability confirms the findings of Chaudron (2015), who 

also found ease of use to be a motive for children’s tablet use.  

Looking at the evaluation of hardware-related aspects and the purchase process, it becomes 

apparent that many customers of tablets for children attach importance to aspects that users 

value in most technical entertainment devices, for example, good technical functionality, 

long runtime, fast speed, or a decent price–performance ratio. However, other aspects are 

clearly related to the specific user group of children: the importance of sturdiness and a size 

that is suitable for children’s hands.  

Regarding the content of the device, the aspects of child friendliness, age appropriateness 

and learning opportunities are critical for many reviewers. Again, it becomes evident that 

learning opportunities for children through the tablet are important for many parents. In 

addition, the analysis indicates that in several cases the content evaluations also directly 

include the opinions of children who use the devices. Similar to previous studies (Chaudron, 

2015), the aspects of fun and entertainment through the use of the devices seem to be the 

main focus in the evaluation by children. From the perspective of information behavior 

research, it can also be stated that many families describe being overwhelmed by too many 

applications, an aspect that could, inter alia, be related to the phenomenon of information 

overload.  

The last aspect, which was addressed in about one-fifth of the reviews, underlines the more 

complex nature of an application of the uses and gratifications approach in relation to 

children’s media use: The aspect of parental control was important for many reviewers and 

was also mentioned several times as an explicit motivation for purchasing the device. 

Parents particularly appreciate the individual control of content for children and the option 

of time restrictions. This illustrates that an analysis of gratifications of media use by 

children must consider not only the motives and needs of the children as users of the 
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devices but also the motives and needs of their parents or other caregivers, as Broekman et 

al. (2016) have argued before. 

7.7 Conclusion 

By applying a uses and gratifications approach, this study investigated what customers of a 

tablet for children report about the use of this device and which gratifications are expressed 

by them while evaluating the device. A total of 1,185 online customer reviews from the 

German Amazon website were included in the analysis.  

The results show that customers described different aspects of children’s use of the devices 

within their reviews, including information about the frequency, duration, and context of 

children’s tablet use. The gratifications expressed by the reviewers mostly relate to the aim 

of entertainment. Intentional information seeking activities were hardly mentioned within 

the reviews, but the activity of learning, including inter alia the acquisition of information 

and knowledge, is emphasized as important by many customers. In contrast, the motivation 

of social interaction and communication is rarely mentioned in connection with children’s 

tablet use. Looking at the evaluation of hardware and software aspects, the reviewers 

especially value sturdiness and good usability. Specific to the study of children’s tablet use 

is the identification of gratifications that do not relate to the users of the devices (children) 

but to the customers (primarily parents): In this context, the parental control functions were 

valued by many customers. Overall, the reviews reveal a mix of gratifications that include 

parents’ and children’s perspectives and differ in some ways from reported motivations for 

adults’ tablet use.  

When discussing the results, the limitations of the data should be mentioned. First, it must 

be kept in mind that the analysis focuses on two versions of one specific tablet for children. 

In a next step, online customer reviews for similar products should be analyzed 

comparatively. Furthermore, the analyzed data only allows conclusions about customers 

who purchased the device and then reviewed it. Therefore, the data may not be 

representative of the totality of customers. As previously mentioned, the voluntary nature of 

writing a review may also lead to over- or under-representation of specific customer groups 

(Han & Anderson, 2020). In addition, this study focused on online customer reviews from 

Germany. There may be behavioral or attitudinal patterns that are specific to this country. 

Thus, a comparison with customer reviews from other countries would be an interesting 

approach for future research. Other aspects of the data could also not be examined in more 
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detail in this paper. For example, a closer comparative look at the described use of the 

devices by male and female children could provide interesting insights. Since the reviewers 

were not directly asked about their behavior and expectations, aspects may have remained 

unmentioned. Therefore, it can generally not be assumed that the data regarding activities or 

evaluation aspects are complete. It must also be critically mentioned that, as in previous 

studies (Broekman et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2019), children’s perspectives are only 

indirectly included in the data as the customer reviews are written from an adult perspective, 

mostly that of parents. Finally, the problems with the validity of online customer reviews 

have been mentioned before. Even though efforts were made during data cleansing to 

strengthen validity, it cannot be ruled out that manipulated reviews were included in the 

dataset.  

Despite these limitations, this study was able to show that online customer reviews can be a 

valuable source for learning more about children’s use and families’ expectations of tablets 

for children. The insights provided add to previous research in this area and contribute to 

our understanding of children’s information behavior in connection with mobile devices. 

7.8 Acknowledgements 

The author thanks Michael Paris (Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin) for his helpful support 

during data collection and Prof. Dr. Elke Greifeneder (Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin) for 

useful discussions and constructive feedback. 



 105 

8 Study IV: Mobile Devices as Information Discovery Tools for 

Young Children 

While Studies I, II, and III focused on parental perspectives, the specific aim of Study IV 

was to include young children and their perspectives into the research. Therefore, a multi-

method and interactive research approach based on the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017) was 

adopted for an exploratory data collection with eight families with children aged four to six 

years.  

The aim of the study was, on the one hand, to validate the results of the earlier studies 

regarding children’s use of mobile devices, especially tablets, and their information 

behavior. In addition, it investigated whether aspects related to children’s information 

behavior play a role in children’s and parents’ perceptions of tablet use. 

Mobile Devices as Information Discovery Tools for Young Children:  

A Multi-Method Study on Children’s and Parents’ Perspectives6 

8.1 Abstract 

With the increased use of mobile devices by young children, the question arises whether 

these devices also serve as tools for information discovery for this age group. This study 

examines how children aged four to six years use mobile devices, especially tablets, and 

whether this use includes activities that are linked to the discovery of information. In 

addition, it investigates whether aspects related to children’s information behavior play a 

role in parents’ and children’s perceptions of tablet use. A multi-method and interactive 

research approach, following the Mosaic approach, was adopted for data collection with 

families from Germany. The results show that mobile devices play a role in the discovery of 

information by young children. Via tablets, children discover information rather 

accidentally while watching videos or playing with game applications. For the intentional 

discovery of information, mainly smartphones are used, with parents or older siblings acting 

as information mediaries for young children. Regarding parents’ and children’s perceptions 

                                                      
6 This chapter reproduces the accepted manuscript version of a published and citable full paper presented at the 
iConference 2022 with standardized formatting and citation, consecutive section numbering, and adjusted 
numbering of figures and tables: Schlebbe, K. (2022). Mobile devices as information discovery tools for young 
children: A multi-method study on children’s and parents’ perspectives. In M. Smits (Ed.), Information for a 
better world: Shaping the global future. Lecture notes in computer science: Vol. 13193 (pp. 13–31). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-96960-8_2 (Reproduced with permission from Springer Nature) 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-96960-8_2
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of tablet use, it appears that the devices are mainly associated with entertainment activities, 

although parents in particular also recognize the potential of the devices in the area of 

learning and information discovery. Overall, this study offers a multi-perspective and 

diverse insight into young children’s use of mobile devices and adds to the research on 

children’s digital information behavior. Of specific value is the inclusion of young 

children’s perspectives, which are understudied in information behavior research. 

8.2 Introduction 

Mobile devices like tablets and smartphones offer almost unlimited access to digital 

information. Whether it is a quick search for specific information via a search engine or 

browsing various websites: The potential of these devices as tools for discovering 

information is immense (Burford & Park, 2014). With the increased use of mobile devices 

by young children (Rideout & Robb, 2020), the question arises whether these devices also 

serve as tools for information discovery for this age group.  

Previous studies have shown that the information behavior of children aged six years or 

younger differs from that of older children, adolescents, or adults: Parents and other 

individuals often play an important role as sources of information and search assistants 

(Barriage, 2016; Schlebbe, 2020a). Furthermore, young children’s encounter with 

information is often rather unintended. As a consequence, models of information behavior 

research that focus on intentional forms of information seeking are of limited use for the 

study of young children’s information behavior (Barriage, 2016). Therefore, this study 

primarily uses Wilson’s (2022) typology of information discovery, which includes both the 

intentional and accidental discovery of information, to examine children’s information 

behavior in connection with mobile devices. Overall, this paper aims to answer the 

following research questions: 

– How do children aged four to six years use mobile devices, especially tablets, and does 

this use include activities that can be linked to the discovery of information? 

– What are parents’ and children’s perceptions of children’s tablet use and do aspects 

related to children’s information discovery play a role in these perceptions? 

To answer these questions, this study uses the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017), a multi-

method and interactive framework for data collection with young children. The study 

focuses on German children from four to six years of age. The upper age limit was 

determined by the standard elementary school enrollment age in Germany. The lower age 
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limit was intended to avoid an overly wide age range and to ensure that the children have 

the linguistic abilities to participate in the study. The study focused on tablet use, especially 

during data collection with the children. However, children’s use of other mobile devices 

was also investigated to capture the overall context. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 8.3 presents literature about the connection 

between young children’s information behavior and mobile devices as well as studies on 

parents’ and children’s perceptions of mobile device use. Section 8.4 describes the study’s 

research design. Section 8.5 presents the results, which are then discussed in Section 8.6 and 

summarized in Section 8.7. 

8.3 Literature Review 

8.3.1 Young Children’s Information Behavior and Mobile Devices 

The adult user has been in the focus of information behavior research for many years. 

Although there were some important examples in earlier years that dealt with the 

information behavior of children (e.g., Farrell, 1974; McKechnie, 1996; Walter, 1994), it 

was not until the beginning of the 21st century that a greater interest in this age group 

emerged. But even then, the focus was mostly on school-aged children and adolescents 

(e.g., Agosto & Hughes-Hassell, 2005; Bilal & Kirby, 2002; Cooper, 2002; Foss et al., 

2012; Meyers et al., 2009; Vanderschantz et al., 2014b). Therefore, the user group of 

younger children was long underrepresented in information behavior research. This is 

problematic because early studies including younger participants suggested that their 

information behavior differs from that of older children (Shenton & Dixon, 2003; Spink & 

Heinström, 2011). 

In recent years, research on the user group of young children has been increasing. For 

example, in her survey with 31 parents and caregivers of children between the ages of four 

and eight years from Canada and the United States, Barriage (2016) found that the most 

mentioned ways of children’s information seeking were interpersonal interactions, books, 

the internet and television use. Furthermore, her results showed that parents often assist 

their children in the process of finding information.  

Further research has focused on examining the relationship between children’s information 

behavior and digital technology. For example, Agarwal (2014) investigated the use of touch 

devices in a single case study with a child between two and four years of age. His results 
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show that the tasks the child spent most of her time with were watching videos as well as 

playing with educational applications and games. Given et al. (2016a) examined the 

everyday information seeking with information technologies of 15 Australian children aged 

three to five years old. Their results show that the children use the devices for a variety of 

activities that can be seen as “early steps in the ‘mastery of life’ that define an individual’s 

everyday information behaviors” (p. 346), including artistic and sociodramatic play as well 

as early literacy and numeracy activities. 

8.3.2 Parents’ and Young Children’s Perceptions of Mobile Device Use 

Different studies investigated parents’ motivations and perceptions of their young children’s 

use of mobile devices. For example, an interview study of Chen et al. (2019) with 11 

Singapore parents of children aged one to five years found that parents’ primary motivations 

for children’s use of digital devices were an interest in children’s learning, tension release, 

and bonding through co-use. Similarly, a survey of Papadakis et al. (2019) with 293 Greek 

families with children between four and six years found the improvement of learning 

outcomes and entertainment to be important motivations for children’s use of mobile 

devices. The results of an interview study of Chaudron (2015) with 70 families with 

children up to eight years from seven countries (Belgium, the Czech Republic, Finland, 

Germany, Italy, Russia, and the United Kingdom) also showed that parents value digital and 

mobile devices primarily for their entertainment and occupational character. However, they 

also reported appreciating the learning opportunities and information offered via the 

devices. 

With regard to children’s perceptions of mobile devices, the same study (Chaudron, 2015) 

indicates that children have a positive view of digital technologies and relate them primarily 

to entertainment and fun, although some of the interviewed children also associated the 

technologies with sharing or seeking information or learning opportunities. However, this 

only applied to the older children in the sample. In their study with 43 children between four 

and six years in the United States, Eisen and Lillard (2017) found that only about half of the 

children stated that tablets can be used for reading and learning, while most children 

associated the device with the activities of taking photos, playing games, and watching 

videos. A study of Dias and Brito (2021b) with 25 Portuguese families with at least one 

child aged three to eight years also showed that young children have a very positive view of 

digital devices and perceived tablets as “a source of entertainment and fun” (p. 23).  
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In summary, earlier studies show that digital and mobile devices seem to play a role in 

young children’s intentional and accidental discovery of information. In addition, previous 

research suggests that parents perceive mobile devices as tools for learning and information 

discovery, while especially younger children seem to associate the devices mainly with 

entertainment and fun. This study aims to further investigate the use and perception of 

mobile devices as tools for information discovery for young children, with an increased 

emphasis on children’s perspectives. 

8.4 Research Design  

This study is part of a larger research project investigating the information behavior of 

young children in relation to their use of mobile devices. While previous research 

(Schlebbe, 2020a, 2020b) focused on parents’ perspectives, the goal of the present study 

was to include the children and their perspectives as well. 

For data collection, a combination of etic and emic approaches (Shenton, 2010) was used, 

gathering data from parents as well as from the children themselves. As part of an initial 

exploratory implementation of the research design, eight German families with children 

aged four to six years participated in the study over a two-month period in 2021. A multi-

method research approach, following the Mosaic approach, was adopted for data collection 

with the children. The Mosaic approach is a framework thought as participatory, reflexive, 

focused on children’s experiences, and multi-method (Clark, 2005). Besides observing and 

talking to children, creative tools like photography or drawing are suggested as a method to 

“enable young children to communicate their ideas and feelings” (Clark, 2017, p. 25).  

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the data collection had to be conducted without direct 

personal contact. For this purpose, a so-called research book was created and sent to the 

families by mail. The book contained four creative tasks for children and parents around the 

topic of tablet use. In addition, at least one parent of the family participated in a semi-

structured interview.  

The instruments of data collection were pretested with one family. Additionally, the 

research book was discussed with two other parents.  

As part of informed consent, the parents gave consent for their child’s participation as well 

as their own participation in the study. To address the specific ethical aspects of research 

with children, all children were informed about the aim of the study and their rights within a 
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short video and asked for their assent. It was also explicitly explained to all parents that the 

completion of the tasks could also be done only partially, depending on the individual 

interests and abilities of the child. For participating in the study, all families received a 

50 EUR voucher, allowing them to choose from a small selection of stores and leisure 

activities for families. In addition, the children received a sweet treat and a certificate of 

participation. 

8.4.1 Sample 

A combination of convenience and snowball sampling was used for the recruitment of the 

families. The final sample consisted of eight families with a child aged four to six years who 

had prior experience using a tablet. All families live in Berlin, Germany, or the surrounding 

area. Table 8.1 describes the study sample in detail. 

Fam. Childrena (age in years) Parents (interviewee/s) Siblings (age in years) 
A Ada (4) ♀ Father & Mother Brother (1) 
B Ben (4) ♂ Father & Mother Brother (<1) 
C Cara (6) ♀ Father & Mother Sister (8), Sister (12), Brother (14) 
D Denise (5) ♀ Father & Mother  
E Elias (5) ♂ Father & Mother Sister (9) 
F Felix (4) ♂ Father & Mother Brother (1) 
G Gina (4) ♀ Father & Mother Brother (1) 
H Henrik (6) ♂ Father & Mother  

a For the purpose of anonymization, the children were given pseudonyms. 
Table 8.1: Description of the study sample of Study IV. 

All children live in a household with a father and a mother. Four children are female, and 

four children are male. Half of the children were four years old, with the youngest child, 

Gina, having just turned four. Two children were five years old and two were six years old. 

For these two children, study participation coincided with the time of elementary school 

enrollment. Six children have younger or older siblings, Denise and Henrik are only 

children.  

All data were collected in German. Quotes included in this paper were translated from 

German into English. 
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8.4.2 Data Collection 

Parent Interview 

In two cases, both parents were interviewed. In six families, only the mother participated in 

the interview. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted via the 

videoconferencing service Zoom. The length of the interviews ranged from 30 to 90 min. 

All interviews were audio-recorded. 

The aim of the interview was to find out more about children’s use of mobile devices, 

especially tablets. Furthermore, the parents’ personal attitudes towards children’s use of 

mobile devices were investigated. For the interview guide, a part of the questions was 

adopted from an earlier study on children’s information behavior in connection with mobile 

devices (Schlebbe, 2020a). In addition, questions regarding parents’ perceptions in relation 

to the devices, especially as a tool for learning and acquiring information, were added. A 

translated version of the basic interview guide can be found in Appendix E.3. 

Research Book  

The research book contained four creative tasks for the children and parents around the 

topic of tablet use. The families should solve the tasks in free order over a period of about 

two to four weeks. Figure 8.1 describes the different elements of the book. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1: Elements of the research book. 

INTRODUCTION 
Greeting, reference to the informational video and instructions for the tasks. 

MINI-QUESTIONNAIRE 
Rating of various activities with the tablet 
(depending on the answers during the parent 
interview) using green and red sticky dots.  

PHOTO-TOUR 
Documentation of places in the home where 
the child has already used the tablet and 
description of activities. For privacy reasons, 
taking photos was optional and could also be 
replaced by a short description of the places. 

PARENT-CHILD-INTERVIEW 
The parents ask their child four open 
questions about the child’s perceptions of and 
experiences with the tablet.  
A translated version of the interview 
questions can be found in Appendix E.4. 

DREAM TABLET 
The children are to imagine that they can do 
magic and build their “dream tablet” of which 
they should draw a picture or craft something. 
After creating the work, they explain it to 
their parents. 

CONCLUSION  
A large free space for further notes or drawings and thanks for participation. 
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Recordings and photos for the research book were taken by the families and sent to the 

researcher by e-mail or via a mobile messenger of parents’ choice. After completion, the 

book was sent to the researcher by mail and then digitized.  

The goal of the research book was to include the children’s perspective on the devices in the 

study and to allow for triangulation. The various tasks were designed to discover what 

activities the children associate with the device and what perceptions they have of the tablet 

in general.  

Figure 8.2 provides an overview of the different types of data collection during the study 

and, thus, shows the individual mosaic pieces that are intended to provide a multi-

perspective view of children’s tablet use. Due to the large amount of data collected, only a 

limited insight into the various results can be provided within the scope of this paper. 

 
Figure 8.2: Different types of data collection during Study IV. 

8.4.3 Data Analysis 

After data collection, all data was organized, transcribed, and analyzed using the qualitative 

data analysis software MAXQDA Plus 2020 (version 20.4.1). For data analysis, a 

combination of inductive and deductive coding methods was used with a focus on 

descriptive and values coding (Saldaña, 2013), to examine the device use and its context as 

well as the personal attitudes of the families.  

MINI-

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

PARENT 

INTERVIEW 

 

PARENT-CHILD-

INTERVIEW 

 

DREAM TABLET 

 

PHOTO-TOUR 

 



 113 

Due to the adoption of questions from an earlier interview study (Schlebbe, 2020a), it was 

possible to use a part of the code system from that research. A simplified overview of the 

developed code system is provided in Figure 8.3. 

 

Figure 8.3: Code system of Study IV (level 1–3). 

8.5 Results 

8.5.1 Children’s Use of Tablets and Other Mobile Devices 

General Use 

Since children’s use of a tablet was one of the sampling criteria for participation in the 

study, the use of this device applies to all children. Most of the children in the sample 

started using the tablet at around two to three years of age. Thus, all children have at least 

one year of use experience, while the oldest children in the sample, Cara (6) and Henrik (6), 

have been using the device for more than four years.  

DEVICES 
Mobile devices 

Tablet  
Smartphone 
Laptop 
E-book reader 
Other 

Other digital devices 
Desktop computer 
Smart speaker system 
Smart TV 

ACTIVITIES 
Watching TV/videos 
Playing game applications 
Listening to music  
Listening to audio books 
Learning  
Reading book applications 
Drawing 
Making music 
Looking at photos/videos 
Taking photos/making videos 
Communicating with others 
Speaking to the smart assistant 
Searching for information 
Other activities 

PERCEPTIONS  
Children 

Positive  
Negative 

Parents 
Positive 
Negative 

GENERAL TABLET USE 
Beginning 
Frequency 
Duration 
Context 

Type of use 
COVID-19 pandemic 

Navigation 

FAMILIES 
Children 

Age 
Care situation 

Parents 
Mobile device use 

Siblings 
Age  
Mobile device use 

Wider family and friends 
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Several families reported that the frequency and duration of children’s use vary over time, 

for example, depending on the weather or children’s current interests. The frequency of use 

in the sample differs from weekly to daily use. The duration of use is generally determined 

by the parents. In some families, this is a fixed maximum length of use of, for example, 15 

min per day; in other families, the time of use is decided on a situational basis or according 

to the activity with the device.  

The tablet is used in various contexts and situations. One situation mentioned several times 

is the use while traveling. For some children, this was also the first context of use with the 

tablet. Furthermore, parents report that the device is sometimes used to keep children 

occupied, for example, at the pediatrician’s appointment or when visiting a restaurant. Some 

children use the tablet regularly in the early morning when other family members are still 

asleep, others in the evening before bedtime to listen to audiobooks. During the photo tours, 

documenting regular places of use at home, families primarily photographed the family sofa 

and the child’s bed. The parents’ bed, the child’s room in general, the kitchen table as well 

as the families’ garden, balcony or car were also documented as places of use.  

It is important to mention that the COVID-19 pandemic strongly influenced the context of 

this study. Except for Family D, who reported that Denise’s (5) frequency of mobile device 

use increased very little during the pandemic, all other families experienced an increased 

use. In most of these families, the combination of daycare and school closures and parents’ 

occupations led to more frequent and longer use of mobile devices by the children. 

Although many parents reported that the use normalized with the return to daycare, the 

general impact must be considered when interpreting the data. 

In all families, children use not only tablets but a range of different mobile and digital 

devices. All children have already used smartphones. In Families E and H, this contact is 

limited to a few activities and accompanied by the parents. In contrast, Cara (6) from 

Family C recently received her first smartphone. Parents’ laptops are rarely used by the 

children. E-book readers are available in four of the eight families, but only in Families C 

and F, the e-book reader is occasionally used for reading aloud to the children by parents or 

older siblings. Additionally, two families (D and E) own special digital cameras for children 

that can be used to take photos and play with game applications. Other digital devices used 

by the children that do not have a screen or are mobile only to a limited extent are game 

consoles (Families C and F) or a digital audio player designed for children called Toniebox 

(Families D, F and G). Another special case is the educational game Tiptoi, which is used 
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via a digital pen and paper (Family A, B, D and F). A smart speaker system is available in 

Families F and H and is also used by Felix (4) and Henrik (6). Denise (5) is also familiar 

with such a system, but only through the use at neighbors of Family D.  

Activities 

The children use different mobile devices for a wide range of activities. Apart from 

Gina (4), the tablet is used by all children for watching videos, usually a small selection of 

television series or occasionally movies for children. Playing with game applications is also 

done via the tablet by almost all children, except for Denise (5). The children usually have a 

small selection of game applications that are often linked to the children’s topics of interest, 

such as horses or dinosaurs. Another playful activity with the tablet is digital painting or 

coloring, which a majority of the children have already done.  

Dedicated educational learning applications are used primarily by the older children in the 

sample, Cara (6) and Henrik (6), but 4-year-old Felix has also experience with applications 

of this kind. Some other parents also see individual learning aspects in the game 

applications that their children use, but overall, they tend to assign the applications to the 

area of play. Particularly among the families with younger children, some parents indicate 

that they have been reserved about learning applications so far but would be open to using 

them in the future, for example, when their children start school.  

Reading digital books together via the tablet is not practiced by any family. Instead, all 

families mainly use analog books for reading aloud. Families C and F also use an e-book 

reader for this purpose. In most families, listening to music or audiobooks tends to be done 

via smartphones or special devices such as the already mentioned Toniebox or classic CD 

players. Exceptions here are Families E and H, where listening to audiobooks via the tablet 

is a frequent activity.  

Taking photos or making videos and looking at photos or watching self-recorded videos is 

popular among many children. In most families, this tends to be done via parents’ 

smartphones. An exception here is Henrik (6), who uses the tablet to create and edit his own 

photos and videos. For communication activities, most families also primarily use 

smartphones. Almost all children have experience with video calls or sending messages in 

the form of emojis. However, these communicative activities are usually supervised and 

guided by the parents. Watching videos, listening to audiobooks, or playing with game 

applications via the tablet, however, is usually done relatively independently by the 
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children, although specifically the younger children still need parental support in some 

cases.  

The smart assistant of the mobile devices is hardly used by the children. Only Henrik (6), 

who is also familiar with the family’s smart speaker system, has also used the mobile device 

assistant Siri. In Family F, which also uses a smart speaker system, Felix’ (4) interaction is 

limited to these devices; he does not use the assistant on the tablet or smartphone. Most 

parents also explicitly point out that they do not use the smart assistant function themselves.  

When asked if the families use mobile devices to search intentionally for information for 

their children, almost all parents answered positively. In Family A, however, this type of 

use is very limited as Mother A reports that she can answer the majority of Ada’s (4) 

questions herself and usually does not need to refer to digital sources for this purpose. The 

father of Family C also describes the impression that a digital information search for his 

daughter’s questions is often not necessary or, if so, is taken over by her older siblings, but 

Mother C reports that she has used the mobile devices in the presence of her daughter to 

answer her questions. In the other families, parents also report that they occasionally use 

mobile devices to answer children’s questions or search for suitable digital images or 

videos: “...he also says things like ‘Can you Google this, Mama?’, yes. So, it’s totally, it 

often happens when he wants to know…the other day he asked, ‘How is electricity made?’ 

and then...I just looked it up” (Mother B).  

However, mainly due to the children’s limited writing and reading skills, the search is 

carried out by parents or older siblings who mainly use the search engine Google for this 

purpose. The discovered videos or images are then shown to the children. Most parents 

report that they tend to use their smartphones for these purposes. In most families, the tablet 

is rarely used for parents’ systematic information searches for their children. In Families F 

and H, the smart speaker system helps to overcome the problem of children’s limited 

reading and writing skills for search. Both families’ mothers report that their sons, Felix (4) 

and Henrik (6), occasionally turn to the system’s smart assistant with questions: “he 

communicates with them...really casually and, well…it’s mainly to play children’s songs or 

just to ask, ‘How does the animal do?’ or ‘How does the T-Rex do?’. So, mainly dinosaur 

questions, right?” (Mother F). 
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8.5.2 Parents’ and Children’s Perceptions of Tablet Use 

Parents’ Perceptions 

When asked about the general advantages and disadvantages of tablet use for their child, the 

parents named different aspects. One advantage that almost all parents perceive, especially 

from their point of view, is the aspect of children’s occupation by the device. Many parents 

report that they use this time to complete their own tasks or take care of younger siblings. 

However, some parents also pointed out that they do take advantage of this opportunity, but 

do not necessarily feel good about it. Another advantage mentioned by the majority of 

parents is the introduction of children to the digital world through the use, as it is important 

for them that their children develop digital skills. Easy access to a wide range of fun and 

diverse entertainment options is also stated as a benefit by many parents. In addition, the 

mobility of the device, the development of personal interests, and the encouragement to 

focus on a particular activity are mentioned by individual parents as benefits of tablet use. 

Learning opportunities, as well as the discovery of information, are also perceived as 

positive aspects of the devices by a large majority of parents. In this context, explicit 

learning applications, but also the content of videos or game applications play a role. 

Parents mentioned, for example, educational television shows or explanatory videos for 

children, as well as applications that provide knowledge about colors, shapes, or everyday 

life activities. But it is important to mention that, specifically with younger children, who 

often do not yet use explicit learning applications, parents strongly limit the importance of 

the devices in the overall context of learning and perceive it as a minor additional 

contribution to other learning opportunities: “So, in comparison to the other things she 

does, for example, what she learns at daycare or what she learns at home, a very minor 

role. So, yes, there are learning aspects as well, but they play a relatively minor role” 

(Mother A).  

The parents also see negative aspects of children’s tablet use. All parents mentioned that 

they limit the amount of children’s time of use because otherwise the children often become 

restless, frustrated, or tired. Since many of the children would like to use the devices for 

longer, this sometimes leads to conflicts. Some parents also mention the risk of online 

content that is not suitable for children. As their children’s use of the devices is currently 

very limited, they do not see this as an urgent problem but feel that they will need to address 

it at a later time. 
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Children’s Perceptions  

In general, the children have a very positive perception of the tablet. They like most of the 

activities with the device, especially watching videos, playing with game applications, and 

taking photos or making videos, which no child, who already engaged in these activities, 

rated negatively. Individual activities that are evaluated negatively by some children include 

communicating with others via mobile devices. In the case of Henrik (6), this explicitly 

applies only to talking to other people, but he likes sending emojis. Ben (4) and Elias (5) 

expressed that they do not like listening to music via the device. Other activities such as 

drawing, learning with learning applications or listening to audiobooks were each rated 

negatively in individual cases. This is consistent with the descriptions during the parent 

interviews, which gave the impression that the children usually enjoy using the equipment 

very much.  

The positive perception is also confirmed by the short parent-child-interviews. When asked 

what they like about the tablet and what their favorite activity with the device is, all children 

responded with activities they do frequently with the devices and rated positively during the 

mini-questionnaire. When asked what they do not like about the tablet, some children 

answered exclusively or at first that there is nothing they do not like about the device. When 

pointed out by their parents, a few children agreed that they sometimes have trouble 

navigating the devices. Furthermore, some children named individual activities that they do 

not like with the tablet, which is consistent with the evaluation of activities during the 

questionnaire. Henrik (6) is only bothered by the fact that he often drops the tablet, and his 

following answer shows that, overall, he likes using the tablet very much: “What I find 

stupid about the iPad is that Mama always says…I’m not allowed to watch iPad while 

eating” (Henrik).  

The last question of the parent-child-interview was related to the aspect of learning and 

knowledge acquisition via the tablet, asking the children if they had ever learned something 

new through the device and, if so, what this was. This question was not easy to answer for 

many children, possibly due to the abstract nature of the concept of learning. However, Ben 

(4) and Denise (5) were able to think of something they had learned through the tablet: Ben 

had learned via a video how human muscles work and shared that he now does muscle 

training himself. Denise remembered that her mother had looked up for her that the sea 

wasp is one of the most dangerous animals in the world. With the help of their parents, other 

children were also able to remember things they had learned using the tablet, such as animal 
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sounds or general information about animals and their way of life: “Haven’t you watched 

some documentaries...?” (Father C) “Yes! Right. About cheetahs” (Cara). A few children 

also thought of things they had learned about using the tablet, such as the access code or 

that it should not get wet. However, some children also answered this question negatively or 

could not think of an example of something they learned through the device.  

The “dream tablets” designed by the children also provide interesting insights into their 

perspectives on the devices. Due to the heterogeneity and complexity of the related data, 

this task can only be presented very briefly here. Generally, it can be stated that many of the 

children based their creations on topics, applications, or activities that they positively 

associate with the devices. Some of the children also developed ideas for game applications 

or added features to their devices that the regular tablet does not have, such as magical 

powers. Figure 8.4 shows the example of Denise’s (5) “dream tablet”, which she would like 

to use for watching videos, painting pictures, and doing magic, but also for learning more 

about numbers and characters. 

 
Figure 8.4: “Dream tablet” created by Denise (5). 
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8.6 Discussion 

Similar to earlier research (Chaudron, 2015), the results show that the families in the sample 

use mobile devices for intentional information search activities for their children. Most 

parents consider online services, such as search engines and educational videos that can be 

accessed via mobile devices, to be helpful to address their children’s information needs. 

However, the interviews with the parents show that, mainly due to the children’s limited 

writing and reading skills, these search activities are carried out by parents or older siblings, 

acting as information mediaries (Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007) for the children. 

Furthermore, the families predominantly use smartphones instead of tablets for this purpose. 

An interesting topic in the context of children’s intentional information search with digital 

devices is the use of smart speaker systems based on voice interaction. In the families where 

such devices are used by the children, they occasionally turn to the devices with questions. 

With the further distribution of these devices, an interesting field of research in connection 

with children’s intentional information discovery may emerge, as initial studies (Oranç & 

Ruggeri, 2021; Radford et al., 2019) already show. 

Some of the families, especially those with older children, also use tablets for explicit 

learning activities, such as first math or alphabet exercises. The process of learning is 

clearly related to the topic of information behavior and must, therefore, also be considered 

in this context. 

Regarding accidental information discovery, the exchange with parents and children 

indicates that children also gain new information via the tablet through entertaining 

activities such as watching educational television programs and documentaries for children 

or playing with game applications that deal with everyday life topics. As argued by the 

author before (Schlebbe, 2020a), this shows that the boundaries between entertainment and 

information are fluid and that these activities should also be regarded as part of children’s 

information behavior. 

These results show that the distinction emphasized by Wilson (2022) between intentional 

and accidental discovery of information can be applied to children’s information behavior in 

the context of mobile device use.  

In relation to parents’ and children’s perceptions of the tablet, both seem to perceive the 

device primarily as an entertainment medium which is in line with previous studies 

(Chaudron, 2015; Chen et al., 2019; Dias & Brito, 2021b; Eisen & Lillard, 2017; Papadakis 
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et al., 2019). Overall, the children expressed very positive perceptions, which are strongly 

shaped by their favorite entertainment activities. The possibility of learning new things does 

not yet seem to be strongly associated with the devices for most of the children but some of 

them were able to name, either independently or with the support of their parents, examples 

of things they learned through the tablet.  

Most parents’ statements were also dominated by children’s entertainment activities with 

the tablet. Furthermore, they mentioned the aspect of children’s occupation by the device as 

a general advantage of use. Parents also see the tablet as a tool for discovering information 

and learning but many of them rate the importance of the device in this area as being rather 

low, compared to interpersonal interactions or analog media as sources of information. In 

some interviews, it became apparent that this may be partly due to the young age of the 

children, and that some parents can imagine an increased use of the device for learning as 

well as for a more independent acquiring of information at an advanced age. 

8.7 Conclusion 

This study examined how children aged four to six years use mobile devices, especially 

tablets, and whether this use includes activities that can be linked to the discovery of 

information. Furthermore, it investigated whether aspects related to children’s information 

behavior play a role in parents’ and children’s perceptions of tablet use. The multi-method 

and interactive Mosaic approach was applied for an exploratory data collection with eight 

families from Germany. 

The results show that mobile devices play a role in the discovery of information by young 

children. Via the tablet, children primarily discover information rather accidentally while 

watching videos or playing with game applications. For the intentional discovery of 

information, smartphones are more likely to be used, with parents or older siblings acting as 

information mediaries. This is primarily explained by children’s limited writing and reading 

skills, which indicates that an increased adoption of smart speaker systems may lead to 

interesting developments in this area. With regard to the perceptions of tablet use by parents 

and children, it appears that the devices are mainly associated with entertainment and fun, 

although parents in particular also recognize the potential of the devices in the area of 

learning and information discovery.  

The limitations of this study also have to be mentioned. The small and relatively 

homogenous sample does not allow for the generalization of the results. All participating 
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families were relatively well equipped with mobile devices. The parents interviewed were 

all regular users of such devices and had generally positive attitudes towards their children’s 

device use. For families with lower levels of technology equipment and parental use, 

different results may be found. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic led to various 

limitations in relation to the recruitment of participants as well as the data collection. For 

example, parents’ interviewing and guiding of the data collection may have influenced the 

results. Opportunities for reflexive discussion of the results with the families were also 

limited by the pandemic situation. Regarding data analysis, it should be noted that the 

coding was performed by only one researcher. 

Nevertheless, this study offers a multi-perspective and diverse insight into young children’s 

use of mobile devices and adds to the research on children’s digital information behavior. 

Of particular value is the inclusion of young children’s perspectives, which are still 

understudied in information behavior research. Therefore, this study will serve as a starting 

point to apply the developed instruments of data collection on a larger scale to further 

increase the inclusion of young children’s voices in this field. 
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9 Summary and Conclusion 

This cumulative doctoral thesis investigated what role mobile devices play in young 

children’s information behavior, especially in relation to their discovery of information 

(RQ1). Second, the thesis examined whether aspects related to children’s information 

behavior, especially their information discovery, play a role in parents’ and young 

children’s perceptions of mobile devices (RQ2). 

The research questions were answered through empirical findings obtained through four 

consecutive studies (Studies I–IV). These findings allow for a number of conclusions about 

the role of mobile devices in the context of young children’s information behavior and the 

perception of mobile device use by children and parents. 

This final chapter concludes this thesis and highlights its contributions. Section 9.1 

summarizes this work by providing an overview of the individual chapters. Based on the 

findings of the four studies presented in this thesis, Section 9.2 answers the main research 

questions RQ1 and RQ2 stated in Section 1.2 of this thesis. Section 9.3 highlights the 

contributions, and Section 9.4 presents an outlook on future research. Section 9.5 provides a 

final conclusion. 

9.1 Summary 

At the beginning of this thesis, Chapter 1 identified a research gap regarding young 

children’s information behavior in the context of mobile device use. Based on this need, the 

specific research questions of this thesis were formulated, and the overall research approach 

was described. Chapter 2 addressed and defined three key terms and concepts of this thesis: 

young children, information behavior, and mobile devices. Furthermore, a general overview 

of previous studies on children’s information behavior was given to outline the research 

background of this thesis. Subsequently, Chapter 3 presented the results of a systematic 

literature review on young children’s information behavior in the context of mobile device 

use. The review highlighted the general distinct lack of studies on the topic of this thesis and 

several specific research gaps. Chapter 4 then described the research design of this thesis. 

First, the specific research context was outlined. Second, the studies’ methodological 

implementation was explained in detail.  

Chapter 5 presented Study I, an interview study with parents from 19 families. This study 

examined how young children aged one to six years use mobile devices and whether this 
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use includes information seeking activities or other activities linked to the children’s 

information behavior. The results indicate that the families engage in different information-

related activities when using mobile devices. Half of the parents interviewed mentioned 

activities of intentional information discovery. In these situations, the parents often acted as 

search assistants for their children. In addition, the study argued that activities with mobile 

devices, which may appear as pure entertainment at first glance, such as watching videos or 

playing with game applications, should also be considered in the context of young 

children’s information behavior as these activities can be seen as “early steps in the 

‘mastery of life’ that define an individual’s everyday information behaviors” (Given et al., 

2016a, p. 346). Furthermore, the findings raised new questions about young children’s 

information behavior in general, which were addressed in Study II, presented in Chapter 6.  

Based on a secondary analysis of the interview data of Study I, Study II examined how 

parents perceive and mediate young children’s use of mobile devices and discussed how this 

might influence the children’s information behavior. The results show that parents have 

positive and negative perceptions of their children’s use of mobile devices. Perceived 

benefits named by the parents include the expansion of children’s general knowledge and 

improved digital skills. Parents’ concerns or negative perceptions encompass children’s 

potential encounter with inappropriate content or an understanding of the use as just 

entertainment. Regarding parental mediation practices, a combination of supportive and 

restrictive mediation strategies was identified in all families interviewed, with restrictive 

strategies mentioned more often than supportive strategies. In the paper presented in 

Chapter 6, it was argued that by supporting children’s use of mobile devices, parents 

generally enable their children to engage in various activities that help them access new 

information and expand their knowledge. In cases of intentional information discovery, 

parents act as search assistants and use the devices to provide their children with 

information, which supports the satisfaction of children’s information needs. At the same 

time, parents try to protect their children from potential risks and negative influences of the 

devices by imposing restrictions and limitations. These restrictions may also keep the 

children away from further information, and in this way, parents act as a bottleneck for 

children’s access to information through mobile devices. 

Study III, presented in Chapter 7, explored young children’s use of mobile devices from a 

different perspective. Both a descriptive analysis and a content analysis of 1,185 online 

customer reviews for a specific tablet for children were performed. By applying a uses and 
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gratifications approach, the study examined what the customer reviews revealed about 

children’s tablet use. In addition, customers’ gratifications expressed during the evaluation 

of the device were investigated. A particular focus was on activities and expectations 

associated with children’s information behavior. The results show that customers describe 

various aspects of children’s use and families’ expectations of tablets within their reviews. 

The two activities mentioned most frequently in the customer reviews were watching 

movies, television series or videos and playing game applications. Activities of intentional 

information discovery were hardly mentioned, but many customers emphasized the activity 

of learning, including the acquisition of information and knowledge, as important. Relating 

the findings to the gratifications categories of McQuail et al. (1972), it appears that a large 

part of the motivations for purchasing the device and the children’s activities described can 

be assigned primarily to the category of children’s entertainment.  

Chapter 8 presented Study IV that involved young children and their perspectives on mobile 

device use actively in the research. The study examined how young children aged four to 

six years use mobile devices, particularly tablets, and whether this use includes activities 

related to the discovery of information. In addition, it was investigated whether aspects 

related to children’s information behavior play a role in parents’ and children’s perceptions 

of tablet use. A multi-method and interactive research approach was adopted for data 

collection with eight families based on the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017). Regarding 

children’s general use of mobile devices, Study IV confirmed the findings of Studies I 

through III. Concerning information discovery activities, the study found that children 

discover information rather accidentally while watching videos or playing with game 

applications on the tablet. For the intentional discovery of information, smartphones are 

more likely to be used, with parents or older siblings acting as information mediaries. In 

relation to parents’ and children’s perceptions of tablet use, the results show that the devices 

are mainly associated with entertainment and fun. However, many parents also recognize 

the potential of the devices for learning and information discovery. 

Table 9.1 provides a concise overview of Studies I through IV, including information on the 

studies’ titles and results. In addition, see Table F.1 (see Appendix F.1) for a complete 

overview of Studies I through IV, including information on the titles, research questions, 

data collection methods, and results. 
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Study Title Results 

I Watching, playing, 
making, learning: 
Young children’s 
use of mobile 
devices 

The results show that families with young children engage in different 
information-related activities while using mobile devices. 
Intentional information seeking activities were named by half of the 
parents interviewed. In these situations, the parents often acted as search 
assistants for their children. 
Besides, it is argued that children’s activities with mobile devices which 
may appear as “just entertainment” at first glance, e.g., watching videos or 
playing with game applications, should also be considered in the context 
of young children’s information behavior. 

II Support versus 
restriction: Parents’ 
influence on young 
children’s 
information 
behavior in 
connection with 
mobile devices 

The findings indicate that parents have positive and negative perceptions 
of the use of mobile devices by their young children. Perceived benefits 
named by parents are, for example, the expansion of children’s general 
knowledge or the improvement of digital skills. 
Concerns or negative perceptions regarding young children’s use of 
mobile devices stated by parents are, for example, the confrontation with 
inappropriate content or an understanding of the use as “just 
entertainment”.  
Regarding parental mediation practices, a combination of enabling and 
restrictive mediation strategies was identified in all families interviewed. 
Overall, restrictive strategies were mentioned more often than supportive 
strategies.  
The paper argues that by supporting their children’s use of mobile 
devices, parents enable them to engage in activities that help them to 
access new information and expand their knowledge. At the same time, 
parents try to protect their children from risks and negative influences 
through restrictions. In this way, parents may also act as a bottleneck for 
children’s access to information by mobile devices. 

III Uses and 
gratifications of a 
tablet computer for 
children: An 
analysis of online 
customer reviews 

The analysis shows that customers of a tablet for children address 
different aspects of children’s use and families’ expectations of the device 
within their online reviews.  
The two activities with the tablet mentioned most often are watching 
videos and playing game applications. Intentional information seeking 
activities were hardly mentioned in the reviews, but the activity of 
learning, including inter alia the acquisition of information and 
knowledge, is emphasized as important by many customers.  
Relating the results to existing categories of media gratifications, it seems 
that a large part of the motivations for purchasing the device and 
children’s activities can be assigned primarily to the aim of children’s 
entertainment. 

IV Mobile devices as 
information 
discovery tools for 
young children: A 
multi-method study 
on children’s and 
parents’ 
perspectives 

The results show that young children’s use of mobile devices includes 
different activities that can be linked to the discovery of information.  
Via tablets, children discover information rather accidentally while 
watching videos or playing with game applications. Furthermore, almost 
all families use mobile devices to search intentionally for information for 
young children. In these cases, parents or older siblings act as information 
mediaries. Most parents reported that they tend to use their smartphones 
for these purposes. 
Regarding young children’s and parents’ perceptions of tablet use, it 
appears that the devices are mainly associated with entertainment 
activities, although the families also recognize potentials of the devices in 
the areas of information discovery and learning.  

Table 9.1: Overview of Studies I–IV (title and results). 
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9.2 Answering the Research Questions 

Based on the results of Studies I through IV, this section answers the research questions of 

this thesis, RQ1 and RQ2.  

RQ1: What role do mobile devices play in relation to young children’s information 

behavior, especially in relation to their discovery of information? 

During the interviews for Studies I and IV, information discovery activities were rarely 

actively mentioned by parents in connection with their children’s use of mobile devices. 

Those activities were also extremely rarely mentioned in the online customer reviews of 

children’s tablets analyzed for Study III. However, when explicitly asked during the 

interviews, it became apparent that many families use mobile devices to satisfy the 

information needs of young children. This use can be differentiated into activities of 

intentional and unintentional information discovery.  

In Study I, half of the families mentioned that they use the devices for intentional 

information seeking activities, for example, via search engines or online encyclopedias. 

Also in Study IV, almost all parents stated, upon request, that the families use mobile 

devices at least rarely for this purpose. The search activities occur irregularly and in 

situations where the children express a specific information need. Parents or older siblings 

act as information mediaries for these intentional information seeking activities. Often, 

pictures or videos of things unknown to the children are searched for using standard search 

engines. Another example mentioned is the use of web mapping services to show children 

the geographical location of a particular place. In Study IV, it was found that most parents 

usually do not use tablets for these information searches but rather their own devices, often 

their smartphones. Parents who reported that they do not use mobile devices to search for 

information for their children, or use them infrequently, indicated that they could satisfy 

their children’s information needs using their own knowledge or analog information 

sources.  

Children’s accidental discovery of information when using mobile devices was also 

discussed in the interviews for Studies I and IV. When asked about this aspect, many 

parents had the impression that their children acquire information while watching videos or 

playing with game applications. Specific examples of this type of use were educational 

television programs or explanatory videos for young children and game applications that 

provide knowledge about colors, shapes, or everyday life activities. These findings 
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underline the assumption that activities with mobile devices, which may appear as just 

entertainment at first glance, should also be considered in the context of young children’s 

information behavior.  

Furthermore, the concept of learning needs to be discussed in the context of young 

children’s discovery of information with mobile devices. As the systematic analysis of 

research presented in Chapter 3 showed, the topic of learning plays an essential role in 

many studies on children’s information-related interaction with mobile devices. Case and 

Given (2016) point out that the relationship between information behavior and the concept 

of learning has rarely been addressed in research: While both concepts are concerned with 

the acquisition of knowledge, the term learning seems to represent “clearly a broader topic 

than information behavior” (Case & Given, 2016, p. 98). Thus, while research on 

information behavior appears to address some forms of learning, other aspects of the 

concept of learning are likely extending beyond information behavior. However, in the 

context of this thesis, the concept of learning was addressed in the interviews with parents 

(Studies I and IV) and the online customer reviews analyzed (Study III). For example, the 

acquisition of knowledge via videos and game applications was seen as a learning 

opportunity for young children by many parents in Studies I and IV. In Study III, the 

activity of learning was also emphasized as important in the context of children’s tablet use 

by many customers. Since some of the learning activities described in the studies clearly 

involve gaining new information and acquiring knowledge, they need to be considered in 

the context of children’s information behavior.  

In summary, mobile devices can play a role in the context of young children’s information 

behavior. When young children use such devices, they discover information rather 

accidentally, for example, while watching videos or playing game applications. In addition, 

in many families, the devices are used as tools for the intentional discovery of information, 

with parents or older siblings acting as information mediaries for young children.  

However, across all studies presented in this thesis, these information-related activities did 

not appear to be the primary focus of most families’ perceptions of young children’s use of 

mobile devices. Research question RQ2 examined parents’ and young children’s 

perceptions of mobile devices, especially tablets, and their use. 
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RQ2: Do aspects related to children’s information behavior, especially their 

information discovery, play a role in parents’ and young children’s perceptions of 

mobile devices? 

Regarding parental perceptions of young children’s use of mobile devices, the studies show 

that parents perceive positive and negative aspects of this use: The interviews analyzed as 

part of Studies I, II and IV show that parents view the potential expansion of knowledge and 

learning opportunities as positive aspects of their children’s mobile device use. These 

potentials are perceived in acquiring knowledge through consumed content, which suggests 

that aspects of children’s information discovery play a role in parental perceptions. 

Furthermore, parents recognize learning opportunities in relation to the general use of 

mobile devices with the aim of digital literacy. Creative and communicative activities with 

the devices were also frequently evaluated positively by the parents. In addition, most 

parents see benefits for themselves in their children’s use of the devices, as they keep the 

children occupied.  

For many parents, a negative aspect of young children’s use of mobile devices is the 

children’s potential encounter with inappropriate content. All parents interviewed were also 

critical of children using the devices too long or too intensively. Some parents also 

expressed a generally rather critical attitude towards digital and mobile devices. For 

example, analog media such as books were described as more favorable, or these parents 

perceived the use of mobile devices as “just entertainment”. 

The findings of the interviews are confirmed by the results of Study III. Overall, the 

customer reviews analyzed for this study indicated a very positive perception of the 

evaluated product, a special tablet for children. The motivations for purchase and children’s 

activities with the tablet described in the reviews suggest a strong perception of the device 

as an entertainment medium. However, while specific information-related activities were 

rarely mentioned in the reviews, many reviewers emphasized learning opportunities with 

the tablet as important.  

Summing up, the majority of the parents perceive potentials of mobile devices in the area of 

information discovery or the broader area of learning for their children. However, these 

aspects were often only addressed in the interviews when prompted or only indirectly 

reflected in the customer reviews. Overall, entertainment aspects seem to be the primary 

focus of most parents’ perceptions of their children’s use of mobile devices. 



 130 

The perspectives of young children were included only indirectly in Studies I, II, and III, 

based on parents’ statements about their children’s experiences and attitudes. Study IV, in 

contrast, actively involved young children and their perspectives on mobile device use in 

the research. In this study, a focus was placed on the children’s perception of tablet use. 

Altogether, the children participating in the study expressed a very positive perception of 

the device and its use. Based on the various data collected, it appears that they enjoy using 

the device and like almost all activities with the tablet. Negative perceptions were either not 

expressed or related to specific individual activities that probably do not correspond to the 

children’s interests. The main aspects of mobile device use described by the children refer 

to entertaining and playful activities such as watching videos, playing game applications, 

listening to audiobooks, or taking photos.  

Discovering information or learning new things does not play a major role in most 

children’s contributions to the data collection of Study IV. Overall, children’s perceptions 

of the tablets primarily seem to focus on entertaining and playful aspects. However, when 

explicitly asked if they could remember learning something while using the device, some of 

the children could recall specific situations, either independently or with the support of their 

parents. 

In this context, it should be noted that the data collection with the children in Study IV 

focused on tablet use. In contrast, the interviews with the parents for Study IV showed that 

smartphones are more likely to be used for intentional searches for information for the 

children in most families. In addition, the searches are not conducted by the children but by 

their parents or older siblings acting as information mediaries. Finally, the interviews 

showed that the information searches are carried out rather irregularly, while many 

entertainment activities are carried out regularly and over a longer period. All of these 

aspects may contribute to children not strongly associating the activity of intentional 

discovery with the tablet. Moreover, the children may not always perceive the accidental 

discovery of information while watching videos or playing game applications as acquiring 

information or knowledge.  

In summary, aspects related to children’s information behavior play a role in parents’ and 

young children’s perceptions of mobile device use to some extent. Parents recognize 

opportunities for information discovery and learning as positive aspects of their children’s 

device use. Furthermore, some young children can remember situations in which they 
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acquired new information through mobile devices. However, these aspects do not seem 

central to most families’ perceptions and usually only emerge when prompted. Instead, 

children’s use of mobile devices is primarily associated with entertaining and playful 

aspects. 

9.3 Contributions 

This section summarizes the contributions of this thesis to research on young children’s 

information behavior, particularly in the context of mobile device use. 

Systematic Overview of Previous Research 

This thesis provides a broad overview of previous research on young children’s information 

behavior in the context of mobile device use. First, Section 2.2 gives a general 

chronological overview of studies from the field of information behavior that have focused 

on children’s and adolescents’ information behavior in the digital environment. Second, 

Chapter 3 presents the results of a systematic literature review of the last 15 years of 

research at the intersection of young children’s information behavior and mobile device use. 

The combination of these two approaches provides an overarching yet detailed view on 

existing research on young children’s information behavior in the context of mobile device 

use.  

The review of previous research shows a general lack of research on young children’s (0–6 

years) information behavior in the context of mobile device use. In addition, in several 

studies dealing with this topic, the concept of information behavior is not at the center of the 

research but represents only a minor aspect. Moreover, children’s perspectives were not 

actively included in a slight majority of the studies. 

New Insights into Young Children’s Information Behavior in the Context of Mobile 

Device Use 

As part of this doctoral thesis, four studies were conducted between 2017 and 2021 to 

contribute to the research on young children’s mobile information behavior. The concept of 

information behavior was used as the theoretical background of the studies, and activities 

and perceptions related to the interaction with information were the main focus of the 

analyses. Particular emphasis was placed on using both etic and emic approaches for data 

collection and, in the case of Study IV, including young children’s perspectives in the 

research. This distinguishes this thesis from previous studies on the topic that have not 
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actively included young children in the research (e.g., Agarwal, 2014; Given et al., 2016a). 

The comparison with the studies analyzed within the systematic literature review also shows 

that the studies presented in this thesis strengthen coverage of research outside of the 

context of the United States.  

This thesis was also able to obtain new findings on the general topic of young children’s use 

of mobile technology. To examine young children’s information behavior, the studies 

presented in this thesis explored the overall context of children’s use of mobile technologies 

such as tablets or smartphones. In this way, detailed insight into the general use and the 

specific activities of young children with the devices could be gained.  

In addition to findings on the beginning, frequency, duration, and context of using various 

mobile devices, Studies I through IV were able to identify which activities children 

regularly engage in when using the devices. Children’s preferences for these activities were 

also examined. Overall, the results confirmed and extended the findings of previous studies 

on children’s use of mobile technologies (Chaudron, 2015; Rideout & Robb, 2020).  

Findings on Young Children’s and Parents’ Perceptions of Mobile Device Use 

By expanding beyond the aspect of information behavior, this thesis examined parents’ and 

young children’s general perceptions of children’s use of mobile devices. In addition to 

positive and negative aspects that parents associate with their children’s use of mobile 

devices, Study IV employed various creative methods to explore young children’s 

perceptions of tablet use. The results on parents’ and young children’s perceptions 

confirmed and extended the findings of previous studies (Chaudron, 2015; Chen et al., 

2019; Dias & Brito, 2021b; Eisen & Lillard, 2017; Papadakis et al., 2019).  

The specific focus on parents’ and young children’s perceptions of mobile devices in 

relation to children’s information behavior is a distinctive contribution of this thesis: While 

previous studies on parents’ and young children’s perceptions of mobile devices focused on 

the more general concept of learning (Chen et al., 2019; Eisen & Lillard, 2017; Papadakis et 

al., 2019), the studies presented in this thesis specifically examine perceptions related to 

aspects of young children’s information behavior. 
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Discussion of Parents’ Influence as a Contextual Factor of Young Children’s 

Information Behavior 

Another interesting finding of this thesis that exceeds the research questions RQ1 and RQ2 

is the aspect of interaction and mutual influences between parents, children, the use of 

mobile devices, and children’s information behavior. Study II examined the influence of 

parents on their children and their use of mobile devices through parental perceptions and 

mediation practices. The data collected throughout the research project led to the hypothesis 

that a relationship can be assumed between mobile device use, parents, children, their 

perceptions of this use, and parental mediation practices, as illustrated in Figure 9.1. 

 
Figure 9.1: Relationship between mobile devices, parents, young children, and their information behavior. 

Figure 9.1 demonstrates that young children’s use of mobile devices creates a context that is 

part of their information behavior. Children’s use of mobile devices is shaped by their 

perceptions of these devices which in turn are influenced by their positive and negative use 

experiences.  

Through parental mediation practices, parents influence children’s use of mobile devices 

and, therefore, their information behavior. As Figure 6.2 in Chapter 6 shows in detail, this 

influence can be supportive and restrictive. Parents, for their part, are influenced in their 

actions by their perceptions of mobile devices in general and concerning children’s use of 

these devices. It can be assumed that these parental perceptions also affect the children and 

their perceptions. 
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Overall, the influence of parents on young children’s information behavior is evident in the 

context of mobile device use but should also receive more attention in general as an aspect 

of research on young children’s information behavior. 

Development of New Methodological Approaches for Research on Young Children’s 

Information Behavior 

With Study IV, this thesis contributes to the inclusion of young children’s perspectives in 

information behavior research. While there are a couple of studies that have developed and 

used methods to include young people in information behavior research, this research is 

mostly related to adolescents (e.g., Agosto & Hughes-Hassell, 2005; Meyers et al., 2009) or 

does not focus on information behavior related to mobile device use (e.g., Barriage, 2021). 

For the methodological implementation of young children’s inclusion, different creative 

data collection methods were combined, inspired by the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017). 

The multi-method research book approach developed and tested in Study IV represents a 

new and innovative method for collecting data with young children.  

In addition to children’s perspectives, Study IV also examined parents’ perspectives, 

combining emic and etic approaches (Shenton, 2010). This combination allowed for a 

multi-perspective examination of young children’s use of mobile devices, taking into 

account the perceptions and opinions of different actors in a family’s network. 

Finally, the context of the COVID-19 pandemic required specific ways of data collection. 

Although this situation imposed some limitations for Study IV, creative solutions could be 

developed to conduct the research remotely with young children and families. These 

methods could be usefully applied in other research contexts in the future. 

9.4 Future Research 

Based on the results of this thesis, several potential directions for future research projects 

emerge. These refer to expanding the analysis of the data collected and implementing the 

research design of Study IV on a larger scale. In addition, the findings of this thesis lead to 

various questions and suggestions for further studies.  

Further Analyzing and Expanding Research with Young Children 

Due to their great diversity, the data collected in Study IV was only analyzed within the 

scope of the paper presented in Chapter 8. This applies particularly to the data collected 

with the young children as part of the research book, including the creative task on the 
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dream tablet, where the children were asked to create their ideal tablet and then explain their 

creation. These data could be analyzed in detail in a further study.  

Despite some limitations due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the data collection instruments 

developed for Study IV could generate a variety of insightful research data. Therefore, it 

would be useful to expand the relatively small and homogeneous sample of Study IV in a 

subsequent study.  

In addition to a larger sample size to achieve theoretical saturation, the recruitment strategy 

should be expanded to include families with lower mobile device ownership, lower parental 

mobile device use, or divergent parental attitudes towards children’s use of mobile devices. 

Surveying families’ educational backgrounds and income could also provide helpful 

information in this context.  

If the pandemic situation permits, the personal contact between the researcher and the 

participating families during the data collection could be increased. Thus, the data collection 

could be supplemented with observations of the children’s use of mobile devices in the 

home context. Furthermore, some tasks of the research book could be carried out 

accompanied by the researcher. This approach could further diversify the data collection 

and allow for an even more in-depth understanding of young children’s use of mobile 

devices.  

Examining Parental Influence as a Contextual Factor of Young Children’s 

Information Behavior 

Section 9.3 has already highlighted the findings on parents’ influence on young children’s 

information behavior. Thus, the role of parents as an essential contextual factor in young 

children’s information behavior should be further explored in additional studies. For 

example, aspects of parental use and attitudes towards digital and mobile devices could be 

further incorporated into the data collection and the sampling process, as mentioned in the 

previous section.  

In this context, concepts from media and education studies, like the parental mediation 

approach, can provide a valuable complement for information behavior research. Since 

numerous media and education studies have already applied this approach in the context of 

young children’s use of digital and mobile devices (Bergert et al., 2020; Chaudron, 2015; 

Livingstone et al., 2018; Nevski & Siibak, 2016; Nikken & Schols, 2015), the experiences 
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and results gained should be used more widely in research on children’s information 

behavior. 

While the analysis for Study II was based on secondary use of the interview data from 

Study I, further studies should explore parental attitudes and mediation practices in the 

context of their children’s use of mobile devices in a more targeted way.  

Investigating the Role of Voice Assistants in Young Children’s Information Discovery  

The results of Studies I and IV show that some of the young children had already interacted 

with voice assistants, either through mobile devices or smart home systems. Study IV 

indicates that in the two families where children interacted with voice assistants from time 

to time, they also used the devices to search for information intentionally.  

While initial studies have already begun to examine children’s use of voice assistants (e.g., 

Lovato & Piper, 2015; Oranç & Ruggeri, 2021; Radford et al., 2019), there is further 

potential for information behavior studies in this area.  

Many parents reported acting as information mediaries for their children in the intentional 

search for information via mobile devices. This behavior was partly justified by young 

children’s limited literacy skills. For this reason, the increasing adoption of voice assistants 

and their growing use by young children could lead to interesting developments in the 

context of young children’s intentional discovery of information with mobile devices. 

Thus, a further study may focus on young children’s interaction with voice assistants in 

connection with the use of mobile devices or smart home systems. For this focus, the 

sampling process would need to include a sufficient number of families who already have 

experience with children’s interaction with a voice assistant. First, the study should 

investigate young children’s interaction with voice assistants for information-related 

activities. Since previous research has shown that young children particularly often turn to 

other people as sources of information (Shenton & Dixon, 2003), the study should also 

explore what role the virtual voice assistant takes over in this context. For example, the 

question arises whether the illusion of social interaction influences children’s perception of 

the voice assistant as a source of information.  
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Supporting Young Children’s Discovery of Information 

The results of Studies I and IV show that many families with young children use mobile 

devices for the intentional discovery of information. However, the search for information is 

usually not carried out by young children themselves but by their parents or older siblings 

acting as information mediaries. The reasons for this, stated by the parents, are the 

children’s limited reading and writing skills and the potential risks of exposure to 

inappropriate online content.  

Additionally, the studies show that entertainment aspects dominate children’s and parents’ 

perceptions of mobile devices, while the use of the devices for information discovery is 

perceived only secondarily. One reason for this might be the lack of suitable services and 

tools for young children in this area.  

These findings underline the importance of already existing efforts (e.g., Foss et al., 2012; 

Gossen, 2015; Vanderschantz, 2016) to examine and develop appropriate tools and 

applications to support children’s information discovery with digital and mobile devices. 

While previous studies tended to focus on the study and design of services for school-aged 

children, future projects may also include the development of tools and applications for 

younger children.  

In this context, integrating the previously discussed voice interface functions would be an 

interesting option. Furthermore, research in this area should involve young children to 

ensure that their preferences and needs are taken into account. At the same time, the views 

and needs of parents should also be considered in the development of appropriate 

applications and services so that parental support for children’s use can be ensured. 

Moreover, in addition to the development of new services and tools, it is equally important 

to offer information and advice to families with regard to a potential use of these services. 

9.5 Conclusion 

This thesis examined young children’s information behavior in the context of mobile device 

use from different perspectives. Using multiple methodological approaches, four 

consecutive studies investigated the role of mobile devices in young children’s information 

behavior. The thesis also explored parents’ and young children’s perceptions of mobile 

device use to identify whether aspects related to children’s information behavior play a role 

in this context. 
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The results show that mobile devices can clearly play a role in the context of young 

children’s information behavior. Young children discover information accidentally while 

using the devices for playful activities such as watching videos or playing game 

applications. Many families also use mobile devices for the intentional discovery of 

information to address young children’s information needs. In these situations, parents or 

older siblings act as search assistants or information mediaries.  

Regarding young children’s and parents’ perceptions of mobile devices, the studies indicate 

that most families associate the devices primarily with entertainment and play. While the 

majority of families also recognize potentials of mobile devices in the area of discovering 

information and the more general area of learning, these aspects are usually not at the center 

of their perceptions.  

Given the ever-increasing availability of mobile devices, it is important to recognize that 

young children’s use of these devices can extend beyond “just entertainment”. The findings 

of this thesis show that mobile technologies are able to support both the accidental and 

intentional discovery of information by young children. This potential should be further 

promoted through suitable services and tools, as well as support and guidance offered to 

families and early childhood programs. 
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Appendix A: Material for SLR (Chapter 3) 

Appendix A.1: SLR Protocol 

Protocol for a Systematic Literature Review of Studies on Young Children’s 

Information Behavior in the Context of Mobile Device Use 

Background 

With the increasing use of mobile devices by young children (Rideout & Robb, 2020), 

various scientific disciplines have addressed this topic in different studies. Therefore, this 

systematic literature review (SLR) provides an overview of the thematic foci, 

methodological approaches, and participant characteristics of previous research. 

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed through this SLR are: 

– Which topics have been addressed in research on young children’s (0–6 years) 

information behavior in connection with mobile devices since 2007? 

– Which methodological approaches have been used in data collection? 

Since the beginning of the mass adoption of mobile devices is typically associated with the 

introduction of the first generation of the Apple iPhone (Brown, 2020), the year 2007 

(Apple, 2007) will be chosen as the lower year boundary for the literature review. 

Search Process 

For the search strategy of this review, five different databases or search engines will be used 

as sources for the search:  

– Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) Digital Library  

– Google Scholar  

– Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) Xplore  

– Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) by ProQuest 

– Library, Information Science and Technology Abstracts (LISTA) by Ebsco 

The subject-specific databases ACM Digital Library and IEEE Xplore were selected as 

central sources for scientific publications in the field of information technology. All 

metadata and full texts will be searched in the ACM Digital Library. In addition, all 

metadata (abstract, title, and indexing terms) will be searched in IEEE Xplore. The abstract 
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databases LISA and LISTA were selected as subject-specific sources for the field of library 

and information science research. Moreover, Google Scholar will be used as a major 

scientific search engine with broad coverage. It should be noted that only the top 1,000 

search results are made available when searching through Google Scholar. Furthermore, 

since the maximum length of a search string in Google Scholar is limited, two searches with 

two coordinated search strings will be conducted in this case.  

The search strategy aimed to identify all studies that fall within the intersection of the three 

central topics of the first research question of this SLR: (1) young children, (2) mobile 

devices, and (3) information behavior 

Three groups of search phrases were created to address the different topics (see Table A.1.1 

below). Synonyms, as well as sub-terms of the central concepts, were used. Combined 

search strings will be formed for searches in the various databases, depending on the 

requirements of each database. All searches will be documented, including the date of the 

search and the search phrase information. 

Group Search Topic Search Query (incl. Boolean Operators) 

1 Young Children (0–6 Years) (child* OR infant* OR toddler*) 
 AND 

2 Mobile Devices (“mobile device*” OR “touch*screen” OR “mobile phone*” 
OR smartphone* OR tablet*) 

 AND 

3 Information Behavior (“information behavior*” OR “information behaviour*” OR 
“information experience*” OR “information practice*” OR 
“information seeking” OR “seek* information” OR 
“information search*” OR “search* information”) 

Table A.1.1: SLR search topics and query. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Various inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined for the selection of studies for this 

SLR (see Table A.1.2 below). 
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Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Publication date 2007–2021 (or 2022, if possible) Before 2007 

Availability Full text No full text 

Language English Not English 

Type of publication Peer-reviewed publications based on 
primary empirical research 

Non-peer-reviewed publications (e.g., 
Bachelor’s and Master’s theses) and 
secondary research (e.g., literature 
reviews) 

Topic Studies on young children’s (0–6 
years) information behavior in 
connection with mobile devices 

Studies not relevant to the first research 
question of this SLR 

Table A.1.2: SLR inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

In addition to these inclusion and exclusion criteria, studies conducted by the author of this 

thesis will be excluded from the SLR analysis. 

Study Selection Process 

Due to the nature of a doctoral thesis project, the candidate studies will be selected by a 

single researcher. The selection of studies will be documented, including the number of 

search results per source, and the number of initially selected studies. 

Quality Assessment 

The selected studies will be reviewed using the quality checklists for quantitative and 

qualitative studies provided by Kitchenham and Charters (2007). It will be checked whether 

the description of the studies fulfills a majority of the listed quality aspects. 

Data Collection 

For all selected studies, the following data will be manually collected and inserted in a 

predefined data extraction form: 

– Unique identifier (initial first author + initial title + year of publication) 

– Author(s) 

– Year of publication  

– Title 

– Publication venue  

– Aim or research question(s) 

– Age (range) of children studied 

– Geographical context of the study 
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– Method(s) of data collection 

– Sample size 

– Active inclusion of children in data collection 

– Topic(s) 

– Information behavior terms mentioned  

– Use setting 

– Type of mobile devices studied 

– Additional notes (optional) 

– Date of data extraction 

Data Analysis 

The extracted data will be tabulated and organized chronologically by the year of 

publication and alphabetically by the first author’s name. 

For addressing the first research question of the SLR, the studies will be coded in two 

rounds of coding (initial and focused coding). For the topical categorization, the title, 

abstract, research questions, and results of the studies will be considered. The assigned 

codes will be noted in the data table and evaluated in terms of their frequency. In addition, 

the development of the coverage of the individual topics over the publication years will be 

analyzed. To place a particular focus on the topic of information behavior, it will 

additionally be examined which typical information behavior terms are used in the 

publications. For a further analysis, the information on the described use settings as well as 

the studied types of mobile devices will be evaluated. 

To answer the second research question of the SLR, the methods of data collection used, the 

active involvement of children in the research, and the ages as well as age ranges of the 

children studied will be examined. Furthermore, the geographical background of the studies 

will be analyzed.  

Dissemination 

The results of the SLR will be presented in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 



 167 

Appendix A.2: Overview of SLR Studies 

ID Study Information 

AU2014 Agarwal, N. K. (2014). Use of touch devices by toddlers or preschoolers: Observations and findings from 
a single-case study. In D. Bilal & J. Beheshti (Eds.), New directions in children’s and adolescents’ 
information behavior research (pp. 3–37). Emerald Group Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1876-
056220140000010045 

VC2014 Vanderschantz, N., Hinze, A., & Cunningham, S. J. (2014). Current educational technology use for 
digital information acquisition by young New Zealand children. In B. Thomas & D. Parry (Eds.), 
Proceedings of the thirty-seventh Australasian computer science conference (pp. 125–134). Australian 
Computer Society. 

WP2014 Wu, C. S. T., Fowler, C., Lam, W. Y. Y., Wong, H. T., Wong, C. H. M., & Loke, A. Y. (2014). Parenting 
approaches and digital technology use of preschool age children in a Chinese community. Italian Journal 
of Pediatrics, 40, Article 44. https://doi.org/10.1186/1824-7288-40-44 

CY2015 Chaudron, S. (2015). Young children (0–8) and digital technology: A qualitative exploratory study across 
seven countries (EUR 27052). Publications Office of the European Union. 10.2788/00749 

GC2015 Gordon, G., Breazeal, C., & Engel, S. (2015). Can children catch curiosity from a social robot? In 
Proceedings of the tenth annual ACM/IEEE international conference on human-robot interaction.      
(pp. 91–98). ACM. https://doi.org/10.1145/2696454.2696469 

LA2015 Lee, J., & Barron, B. (2015). Aprendiendo en casa: Media as a resource for learning among Hispanic-
Latino families. A report of the Families and Media Project. The Joan Ganz Cooney Center. 
https://joanganzcooneycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/jgcc_aprendiendoencasa_execsum.pdf 

LS2015 Lovato, S., & Piper, A. M. (2015). “Siri, is this you?”: Understanding young children’s interactions with 
voice input systems. In M. Lee & T. Strelevitz (Eds.), Proceedings of IDC 2015: The 14th international 
conference on interaction design and children (pp. 335–338). ACM. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/2771839.2771910 

BT2016 Brito R., & Dias, P. (2016). “The tablet is my BFF”: Practices and perceptions of children under 8 years 
old and their families. In I. Pereira, A. Ramos, & J. Marsh (Eds.), The digital literacy and multimodal 
practices of young children: Engaging with emergent research. Proceedings of the first training school 
of COST action IS1410 (pp. 35–42). Centro de Investigação em Educação. 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.660127!/file/1st_TrainingSchool.pdf 

GW2016 Given, L. M., Winkler, D. C., Willson, R., Davidson, C., Danby, S., & Thorpe, K. (2016a). Watching 
young children “play” with information technology: Everyday life information seeking in the home. 
Library & Information Science Research, 38(4), 344–352. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2016.11.007 

NM2016 Nevski, E., & Siibak, A. (2016). The role of parents and parental mediation on 0–3-year-olds’ digital play 
with smart devices: Estonian parents’ attitudes and practices. Early Years, 36(3), 227–241. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2016.1161601 

PU2016 Pervolaraki, I.-E., Garoufallou, E., Siatri, R., Zafeiriou, G., Virkus, S., & Antonopoulou, S. (2016). Use 
of digital tools by preschool children: Preliminary results. In S. Kurbanoğlu, J. Boustany, S. Špiranec, E. 
Grassian, D. Mizrachi, L. Roy, & T. Çakmak (Eds.), Information literacy: Key to an inclusive society. 
Communications in computer and information science: Vol. 676 (pp. 449–459). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-52162-6_45 

DA2017 Dubé, A. K., & McEwen, R. N. (2017). Abilities and affordances: Factors influencing successful child-
tablet communication. Educational Technology Research and Development, 65, 889–908. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-016-9493-y 

RP2017 Rose, S., Fitzpatrick, K., Mersereau, C., & Whitty, P. (2017). Playful pedagogic moves: Digital devices 
in the outdoors. In D. Harwood (Ed.), Crayons and iPads: Learning and teaching of young children in 
the digital world (pp. 16–28). Sage Publications. https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781473916012.n3 

WD2017 Winters, K.-L., & Memme, L. (2017). Digital inquiry and socio-critical negotiations in two early 
childhood classrooms. In D. Harwood (Ed.), Crayons and iPads: Learning and teaching of young 
children in the digital world (pp. 29–41). Sage Publications. 
https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781473916012.n4 

Table A.2 (Part 1): Overview of SLR studies. 
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BM2018 Barron, B., & Levinson, A. M. (2018). Media as a catalyst for children’s engagement in learning at home 
and across settings. In E. Gee, L. M. Takeuchi, & E. Wartella (Eds.), Children and families in the digital 
age: Learning together in a media saturated culture (pp. 17–36). Routledge. 

BY2018 Bakó, R. K., & Tőkés, G. (2018). Young children’s digital practices in the European context: Insights from 
Romania. Acta Universitatis Sapietiae, Communicatio, 5, 85–97. 

CY2018 Christ, T., Wang, X. C., & Erdemir, E. (2018). Young children’s buddy reading with multimodal app 
books: Reading patterns and characteristics of readers, texts, and contexts. Early Child Development and 
Care, 188(8), 1012–1030. https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2016.1241776 

SW2018 Siyahhan, S., & Lee, J. (2018). What makes media educational? Learning from Latino parents and 
children. In E. Gee, L. M. Takeuchi, & E. Wartella (Eds.), Children and families in the digital age: 
Learning together in a media saturated culture (pp. 115–133). Routledge. 

YC2018 Yarosh, S., Thompson, S., Watson, K., Chase, A., Senthilkumar, A., Yuan, Y., & Bernheim Brush, A. J. 
(2018). Children asking questions: Speech interface reformulations and personification preferences. 
Proceedings of the 17th ACM conference on interaction design and children (pp. 300–312). ACM. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3202185.3202207 

HE2019 Henkel, M. (2019). Exploring Media and Information Literacy in Early Childhood with a Digital App. 
Proceedings of the international conference on library and information science, 5(1), 135–153. 

OM2019 Ochoa, W. (2019). Mobile screen technologies and parents of young children: Investigating diverse 
parents’ attitudes, beliefs, and their interactions with children. [Doctoral dissertation, University of 
California, Irvine]. UC Irvine Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3605m10z 

RH2019 Rutter, D., Clough, P. D., & Toms, E. G. (2019). How the information use environment influences search 
activities: A case of English primary schools. Journal of Documentation, 75(2), 435–455. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-07-2018-0111 

MS2020 Marklund, L. (2020). Swedish preschool teachers’ experiences from pedagogical use of digital play. 
Journal of Early Childhood Education Research, 9(1), 171–193. 

SA2020 Santamaria, M. L. (2020). A mixed methods study on early childhood services’ touchscreen tablet use and 
non-use in New Zealand. [Doctoral dissertation, Victoria University of Wellington]. University Library 
Papers and Theses. http://hdl.handle.net/10063/8632 

SP2020 Sivrikova, N. V., Ptashko, T. G., Perebeynos, A. E., Chernikova, E. G., Gilyazeva, N. V., & Vasilyeva, V. 
S. (2020). Parental reports on digital devices use in infancy and early childhood. Education and 
Information Technologies, 25, 3957–3973. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-020-10145-z 

MP2021 Michelson, R., DeWitt, A., Nagar, R., Hiniker, A., Yip, J., Munson, S. A., & Kientz, J. A. (2021). 
Parenting in a pandemic: Juggling multiple roles and managing technology use in family life during 
COVID-19 in the United States. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, 5(CSCW2), 
Article 402. https://doi.org/10.1145/3479546 

TV2021 Tomé, V., & Brites, M. J. (2021). Very young children’s digital literacy: Engagement, practices, learning, 
and home-school-community knowledge exchange in Lisbon, Portugal. In L. Green, D. Holloway, K. 
Stevenson, T. Leaver, & L. Haddon (Eds.), The Routledge companion to digital media and children (pp. 
491–499). Routledge. 

YP2021 Yu, J., Granados, J., Hayden, R., & Rouque, R. (2021). Parental facilitation of young children’s 
technology-based learning experiences from nondominant groups during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, 5(CSCW2), Article 307. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3476048 

YU2021 Yadav, S., & Chakraborty, P. (2021; early view). Using Google voice search to support informal learning 
in four to ten year old children. Education and Information Technologies. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-
021-10789-5 
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Appendix A.3: SLR Data Analysis File 

(see ---------------------------)  

Note: These research data are not included in the publication version of this doctoral thesis. 

If you are interested in the data or have any questions, please contact the author. 
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Appendix A.4: Alternative Information Behavior Related Terms in SLR Studies 

ID Alternative Information Behavior Related Terms 
AU2014  
VC2014 information acquisition; finding information  
WP2014  
CY2015 browsing for information; finding information; sharing information 
GC2015 curiosity (driven) behavior 
LA2015 finding information; looking up information; getting information; brokering information 
LS2015 question asking behavior; finding information; obtaining information; gathering information; 

using information 
BT2016  
GW2016 everyday life information seeking (ELIS); information gathering; information use; receiving 

information; information acquisition; finding information; looking for information  
NM2016 “both of the parents...explained information that the children did not understand” (p. 335) 
PU2016  
DA2017 “sending and receiving information to and from the device” (p. 889) 
RP2017 “exceeding the educators and children’s knowledge as well as the information contained”      

(n. pag.) 
WD2017 access to information; digital explorers and knowers of information; sharing information 
BM2018 asking questions; sense-making; gathering information; interest-driven searches; looking up 

images 
BY2018 digital practices; browsing; collecting information; information acquisition 
CY2018 engaging with information; enriching understanding through additional information; 

discussing information; finding information 
SW2018 edutainment; making sense of information  
YC2018 informational query practices; search practices 
HE2019 looking for information; information use; information understanding; information gathering; 

information handling; information reflection; evaluating/judging of information; information 
communication 

OM2019 information access; obtaining information; looking up/for information; finding information; 
using information 

RH2019 information use; finding information; information access; looking up information; sharing 
information 

MS2020 evaluate information; access to information 
SA2020 information retrieval; sharing information; information management; looking up information; 

documenting information; communicate information; finding information 

SP2020  
MP2021 information flow; information overwhelm; question answering; information collection 
TV2021 information access; information production 
YP2021  
YU2021 finding information; retaining information; making sense; looking for information; enquiring 

and collecting information 

Table A.4: Alternative information behavior related terms used in SLR studies. 
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Appendix B: Material for Study I (Chapter 5) 

Appendix B.1: Interview Guide Study I 

Introduction of the family 

– At the beginning of this interview, would you please introduce your family to me? 

Mobile devices in the family 

– What mobile devices does your child use at home? 

– Who owns these mobile devices / for whom were they purchased? 

General device use 

– At what age did the first use of the devices take place? 

– How often are the devices usually used? 

– For how long are the devices usually used? 

– In what situations are the devices usually used? 

– Does your child tend to use the equipment together with you or alone? 

– Does your child use mobile devices with other people?  

– If yes: With whom? 

Activities with the devices and functions used 

– What activities does your child usually engage in with the devices? 

– Could you tell me what functions of and applications on the devices your child uses? 

Information-related activities 

– Does your child or you as a family use the devices to search for information, for 

example, through search engines or specific websites like Wikipedia? 

– Has your child ever used the devices for creative activities, such as drawing, taking 

photos, or making music? 

– Does your child use the devices to communicate with other people, such as through 

video calls or mobile messengers? 

– Would you say that your child learned something with the help of or through the 

devices?  

– If yes: What did your child learn? 

– Does your child talk to you or others about the devices?  
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– If yes: How and in what situations? 

Child’s preferences 

– Does your child have preferences for certain activities or applications? Does he/she 

have favorite applications? 

– Is there anything about the devices that your child dislikes or even avoids?  

– If yes: What is this and do you know why? 

Development of device use 

– You told me that your child has been using the devices for ... years. Could you describe 

to me if and how the use has developed since then? 

Outlook (optional) 

– If we take a look into the future: Have you thought about how your child’s use of 

mobile devices will develop in the next few years? 

Demographic data (if not already known from the interview) 

– Parents: age, gender, occupation 

– Children: age, gender, care situation 
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Appendix B.2: Study Call Study I (in German) 

 

 

 
 

Figure B.2: Study call for Study I (in German). 
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Appendix B.3: Informed Consent Study I (in German) 

Einwilligungserklärung Interviewteilnahme7 

Projekt: Dissertation am Institut für Bibliotheks- und Informationswissenschaft an der Humboldt-

Universität zu Berlin 

Ansprechpartnerin: Kirsten Schlebbe, M.A. 

Datum des Interviews: ______________________ 

Ich nehme an einem Forschungsprojekt teil, das von Kirsten Schlebbe (Humboldt-Universität zu 

Berlin) durchgeführt wird. Mir ist bewusst, dass das Forschungsprojekt das digitale 

Informationsverhalten von Kindern untersucht, speziell im Zusammenhang mit der Nutzung von 

mobilen Geräten. Das Interview wird etwa 30–45 Minuten dauern. Das Interview wird mit einem 

digitalen Aufnahmegerät aufgezeichnet und im Anschluss von Kirsten Schlebbe in Schriftform 

gebracht. Für die weitere wissenschaftliche Auswertung des Interviews werden alle Angaben, die zu 

einer Identifizierung der Person führen könnten, verändert oder aus dem Text entfernt. In 

wissenschaftlichen Veröffentlichungen werden Interviews nur in Ausschnitten zitiert, um gegenüber 

Dritten sicherzustellen, dass der entstehende Gesamtzusammenhang nicht zu einer Identifizierung der 

Person führen kann. 

Personenbezogene Kontaktdaten werden von Interviewdaten getrennt für Dritte unzugänglich 

gespeichert. Nach Beendigung des Forschungsprojekts werden Ihre Kontaktdaten gelöscht. Die 

Audioaufnahme des Interviews wird gelöscht, sobald die Dissertation akzeptiert worden ist. Das 

anonymisierte Transkript der Aufnahme wird gespeichert, bis die Forschung zu dem Projekt 

vollständig abgeschlossen ist. 

Die Teilnahme an dem Interview ist freiwillig. Sie haben zu jeder Zeit die Möglichkeit, das Interview 

abzubrechen und Ihr Einverständnis in eine Aufzeichnung und Niederschrift des Interviews 

zurückziehen, ohne dass Ihnen dadurch irgendwelche Nachteile entstehen. 

Ich habe diese Erklärung verstanden und willige ein, im Rahmen des genannten Forschungsprojekts 

an einem Interview teilzunehmen. 

_______________________________                                    ________________________________  
Unterschrift Teilnehmer:in                                                       Unterschrift Ansprechpartnerin  

Bei Fragen oder Unklarheiten melden Sie sich bitte unter:  

schlebbe@ibi.hu-berlin.de 

                                                      
7Note: Study I was conducted before the application of the European General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), which means that some elements relevant to it are not included in the consent form above. Therefore, it 
is not recommended to use this consent form as a template. 
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Appendix B.4: Coded Interview Transcripts Study I 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you have any questions about the data, please contact the 

author. 
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Appendix B.5: Codebook Study I 

Codebook 

FAMILIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about the participating families. 

Children 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the children. 

Age 

Information about the children’s age. 

Care situation 

Information about the care situation of the children. 

Language 

Information about languages spoken by the children (used only, if not 
German). 

Interests and hobbies 

Information about the general interests or hobbies of the children. 

Peers 

Information concerning peers of the children. 

Parents 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the parents of the 
interviewed families. 

Age 

Information about the parents’ age.  

Job 

Information about the parents’ profession.  

Interest in technology 

Information about interest in or attitudes towards technology among the 
parents. 

Siblings 

Information about the children’s siblings who are not part of the study due to their 
age. 
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Family and friends 

Information about the grandparents or other family members or friends of the 
interviewed families. 

DEVICES 

Category including all codes concerning information about digital or mobile devices that the 
families use. 

Tablet 

Information about tablet use.  

Smartphone 

Information about smartphone use.  

TV 

Information about TV use. 

Notebook or PC 

Information about the use of a notebook or desktop computer. 

Digital camera 

Information about the use of a digital camera. 

Mixed use 

Information on cross-device use. 

Other devices 

Information about using other devices, e.g., a radio or Tiptoi (educational toy with 
digital elements). 

Ownership 

Information about the owner of a device. 

GENERAL USE 

Category including all codes concerning information about the children’s general use of 
mobile devices. 

Beginning 

Information about the beginning of the use of mobile devices by the children. 

Context 

Information about contexts of the children’s use of mobile devices (e.g., specific 
situations, locations, etc.). 
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Duration 

Information about the duration of use of mobile devices by the children. 

Frequency 

Information about the frequency of use of mobile devices by the children. 

Navigation 

Information about the children’s operating of mobile devices. 

Navigation general 

Information about general functions of the devices used by the children, 
e.g., the alarm clock function. 

Keyboard or mouse 

Information about the children’s use of a keyboard or a computer mouse. 

Navigation visual 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the 
children’s use of visual aspects for operating mobile devices. 

Icons, images, or thumbnails 

Information about the children’s use of icons, images, or thumbnails 
for operating mobile devices. 

Related videos or recommendations 

Information about the children’s use of “related videos” or 
recommendations. 

Voice control 

Information about the children’s use of the voice control function of mobile 
devices. 

Navigation problems 

Information about problems the children encounter while using mobile 
devices, especially regarding the operation. 

Parents’ help 

Information about situations in which the parents assist their 
children in operating mobile devices. 

Independence 

Information about the children’s independence of use of mobile devices. 
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Development 

Information about the development of the children’s use of mobile devices over 
time. 

ACTIVITIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about activities the children perform 
with mobile devices. 

Communicating 

Information about the children’s communicative activities with mobile devices. 

Messenger 

Information about the children’s use of messenger applications on mobile 
devices. 

WhatsApp 

Use of WhatsApp as a specific messenger application. 

Phone 

Information about the children’s use of the phone function of mobile 
devices. 

Video call 

Information about the children’s use of video call applications on mobile 
devices. 

WhatsApp Video 

Use of WhatsApp Video as a specific video call application. 

FaceTime 

Use of FaceTime as a specific video call application. 

Skype 

Use of Skype as a specific video call application. 

Watching TV or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to watch streaming television 
or videos. 

Video apps 

Information about the children’s use of video streaming applications on 
mobile devices. 

Amazon Prime 

Use of Amazon Prime as a specific video streaming application. 
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Netflix 

Use of Netflix as a specific video streaming application. 

YouTube 

Use of YouTube as a specific video streaming application. 

Other video apps 

Use of other video streaming applications. 

Specific video content 

Information about specific content the children watch through video 
streaming applications on mobile devices. 

Taking photos or making videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to take photos or make videos. 

Photo apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific photo applications (e.g., 
Snapchat) on mobile devices. 

Looking at photos or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to look at private photos or 
videos. 

Listening to music or audiobooks 

Information about the children using mobile devices to listen to music or 
audiobooks. 

Music apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific music applications (e.g., 
Spotify) on mobile devices. 

Drawing 

Information about the children using mobile devices to draw or paint pictures. 

Drawing apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific drawing applications (e.g., 
Bamboo Paper) on mobile devices. 

Making music 

Information about the children using mobile devices to make music (e.g., playing on 
a digital piano). 
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Playing game apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to play gaming applications or 
use educational apps. 

Gaming apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific game applications on 
mobile devices. 

Reading e-books or book apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to read digital books or the 
parents using mobile devices to read digital books to their children.  

Multi apps 

Information about the children using applications on mobile devices that include 
multiple activities (e.g., watching videos, playing games, and drawing).  

Other activities 

Information about the children using mobile devices to perform other activities. 

Information searching or seeking 

Information about the families using mobile devices to search or seek for 
information. 

Children’s preferences 

Information about the children’s preferences or attitudes regarding mobile devices 
and activities with these devices.  
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Appendix C: Material for Study II (Chapter 6) 

Appendix C.1: Coded Interview Transcripts Study II 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you have any questions about the data, please contact the 

author. 
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Appendix C.2: Codebook Study II 

Codebook 

FAMILIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about the participating families. 

Children 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the children. 

Age 

Information about the children’s age. 

Care situation 

Information about the care situation of the children. 

Language 

Information about languages spoken by the children (used only, if not 
German). 

Interests and hobbies 

Information about the general interests or hobbies of the children. 

Peers 

Information concerning peers of the children. 

Parents 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the parents of the 
interviewed families. 

Age 

Information about the parents’ age.  

Job 

Information about the parents’ profession.  

Interest in technology 

Information about interest in or attitudes towards technology among the 
parents. 

Siblings 

Information about the children’s siblings who are not part of the study due to their 
age. 
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Family and friends 

Information about the grandparents or other family members or friends of the 
interviewed families. 

DEVICES 

Category including all codes concerning information about digital or mobile devices that the 
children or families use. 

Tablet 

Information about tablet use.  

Smartphone 

Information about smartphone use.  

TV 

Information about TV use. 

Notebook or PC 

Information about the use of a notebook or desktop computer. 

Digital camera 

Information about the use of a digital camera. 

Mixed use 

Information on cross-device use. 

Other devices 

Information about using other devices, e.g., a radio or Tiptoi (educational toy with 
digital elements). 

Ownership 

Information about the owner of a device. 

GENERAL USE 

Category including all codes concerning information about the children’s general use of 
mobile devices. 

Beginning 

Information about the beginning of the use of mobile devices by the children. 

Context 

Information about contexts of the children’s use of mobile devices (e.g., specific 
situations, locations, etc.). 
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Duration 

Information about the duration of use of mobile devices by the children. 

Frequency 

Information about the frequency of use of mobile devices by the children. 

Navigation 

Information about the children’s operating of mobile devices. 

Navigation general 

Information about general functions of the devices used by the children, 
e.g., the alarm clock function. 

Keyboard or mouse 

Information about the children’s use of a keyboard or a computer mouse. 

Navigation visual 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the 
children’s use of visual aspects for operating mobile devices. 

Icons, images, or thumbnails 

Information about the children’s use of icons, images, or thumbnails 
for operating mobile devices. 

Related videos or recommendations 

Information about the children’s use of “related videos” or 
recommendations. 

Voice control 

Information about the children’s use of the voice control function of mobile 
devices. 

Navigation problems 

Information about problems the children encounter while using mobile 
devices, especially regarding the operation. 

Parents’ help 

Information about situations in which the parents assist their 
children in operating mobile devices. 

Independence 

Information about the children’s independence of use of mobile devices. 
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Development 

Information about the development of the children’s use of mobile devices over 
time. 

ACTIVITIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about activities the children perform 
with mobile devices. 

Communicating 

Information about the children’s communicative activities with mobile devices. 

Messenger 

Information about the children’s use of messenger applications on mobile 
devices. 

WhatsApp 

Use of WhatsApp as a specific messenger application. 

Phone 

Information about the children’s use of the phone function of mobile 
devices. 

Video call 

Information about the children’s use of video call applications on mobile 
devices. 

WhatsApp Video 

Use of WhatsApp Video as a specific video call application. 

FaceTime 

Use of FaceTime as a specific video call application. 

Skype 

Use of Skype as a specific video call application. 

Watching TV or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to watch streaming television 
or videos. 

Video apps 

Information about the children’s use of video streaming applications on 
mobile devices. 

Amazon Prime 

Use of Amazon Prime as a specific video streaming application. 
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Netflix 

Use of Netflix as a specific video streaming application. 

YouTube 

Use of YouTube as a specific video streaming application. 

Other video apps 

Use of other video streaming applications. 

Specific video content 

Information about specific content the children watch through video 
streaming applications on mobile devices. 

Taking photos or making videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to take photos or make videos. 

Photo apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific photo applications (e.g., 
Snapchat) on mobile devices. 

Looking at photos or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to look at private photos or 
videos. 

Listening to music or audiobooks 

Information about the children using mobile devices to listen to music or 
audiobooks. 

Music apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific music applications (e.g., 
Spotify) on mobile devices. 

Drawing 

Information about the children using mobile devices to draw or paint pictures. 

Drawing apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific drawing applications (e.g., 
Bamboo Paper) on mobile devices. 

Making music 

Information about the children using mobile devices to make music (e.g., playing on 
a digital piano). 
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Playing game apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to play gaming applications or 
use educational apps. 

Gaming apps 

Information about the children’s use of specific game applications on 
mobile devices. 

Reading e-books or book apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to read digital books or the 
parents using mobile devices to read digital books to their children.  

Multi apps 

Information about the children using applications on mobile devices that include 
multiple activities (e.g., watching videos, playing games, and drawing).  

Other activities 

Information about the children using mobile devices to perform other activities. 

Information searching or seeking 

Information about the families using mobile devices to search or seek for 
information. 

Children’s preferences 

Information about the children’s preferences or attitudes regarding mobile devices 
and activities with these devices.  

PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS AND MEDIATION 

Category including all codes concerning information about the parents’ use of mobile 
devices, their perceptions of their children’s use, and parental mediation strategies. 

Parental use 

Information about the parents’ use of mobile devices. 

Parental perceptions 

Category including all codes concerning parental perceptions of their children’s use 
of mobile devices.  

Positive perceptions 

Subcategory including all codes concerning the parents’ positive 
perceptions of their children’s use of mobile devices.  
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Expansion knowledge 

The parents perceive the expansion of their children’s knowledge as 
a positive aspect of children’s use of mobile devices. 

Key skill digital literacy 

The parents perceive the development of their children’s digital 
literacy skills as a positive aspect of children’s use of mobile 
devices. 

Negative perceptions 

Subcategory including all codes concerning the parents’ negative 
perceptions of their children’s use of mobile devices.  

Inappropriate content 

The parents perceive their children’s confrontation with 
inappropriate content as a negative aspect of children’s use of 
mobile devices. 

General skepticism 

The parents show general skepticism or a critical attitude towards 
their children’s use of mobile devices.  

Used as reward 

The parents see mobile device use as a reward for children’s 
good behavior critical.  

Digital babysitter 

The parents see the use of mobile devices as a “digital 
babysitter” critical.  

Just entertainment 

The parents perceive their children’s use of mobile devices as “just 
entertainment”.  

Parental mediation strategies 

Category including all codes concerning parental mediation strategies in the context 
of children’s use of mobile devices.  

Supervision 

The parents directly supervise their children’s use of mobile devices.  

Active mediation and co-use 

Subcategory including all codes concerning parental practices of active 
mediation (e.g., talking with the children about the media content) or co-use 
(i.e., using mobile devices together with the children).  
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Set up 

The parents take over the set-up of the mobile devices for their 
children (e.g., deleting their own applications, changing settings) 
and download and install specific applications for their children.  

Help navigation 

The parents help their children with operating mobile devices.  

Search assistance 

The parents act as search assistants for their children (e.g., 
searching for information, content, etc.). 

Restrictive mediation 

Subcategory including all codes concerning parental practices of restrictive 
mediation (i.e., setting rules and regulations). 

Limitation access devices 

The parents limit their children’s general access to mobile devices.  

Limitation access content 

The parents limit their children’s access to specific content of 
mobile devices.  

Technical restrictions 

The parents use technical restrictions to limit their children’s use of mobile 
devices (e.g., access code, timer function). 

Monitoring 

The parents check on records of their children’s use of mobile devices while 
or after the use (e.g., by using specific monitoring applications).  
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Appendix D: Material for Study III (Chapter 7) 

Appendix D.1: Online Customer Review Data 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you are interested in the data or have any questions, please 

contact the author. 
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Appendix D.2: Descriptive Data Analysis File 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you are interested in the data or have any questions, please 

contact the author. 
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Appendix D.3: Code System Study III 

 
Figure D.3: A simplified version of the code system of Study III (level 1–3). 



 196 

Appendix D.4: Codebook Study III 

Codebook 

PERSON 

Category including all codes concerning information about the persons mentioned in the 
reviews. 

Children 

Information about the children using the tablet included in the reviews. 

Age 

Information about the children’s age included in the reviews. 

1 year 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as one year old. 

2 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as two years old. 

3 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as three years old. 

4 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as four years old. 

5 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as five years old. 

6 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as six years old. 

7 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as seven years old. 

8 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as eight years old. 

9 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as nine years old. 

10 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as ten years old. 

11 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as eleven years old. 
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12 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as twelve years old. 

13 years 

The age of the child using the tablet is specified as thirteen years 
old. 

Gender 

Information about the children’s gender included in the reviews. 

female  

The gender of the child using the tablet is specified as female (e.g., 
by using the term daughter). 

male 

The gender of the child using the tablet is specified as male (e.g., by 
using the term son). 

Special needs 

Information about children with special needs included in the reviews. 

Reviewer 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the person writing 
the customer review.  

Parents 

Information indicating that the review was written by a parent (e.g., by 
using the phrase my child). 

Grandparents 

Information indicating that the review was written by a grandparent (e.g., 
by using the phrase my grandchild). 

Aunts & Uncles 

Information indicating that the review was written by an aunt or uncle (e.g., 
by using the phrase my nephew/niece). 

USES AND GRATIFICATIONS 

Category including all codes concerning information about the uses and gratifications of the 
tablet mentioned in the reviews. 

Purchase motivation  

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about motivations for 
purchasing the tablet. 
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As a present 

It is mentioned that the tablet was purchased as a present. 

Controlled use 

It is mentioned that the tablet was purchased to be able to control the 
children’s use through security settings. 

No use of parents’ devices 

It is mentioned that the tablet was purchased to prevent the children’s use of 
parental mobile devices. 

Vacation or “on the go” 

It is mentioned that the tablet was purchased for the children’s use on 
vacation or “on the go” (e.g., while doing errands). 

First steps digital world 

It is mentioned that the tablet was purchased to support the children in their 
first steps in the “digital world” and to develop their digital skills. 

Other motivations 

Other motivations for purchasing the tablet mentioned in the reviews. 

Children’s general use 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the children’s 
general use of the tablet, including information about the beginning, frequency, 
duration, and context of use. 

Beginning 

Information about the beginning of the use of the tablet by the children. 

Frequency 

Information about the frequency of tablet use by the children. 

Duration 

Information about the duration of tablet use by the children. 

Context 

Information about the contexts of the children’s use of the tablet (e.g., 
specific situations, locations, etc.). 

COVID-19 

Information about the COVID-19 pandemic as a context of the 
children’s tablet use. 
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Children’s activities 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about actual and requested 
activities of the children with the tablet. 

Communicating 

Information about the children’s communicative activities with the tablet. 

Actual 

Communicating is mentioned as an actual activity with the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Communicating is mentioned as a desired activity with the tablet, 
but/or problems related to this activity are reported. 

Discovering 

Information about the children using the tablet to discover things. 

Actual 

Discovering new things is mentioned as an actual activity with the 
tablet. 

Drawing or painting 

Information about the children using the tablet to draw or paint pictures. 

Actual 

Digital drawing or painting pictures is mentioned as an actual 
activity with the tablet. 

Learning 

Information about the children using the tablet to learn (e.g., using 
educational applications). 

Actual 

Learning is mentioned as an actual activity with the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Learning is mentioned as a desired activity with the tablet, but/or 
problems related to this activity are reported. 

Listening to audiobooks 

Information about the children using the tablet to listen to audiobooks. 

Actual 

Listening to audiobooks is mentioned as an actual activity with the 
tablet. 
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Requested or problematic 

Listening to audiobooks is mentioned as a desired activity with the 
tablet, but/or problems related to this activity are reported. 

Listening to music  

Information about the children using the tablet to listen to music. 

Actual 

Listening to music is mentioned as an actual activity with the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Listening to music is mentioned as a desired activity with the tablet, 
but/or problems related to this activity are reported. 

Playing gaming apps 

Information about the children using the tablet to play gaming applications. 

Actual 

Playing gaming applications is mentioned as an actual activity with 
the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Playing gaming applications is mentioned as a desired activity with 
the tablet, but/or problems related to this activity are reported. 

Reading  

Information about the children using the tablet to read digital books or 
parents using it to read digital books to their children.  

Actual 

Reading or reading aloud digital books are mentioned as an actual 
activity with the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Reading or reading aloud digital books are mentioned as a desired 
activity with the tablet, but/or problems related to this activity are 
reported. 

Using the camera or photo app 

Information about the children using the tablet to take photos or make 
videos. 

Actual 

Using the camera or photo application is mentioned as an actual 
activity with the tablet. 
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Requested or problematic 

Using the camera or photo application books is mentioned as a 
desired activity with the tablet, but/or problems related to this 
activity are reported. 

Using smart assistant 

Information about the children interacting with the smart assistant of the 
tablet.  

Requested or problematic 

Interacting with the smart assistant is mentioned as a desired 
activity with the tablet, but/or problems related to this activity are 
reported. 

Watching TV or videos 

Information about the children using the tablet to watch television or 
videos. 

Actual 

Watching television or videos is mentioned as an actual activity 
with the tablet. 

Requested or problematic 

Watching television or videos is mentioned as a desired activity 
with the tablet, but/or problems related to this activity are reported. 

Unspecific or general use 

Information that describes the children’s use of the tablet in a general or 
unspecific way.  

Actual 

The children’s actual use of the tablet is described in a general or 
unspecific way.  

Problematic 

Problems with the children’s use of the tablet are described in a 
general or unspecific way.  

Reviewer’s use 

Information about the reviewer’s (adult) use of the tablet.  

Evaluation 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the evaluation of the 
tablet in the reviews.  
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General evaluation 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the general 
evaluation of the tablet without addressing specific aspects of the device. 

positive 

The reviewers evaluate the tablet positively overall. 

mixed 

The reviewers’ overall evaluation of the tablet is mixed. 

negative 

The reviewers evaluate the tablet negatively overall. 

(Non-)Recommendation  

The reviewers give a (non-)recommendation regarding the purchase 
of the tablet. 

Recommendation  

The reviewers recommend purchasing the tablet. 

No recommendation 

The reviewers do not recommend purchasing the tablet. 

Suitability for children/age (in general) 

The reviewers state whether the tablet is overall suitable for 
children or appropriate for younger age groups. 

Suitable for children/age 

The reviewers describe the tablet as suitable for children or 
appropriate for younger age groups. 

Unsuitable for children/age 

The reviewers describe the tablet as unsuitable for children 
or inappropriate for younger age groups. 

Children’s evaluation 

The children’s overall evaluation of the tablet is mentioned. 

positive  

An overall positive evaluation of the tablet by the children 
is mentioned. 

Joy about the tablet 

The children’s joy when receiving the tablet is 
reported. 
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negative 

An overall negative evaluation of the tablet by the children 
is mentioned. 

Hardware-related aspects 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the 
hardware-related aspects mentioned during the evaluation of the tablet. 
These aspects are rated positively or negatively in the reviews (see subcodes 
positive and negative). 

Handiness 

The handiness of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Product design 

The product design of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Quality 

The quality of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Technical features 

The technical features of the tablet are mentioned as aspects of 
evaluation. 

Camera 

The camera of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Battery life 

The battery life of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 
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positive 

negative 

Functionality 

The functionality of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Memory space 

The memory space of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Screen resolution 

The screen resolution of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect 
of evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Speed 

The speed of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Sound 

The sound and speakers of the tablet are mentioned as 
aspects of evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

(Screen) size 

The size or screen size of the tablet is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation. 

positive 

negative 
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Sturdiness 

The sturdiness of the tablet, mainly due to the protective cover, is 
mentioned as an aspect of evaluation. 

positive 

negative 

Usability/User interface aspects 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the usability 
or user interface aspects mentioned during the evaluation of the tablet. A 
distinction is made between general evaluations and evaluations from the 
children’s point of view. 

positive 

The usability or user interface of the tablet is rated positively in the 
review. 

Children specific positive 

A positive evaluation of the usability or user interface from 
the children’s perspective is reported. 

mixed 

The evaluation of the tablet’s usability or user interface in the 
review is mixed.  

Children specific mixed 

A mixed evaluation of the usability or user interface of the 
tablet from the children’s perspective is reported. 

negative 

The usability or user interface of the tablet is rated negatively in the 
review. 

Children specific negative 

A negative evaluation of the usability or user interface of 
the tablet from the children’s perspective is reported. 

Aspects of parental control 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about different 
aspects of parental control mentioned during the evaluation of the tablet.  

General control or security 

The control and security options of the tablet are mentioned as an 
aspect of evaluation. 



 206 

positive 

The security or control settings of the tablet are rated 
positively in the review in a general way. 

negative 

The security or control settings of the tablet are rated 
negatively in the review in a general way. 

Different accounts 

The creation of different accounts is mentioned as an aspect of 
evaluation (in addition to the parent dashboard, different accounts 
for different children can be set up and managed on the device). 

positive 

The possibility to create different accounts is rated 
positively in the review. 

requested but problematic 

The possibility to create different accounts is requested, but 
problems with this are reported in the review. 

negative 

The possibility to create different accounts is rated 
negatively in the review. 

Timer 

The possibility of limiting the duration of the children’s tablet use 
by setting a timer is mentioned as an evaluation aspect. 

used/positive 

It is mentioned in the review that the timer function is used, 
or it is explicitly mentioned positively. 

not used 

It is mentioned in the review that the timer function is not 
used. 

Content-related control 

The possibility of limiting the children’s access to specific content 
on the tablet is mentioned as an evaluation aspect. 

positive 

The possibility of limiting the children’s access to specific 
content on the tablet is rated positively in the review. 
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requested but problematic 

The possibility of limiting the children’s access to specific 
content on the tablet is requested, but problems with this are 
reported in the review. 

Blocking ads or in-app purchases 

The possibility of limiting the children’s confrontation with 
advertisements or in-app purchases through the tablet is mentioned 
as an evaluation aspect. 

positive 

The possibility of limiting the children’s confrontation with 
advertisements or in-app purchases through the tablet is 
rated positively in the review. 

requested but problematic 

The possibility of limiting the children’s confrontation with 
advertisements or in-app purchases through the tablet is 
requested, but problems with this are reported in the review. 

Content-related aspects 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about content-
related aspects mentioned during the evaluation of the tablet. A distinction 
is made between general evaluations and evaluations from the children’s 
point of view. 

positive 

The content of the tablet (applications, media content, etc.) is rated 
positively in the review. 

Children specific positive 

A positive evaluation of the content of the tablet from the 
children’s perspective is reported. 

negative 

The content of the tablet (applications, media content, etc.) is rated 
negatively in the review. 

Children specific negative 

A negative evaluation of the content of the tablet from the 
children’s perspective is reported. 

Purchase process aspects 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about aspects of 
the purchase process mentioned during the evaluation. 
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Costs 

The cost of the tablet is mentioned as an evaluation aspect. 

positive 

The cost of the tablet is rated positively in the review.  

negative 

The cost of the tablet is rated negatively in the review.  

(Customer) service 

The Amazon (customer) service in connection with the tablet 
purchase is mentioned as an evaluation aspect. 

positive 

The (customer) service is rated positively in the review.  

negative 

The (customer) service is rated negatively in the review.  

Unclear 

Sections that are difficult to analyze, primarily due to language issues, are marked with the 
code unclear. 
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Appendix D.5: Coded Online Customer Reviews 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you are interested in the data or have any questions, please 

contact the author. 
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Appendix E: Material for Study IV (Chapter 8) 

Appendix E.1: Pretest Material Study IV 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you have any questions about the data, please contact the 

author. 
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Appendix E.2: Study Call Study IV (in German) 

 

 
Figure E.2: Study call for Study IV (in German). 
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Appendix E.3: Interview Guide Study IV 

Introduction of the family 

– At the beginning of this interview, would you please introduce your family to me? 

Child(ren) (ask if necessary) 

– How old is your child (in months)? 

– How is your child cared for in day-to-day life? Does he/she go to kindergarten or 

daycare? 

– Are digital devices used with the children at these places? 

– Do you have other children? 

– How old are they (in months)? 

Parents (ask if necessary) 

– Do you have a partner who also takes care of the children? 

Use of and attitude towards digital mobile devices by parents 

– There are many different digital mobile devices in most households now, for example, 

smartphones, tablets, laptops, e-book readers, etc. How would you describe your own 

use of digital mobile devices? (→ Checklist I; see Table E.3) 

Mobile Device Parent/s Child 

Tablet   

Smartphone   

Laptop   

E-book reader   

Other:   

Table E.3. Checklist I: Use of mobile devices by parent/s and child. 

– And how would you describe your attitude toward the use of digital devices in general? 

– (If applicable) Is this similar in the case of your partner or different? 

Use of digital mobile devices, especially tablet, by child 

– We just talked about your use of digital mobile devices. What mobile devices does 

your child use at home? (→ Checklist I) 
– Are there other places where your child uses digital mobile devices? If yes: Which 

digital mobile devices? What does your child do with these devices? 
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– In this interview, I want to focus primarily on your child’s use of the tablet. However, 

if it makes sense to you, feel free to mention other digital mobile devices. How long 

has your child been using the tablet, approximately? 

– How often does your child typically use the tablet, approximately? 

– And how long does your child typically use the tablet at a time, approximately? 

– Does your child usually use the tablet independently or together with you? 

– How do you assess your child’s skills in using the tablet? 

– What does your child do with the tablet, either independently or together with you (also 

with other digital mobile devices)? (→ Checklist II) 

Checklist II: Child’s activities 

 Watching videos, movies, or TV series 

 Looking at photos or watching videos you have taken yourself 

 Playing with game apps 

 Listening to music 

 Listening to audiobooks 

 Reading or reading aloud 

 Taking photos or making videos 

 Painting or drawing 

 Making music 

 Learning, e.g., with educational apps 

 Searching for information, e.g., via search engines like Google or other 
websites 

 If yes: What were you and your child searching for? 

 Talking or texting with other people 

 Talking with Siri, Alexa, or Google, i.e., the smart assistant 
 

– What would you say is your child’s current favorite activity with the tablet? 

– Have there been any developments in this context since your child started using the 

device? If yes, could you describe them to me? 

– Have there been any changes in your child’s use of the tablet as a result of the COVID-

19 pandemic? If yes, could you describe them to me? 
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Parents’ perceptions of their child’s tablet use 

– From your perspective as (a) parent(s), are there any positive aspects of your child’s 

use of the tablet for you? If yes, what are they? 

– And do you see any negative aspects of its use? If yes, can you describe them to me in 

more detail? 

The tablet as a learning and information environment 

– Do you think the tablet plays a role for your child in learning new things? 

– If yes: In what ways? 

– If no: Why not? 

– And what about acquiring new information or knowledge? Do you think the tablet 

plays a role here? 

– If yes: In what ways? 

– If no: Why not? 

Conclusion 

– Is there anything else you would like to know from me, or you would like to add? 
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Appendix E.4: Questions for Parent-Child-Interview  

Questions for the Parent-Child-Interview (Translated Version) 

1) What do you like about the tablet? 

2) What is your favorite thing to do with the tablet? 

3) Is there anything you don’t like about the tablet? 

4) Have you ever learned something new through the tablet? If so, what was that? 
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Appendix E.5: Research Book Template (in German) 

 
Figure E.5.1: Research book template – Cover (in German).
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Figure E.5.2: Research book template – Page 1 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.3: Research book template – Page 2 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.4: Research book template – Page 3 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.5: Research book template – Page 4 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.6: Research book template – Page 5 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.7: Research book template – Page 6 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.8: Research book template – Page 7 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.9: Research book template – Page 8 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.10: Research book template – Page 9 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.11: Research book template – Page 10 (in German). 
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Figure E.5.12: Research book template – Page 11 (in German). 
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Appendix E.6: Informed Consent Study IV (in German) 

Kirsten Schlebbe, M.A. 
Institut für Bibliotheks- und Informationswissenschaft 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

Informierte Einwilligung8 

zur Studienteilnahme in einem Dissertationsprojekt zum digitalen Informationsverhalten von 
Klein- und Vorschulkindern 

Über die Forscherin 

Mein Name ist Kirsten Schlebbe und ich bin Doktorandin am Institut für Bibliotheks- und 
Informationswissenschaft (IBI) an der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin (HU Berlin).  

Für meine Promotion führe ich mehrere Studien zum digitalen Informationsverhalten von Klein- und 
Vorschulkindern, insbesondere im Zusammenhang mit der Nutzung von mobilen Geräten wie 
Tablets und Smartphones, durch. Sie erreichen mich unter: 

Postadresse: Unter den Linden 6, 10099 Berlin 
E-Mail: schlebbe@ibi.hu-berlin.de 
Mobil: -------------------------- 

Ziel der Studie 

Diese Studie ist Teil meiner Dissertation an der HU Berlin. In meiner Dissertation untersuche ich, 
wie Klein- und Vorschulkinder und ihre Familien digitale, speziell mobile, Geräte nutzen und wie 
sich dies auf ihr Informationsverhalten auswirkt. Alle Daten, die Sie und Ihr Kind mir im Rahmen 
dieser Studie zur Verfügung stellen, werden zum Zweck meiner Dissertation und anschließender 
Veröffentlichungen verwendet. 

Erhobene Daten 

Im Rahmen dieser Studie werden unterschiedliche Arten von Daten gesammelt: 

Interview 

In einem einleitenden Interview mit Ihnen als Eltern(teil) werde ich einige demographische Daten 
von Ihnen sowie Ihrem/n Kind(ern) erfragen, z.B. das Alter Ihres Kindes, die Betreuungssituation 
Ihres Kindes, ggf. Ihren beruflichen Hintergrund sowie das Alter von möglichen Geschwisterkindern. 
Weiterhin werde ich Ihnen Fragen zum Vorhandensein von digitalen Geräten in Ihrer Familie sowie 
zur Nutzung von digitalen mobilen Geräten durch Ihr Kind (Aktivitäten, Häufigkeit, Dauer, 
Selbstständigkeit) stellen. Zusätzlich werde ich Ihre persönliche Einstellung zur Nutzung von 
digitalen mobilen Geräten durch Ihr Kind erfragen. 

Forschungsbuch 

Im Rahmen der Bearbeitung eines sog. Forschungsbuches sollen Sie, gemeinsam mit Ihrem Kind, 
maximal vier kleine Forschungsaufgaben erfüllen. Dabei werden sowohl Daten von Ihnen als auch 
Ihrem Kind erhoben: 

                                                      
8 Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Melanie Sterzer (Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin), whose carefully 
designed template for a data privacy statement I was allowed to draw on when creating this informed consent. 
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Mini-Fragebogen: Diesen füllen Sie gemeinsam mit Ihrem Kind schriftlich aus. Die Fragen 
beziehen sich auf das Alter Ihres Kindes sowie die Nutzung mobiler Geräte durch Ihr Kind. 

Foto-Tour: Zusammen mit Ihrem Kind sollen Fotos von Orten in Ihrem Zuhause gemacht 
werden, an denen das Tablet schon einmal vom Kind benutzt wurde. Falls Sie und/oder Ihr 
Kind die Orte (oder einen Teil der Orte) nicht fotografieren können oder möchten, können Sie 
diese Aufgabe auch schriftlich beantworten.  

Interview: Sie als Eltern befragen, anhand von vier vorgegebenen Fragen, Ihr Kind zur 
Nutzung und persönlichen Meinung zu dem Gerät.  

Kreativ-Aufgabe: Ihr Kind malt, bastelt oder beschreibt gemeinsam mit Ihnen schriftlich 
sein/ihr Wunsch-Tablet und erklärt anschließend sein Werk.  

Datenverarbeitung 

Interview 

Das Interview mit Ihnen als Eltern(teil) wird elektronisch aufgezeichnet. Die Audio-Aufnahmen 
werden im Anschluss von mir transkribiert (verschriftlicht). Für die Transkription des Interviews 
wird ggf. eine Webanwendung („Sonix“ bzw. „Trint“) verwendet. In diesem Fall würde die erstellte 
Audio-Datei für die Zeit der Transkription auf den Server des Anbieters geladen werden, beide 
Anbieter haben ihren Sitz in den USA. Falls Sie mit einer solchen Verarbeitung Ihrer Daten nicht 
einverstanden sind, geben Sie mir bitte Bescheid. In diesem Fall wird dieser Aspekt (Transkription 
über Webanwendung) aus der vorliegenden Einwilligung gestrichen. Alle erhobenen Daten werden 
ansonsten auf Servern des Computer- und Medienservice (CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und 
auf dezentral gesicherten elektronischen Geräten bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert.  

Forschungsbuch 

Mini-Fragebogen: Die schriftlich erhobenen Daten werden von mir auf Servern des 
Computer- und Medienservice (CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und auf dezentral 
gesicherten elektronischen Geräten bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert. 

Foto-Tour: Digitale Fotos, die ich von Ihnen über ein Medium Ihrer Wahl (z.B. per E-Mail 
oder Messenger) erhalte, werden von mir auf Servern des Computer- und Medienservice 
(CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und auf dezentral gesicherten elektronischen Geräten 
bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert. Die Original-Fotos werden nicht in Veröffentlichungen 
verwendet, stattdessen wird bei einer möglichen Veröffentlichung mit manuellen 
vereinfachten Skizzen der Fotos gearbeitet.  

Interview: Das Interview wird von Ihnen selbst elektronisch aufgezeichnet. Falls von Ihnen 
dafür eine Videoaufnahme erstellt wird, sollte diese keine visuelle Aufnahme von Personen 
enthalten. Sie lassen mir die Audio- oder Videoaufnahmen über ein Medium Ihrer Wahl (z.B. 
per E-Mail oder Messenger) zukommen. Die Daten werden im Anschluss von mir auf Servern 
des Computer- und Medienservice (CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und auf dezentral 
gesicherten elektronischen Geräten bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert und transkribiert 
(verschriftlicht).  

Kreativ-Aufgabe: Das Werk Ihres Kindes wird von mir als Scan digitalisiert und auf Servern 
des Computer- und Medienservice (CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und auf dezentral 
gesicherten elektronischen Geräten bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert. Die Erklärungen Ihres 
Kindes zu seinem Werk werden von Ihnen selbst elektronisch aufgezeichnet. Falls von Ihnen 
dafür eine Videoaufnahme erstellt wird, sollte diese keine visuelle Aufnahme von Personen 
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enthalten. Sie lassen mir die Audio- oder Videoaufnahmen über ein Medium Ihrer Wahl (z.B. 
per E-Mail oder Messenger) zukommen. Die Daten werden im Anschluss von mir auf Servern 
des Computer- und Medienservice (CMS) der HU Berlin in Deutschland und auf dezentral 
gesicherten elektronischen Geräten bis zu ihrer Löschung gespeichert und transkribiert 
(verschriftlicht). 

Alle oben benannten Daten werden in anonymisierter Form ausgewertet. Ich anonymisiere dabei 
nach bestem Wissen und Gewissen. Die Daten, die ich für diese Forschung erhebe, werden für meine 
Dissertation verwendet, d.h., die Daten werden in anonymisierter Form im Rahmen meiner 
Dissertation veröffentlicht. Es ist auch möglich, dass ich Ergebnisse in anonymisierter Form in 
wissenschaftlichen Arbeiten veröffentliche und/oder auf Konferenzen präsentiere.  

Vertraulichkeit  

Personenbezogene Daten werden zum frühestmöglichen Zeitpunkt anonymisiert und, soweit 
möglich, getrennt von Daten, die Sie nicht persönlich identifizieren, gespeichert. Keine Ihrer Daten 
wird in einer Weise veröffentlicht, die Ihre Person identifiziert.  

Zugang zu den erhobenen Daten 

Personen, die außer mir Zugang zu den Daten haben werden, sind die Betreuerinnen (Prof. Dr. Elke 
Greifeneder; Prof. Dr. Annika Hinze) bzw. die GutachterInnen meiner Dissertation. Alle Personen, 
die Zugriff auf die Daten haben, sind verpflichtet, die Daten vertraulich zu behandeln und die 
datenschutzrechtlichen Vorgaben der Datenschutzgrundverordnung einzuhalten. Dritten wird kein 
Zugriff auf die Daten gewährt. 

Datenspeicherung 

Die erhobenen Daten werden so lange gespeichert, bis der Zweck ihrer Erhebung entfällt. Zu 
Beweiszwecken und in Übereinstimmung mit den Empfehlungen zur guten wissenschaftlichen Praxis 
der HU Berlin werden alle Daten, die ich für meine Dissertation erhebe, bis zu zehn Jahre gespeichert 
und danach gelöscht.  

Datenschutzbeauftragte 

Behördliche Datenschutzbeauftragte der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin  
Unter den Linden 6 
10099 Berlin  
E-Mail: datenschutz@uv.hu-berlin.de  
Tel.: +49 (30) 2093-20020  
Fax: +49 (30) 2093-20021  

Entlohnung/Aufwandsentschädigung 

Als Dankeschön für die Teilnahme erhalten alle Familien einen Gutschein in Höhe von 50,00 € für 
den App- bzw. Play-Store ODER „Dussmann – Das Kultur-Kaufhaus“ ODER den Spielzeugladen 
„Werken, Spielen, Schenken“ ODER den Zoo Berlin. Zusätzlich wird Ihr Kind am Ende der 
Teilnahme an der Studie ein kleines Geschenk (eine von mir erstellte „Urkunde“ für die Teilnahme 
an der Studie sowie die Lieblingssüßigkeit bzw. -Snack Ihres Kindes) erhalten. 

Rechtmäßigkeit der Datenverarbeitung 

Damit ich Ihre Daten und die Daten Ihres Kindes erheben und verarbeiten kann, muss ich Ihre 
Einwilligung einholen. Im folgenden Abschnitt haben Sie die Möglichkeit, diese Einwilligung zu 
erteilen. 
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Einwilligungserklärung 

Ich bestätige, dass ich alle oben genannten Informationen gelesen und verstanden habe. Mir ist 
bekannt, dass meine Einwilligung freiwillig ist und dass es keine Konsequenzen für mich hat, wenn 
ich keine Daten zur Verfügung stelle. Mir ist ferner bekannt, dass ich bezüglich aller 
personenbezogenen Daten, die zu den oben genannten Zwecken verarbeitet werden, das Recht habe, 
von der verantwortlichen Person (Kirsten Schlebbe) Auskunft über diese Daten und deren 
Berichtigung oder Löschung oder Einschränkung der Verarbeitung bezüglich meiner Person bzw. der 
Person meines Kindes zu verlangen, sowie das Recht auf Datenübertragbarkeit oder auf Widerspruch 
gegen die Verarbeitung. Mir ist ferner bekannt, dass ich das Recht habe, eine Beschwerde bei einer 
Aufsichtsbehörde einzureichen. Die zuständige Behörde für die Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin ist:  

Berliner Beauftragte für Datenschutz und Informationsfreiheit, Friedrichstr. 219, 10969 Berlin. 

Mir ist bekannt und bewusst, dass mir die Art der von mir bereitgestellten Daten freigestellt ist und 
ich nicht verpflichtet bin, besondere Kategorien personenbezogener Daten bereitzustellen, die in der 
Datenschutzgrundverordnung als „personenbezogene Daten, aus denen die rassische und ethnische 
Herkunft, politische Meinungen, religiöse oder philosophische Überzeugungen oder die 
Gewerkschaftszugehörigkeit hervorgehen, sowie die Verarbeitung von genetischen Daten, 
biometrischen Daten zur eindeutigen Identifizierung einer natürlichen Person, Gesundheitsdaten oder 
Daten zum Sexualleben oder der sexuellen Orientierung einer natürlichen Person“ (Artikel 9 Absatz 
1) definiert sind. Mir ist bekannt, dass die Tonaufnahme meiner Stimme bzw. der Stimme meines 
Kindes zu diesen besonderen Kategorien personenbezogener Daten gehört.  

Mir ist bekannt, dass ich meine Einwilligung jederzeit mit Wirkung für die Zukunft widerrufen kann, 
wobei durch den Widerruf der Einwilligung die Rechtmäßigkeit der aufgrund der Einwilligung bis 
zum Widerruf erfolgten Verarbeitung nicht berührt wird. Der Widerruf meiner Einwilligung hat für 
mich keine negativen Folgen. Die in diesem Zusammenhang angegebenen Daten werden gelöscht 
und nicht weiter verarbeitet.  

Ich willige in die Teilnahme an der Studie im Rahmen des Projekts zum digitalen 
Informationsverhalten von Klein- und Vorschulkindern ein und bin mit der oben beschriebenen 
Verarbeitung der personenbezogenen Daten einverstanden. Meine Einwilligung umfasst ausdrücklich 
die Verarbeitung der oben genannten besonderen Kategorien personenbezogener Daten, in diesem 
Fall die Audioaufnahmen meiner Stimme bzw. der Stimme meines Kindes.  

Ich bestätige, dass ich eine Kopie der oben genannten Informationen sowie der 
Einverständniserklärung erhalten habe.  

 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
Vorname und Nachname Ihres Kindes (in Druckschrift) 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
Ihr(e) Vorname(n) und Nachname(n)* (in Druckschrift) 
 
 Ich bin bevollmächtigt, diese Einverständniserklärung im Namen beider Erziehungsberechtigten 

unseres Kindes abzugeben (falls nicht von beiden Erziehungsberechtigten unterzeichnet). 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Ort, Datum                                Unterschrift(en) Studienteilnehmer:in(nen) / Erziehungsberechtigte/r* 

*Falls beide Elternteile an der Studie teilnehmen, bitte beide Namen und Unterschriften eintragen.  
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Appendix E.7: Informational Video for Children (in German) 

The video is accessible under the following link:  

https://rs.cms.hu-berlin.de/ibi_allgemein/?r=121&k=7e46483c16 

If access via this link is not possible or if you have any questions regarding the video, please 

contact the author. 

https://rs.cms.hu-berlin.de/ibi_allgemein/?r=121&k=7e46483c16
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Appendix E.8: Certificate of Participation Template (in German) 

 

 

Figure E.8: Certificate of participation template (in German). 
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Appendix E.9: Codebook Study IV 

Codebook 

FAMILIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about the participating families. 

Children 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the children. 

Age 

Information about the children’s age. 

Care situation 

Information about the care situation of the children. 

Use of digital or mobile devices in care facilities 

Information about the use of digital or mobile devices in the 
children’s care facilities. 

Parents 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the parents of the 
interviewed families. 

Mobile device use parents 

Information about the parents’ use of mobile devices. 

Parents’ perception of mobile device use in general 

Information about the parents’ perception of mobile devices in general (i.e., 
not specifically in relation to their children’s use). 

Siblings 

Information about the children’s siblings who are not part of the study due to their 
age. 

Age siblings 

Information about the age of the siblings. 

Mobile device use siblings 

Information about the siblings’ use of mobile devices. 

Wider family and friends 

Information about the grandparents or other family members or friends of the 
interviewed families. 
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DEVICES 

Category including all codes concerning information about digital or mobile devices that the 
children or families use. 

Mobile devices 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about mobile devices used 
by the children or families. 

Tablet 

Information about tablet use.  

Smartphone 

Information about smartphone use.  

Laptop 

Information about the use of a laptop computer. 

E-book reader 

Information about the use of an e-book reader. 

Other mobile devices 

Information about using other mobile devices such as Tiptoi (educational 
toy with digital elements) or a Toniebox (digital music player for young 
children). 

Other digital devices 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about other digital devices 
used by the children or families. 

Desktop computer 

Information about the use of a desktop computer. 

Smart speaker system 

Information about using a smart speaker or smart speaker system (e.g., 
Amazon’s Echo Dot). 

(Smart) TV 

Information about the use of a (smart) television. 

CHILDREN’S ACTIVITIES 

Category including all codes concerning information about activities the children perform 
with mobile devices. 

Watching TV or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to watch television or videos. 
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Playing game apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to play gaming applications. 

Listening to music  

Information about the children using mobile devices to listen to music. 

Listening to audiobooks 

Information about the children using mobile devices to audiobooks. 

Learning  

Information about the children using mobile devices to learn (e.g., using educational 
applications). 

Reading book apps 

Information about the children using mobile devices to read digital books or the 
parents using mobile devices to read digital books to their children. 

Drawing or painting 

Information about the children using mobile devices to draw or paint pictures. 

Making music 

Information about the children using mobile devices to make music (e.g., playing on 
a digital piano). 

Looking at photos or videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to look at private photos or 
videos. 

Taking photos or making videos 

Information about the children using mobile devices to take photos or make videos. 

Communicating with others 

Information about the children’s communicative activities with mobile devices. 

Speaking to the smart assistant 

Information about the children’s interaction with smart assistants.  

Information searching or seeking 

Information about the families using mobile devices to search or seek for 
information. 

Other activities 

Information about the children using mobile devices to perform other activities. 
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CHILDREN’S GENERAL USE OF THE TABLET 

Category including all codes concerning information about the children’s general use of the 
tablet. 

Beginning 

Information about the beginning of the use of the tablet by the children. 

Frequency 

Information about the frequency of use of the tablet by the children. 

Duration 

Information about the duration of use of the tablet by the children. 

Context 

Information about the contexts of children’s use of the tablet (e.g., specific 
situations, locations, etc.). 

Type of use 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about with whom 
the children prefer to use the tablet (= analysis of the mini questionnaire; 
multiple answers possible).  

Use alone 

The children report preferring to use the tablet alone. 

Use with parents 

The children report preferring to use the tablet with their parents. 

Use with siblings 

The children report preferring to use the tablet with their siblings. 

Use with other people 

The children report preferring to use the tablet with other people 
(e.g., their grandparents). 

COVID-19 

Information about the COVID-19 pandemic as a context of the children’s 
use of mobile devices, especially tablets. 

Navigation 

Information about the children’s operating of the tablet. 

PERCEPTIONS 

Category including all codes concerning information about the children’s and parents’ 
perceptions concerning children’s tablet use or the use of mobile devices in general. 
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Children 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the children’s 
perceptions of the tablet and its use (partly reported by the parents during the 
interview, partly reported by the children themselves). 

Children’s positive perceptions 

Positive aspects of the tablet and its use from the children’s point of view. 

Children’s negative perceptions 

Negative aspects of the tablet and its use from the children’s point of view. 

Parents 

Subcategory including all codes concerning information about the parents’ 
perceptions of the tablet and its use. 

Parents’ positive perceptions 

Positive aspects of the tablet and its use from the parents’ point of view. 

Parents’ negative perceptions 

Negative aspects of the tablet and its use from the parents’ point of view. 
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Appendix E.10: Coded Material Study IV 

(see ---------------------------) 

Note: Due to data privacy reasons, these research data are not included in the publication 

version of this doctoral thesis. If you have any questions about the data, please contact the 

author. 
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Appendix F: Material for Summary and Conclusion (Chapter 9) 

Appendix F.1: Overview of Studies I–IV 

Study Title RQs Methods Results 

I Watching, 
playing, 
making, 
learning: Young 
children’s use of 
mobile devices 

– How do 
children aged 
one to six years 
use mobile 
devices? 

– Does this usage 
include 
information 
seeking 
activities or 
other activities 
that can be 
linked to the 
children’s 
information 
behavior? 

Interview 
study with 
parents from 
19 families 
 

The results show that families with 
young children engage in different 
information-related activities while 
using mobile devices. 
Intentional information seeking 
activities were named by half of the 
parents interviewed. In these situations, 
the parents often acted as search 
assistants for their children. 
Besides, it is argued that children’s 
activities with mobile devices which 
may appear as “just entertainment” at 
first glance, e.g., watching videos or 
playing with game applications, should 
also be considered in the context of 
young children’s information behavior. 

II Support versus 
restriction: 
Parents’ 
influence on 
young 
children’s 
information 
behavior in 
connection with 
mobile devices 

– How do parents 
perceive and 
mediate the use 
of mobile 
devices by their 
children aged 
one to six 
years? 

– How might this 
parental 
mediation affect 
the information 
behavior of 
children aged 
one to six years 
in relation to 
mobile devices? 

Secondary 
analysis of 
interview 
data from 
Study I 
 

The findings indicate that parents have 
positive and negative perceptions of the 
use of mobile devices by their young 
children. Perceived benefits named by 
parents are, for example, the expansion 
of children’s general knowledge or the 
improvement of digital skills. 
Concerns or negative perceptions 
regarding young children’s use of 
mobile devices stated by parents are, for 
example, the confrontation with 
inappropriate content or an 
understanding of the use as “just 
entertainment”.  
Regarding parental mediation practices, 
a combination of enabling and 
restrictive mediation strategies was 
identified in all families interviewed. 
Overall, restrictive strategies were 
mentioned more often than supportive 
strategies.  
The paper argues that by supporting 
their children’s use of mobile devices, 
parents enable them to engage in 
activities that help them to access new 
information and expand their 
knowledge. At the same time, parents 
try to protect their children from risks 
and negative influences through 
restrictions. In this way, parents may 
also act as a bottleneck for children’s 
access to information by mobile 
devices. 

Table F.1 (Part 1): Overview of Studies I–IV (title, research questions, methods, and results). 
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III Uses and 
gratifications of 
a tablet 
computer for 
children: An 
analysis of 
online customer 
reviews 

– What do 
customers of a 
tablet for 
children report 
about the use of 
this device? 

– Which 
gratifications do 
they express 
while evaluating 
the device? 

Descriptive 
analysis and 
content analysis 
of 1,185 online 
customer reviews 
published for two 
different versions 
of the Amazon 
Fire Tablet Kids 
Edition on the 
German Amazon 
website  

The analysis shows that customers of a 
tablet for children address different 
aspects of children’s use and families’ 
expectations of the device within their 
online reviews.  
The two activities with the tablet 
mentioned most often are watching 
videos and playing game applications. 
Intentional information seeking 
activities were hardly mentioned in the 
reviews, but the activity of learning, 
including inter alia the acquisition of 
information and knowledge, is 
emphasized as important by many 
customers.  
Relating the results to existing 
categories of media gratifications, it 
seems that a large part of the 
motivations for purchasing the device 
and children’s activities can be 
assigned primarily to the aim of 
children’s entertainment. 

IV Mobile devices 
as information 
discovery tools 
for young 
children: A 
multi-method 
study on 
children’s and 
parents’ 
perspectives 

– How do 
children aged 
four to six years 
use mobile 
devices, 
especially 
tablets, and does 
this use include 
activities that 
can be linked to 
the discovery of 
information? 

– What are 
parents’ and 
children’s 
perceptions of 
children’s tablet 
use and do 
aspects related 
to children’s 
information 
discovery play a 
role in these 
perceptions? 

Multi-method 
research 
approach, 
following the 
Mosaic approach 
(Clark, 2017), 
including 
interviews with 
parents and 
different creative 
methods of data 
collection with 
young children 
aged four to six 
years from eight 
families 

The results show that young children’s 
use of mobile devices includes 
different activities that can be linked to 
the discovery of information.  
Via tablets, children discover 
information rather accidentally while 
watching videos or playing with game 
applications. Furthermore, almost all 
families use mobile devices to search 
intentionally for information for young 
children. In these cases, parents or 
older siblings act as information 
mediaries. Most parents reported that 
they tend to use their smartphones for 
these purposes. 
Regarding young children’s and 
parents’ perceptions of tablet use, it 
appears that the devices are mainly 
associated with entertainment 
activities, although the families also 
recognize potentials of the devices in 
the areas of information discovery and 
learning.  

Table F.1 (Part 2): Overview of Studies I–IV (title, research questions, methods, and results). 
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