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Abstract
Using an online questionnaire among 516 Dutch parents (children between 1 and 12 years; 68% mothers, 18% single
parents) this study explored whether parents see media devices as useful tools in childrearing, and how parent-family
characteristics and parental perceptions on parenting, media effects and child development predict the acceptance of
instrumental media use. Findings revealed that parents saw media as a) a distractor providing the parent relief in childrearing,
b) a babysitter when the parent is unavailable, and c) a tool to modify children’s behavior. Whereas 20 to 30 percent found
media useful as a modiﬁer or babysitter, only about 10 percent perceived media helpful as a distractor. Acceptance of the
different types of instrumental media use depended more on parental perceptions than on parent-family variables: i.e.,
instrumental use of media was primarily endorsed by parents who are less conﬁdent about their parenting, have less support
from a partner, expect positive effects from the media, and report health and conduct problems in their children.
Keywords Parental mediation Media as babysitter Media as behavior modiﬁer Parental competence Child
developmental problems
●

●

Parents are essential for how children use media technologies and how media affect their development (Piotrowski
et al. 2015). As such, parents can intentionally apply several
strategies when guiding their children, for example,
restricting children’s media use; monitoring children’s
online whereabouts; providing active mediation; co-using
media together for fun and entertainment; and supervising,
i.e., let the child use a device on his or her own while
keeping an eye on the child from a distance (e.g., Livingstone and Helsper 2008; Nikken and Jansz 2014; Nikken
and Schols 2015). Such parental involvement, in particular
restrictive and active mediation, has positive outcomes for
the child’s development: children will see or use less
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inappropriate media content, become more critical about
media content, remember more educational content, and
perform better at school; whereas using media together with
a parent has positive effects on bonding and developing
cultural tastes (Mendoza 2009).
With the ubiquitous availability of media devices and
content for children, nowadays, it is impossible for parents
to apply parental mediation strategies all the time. Parenting
is often challenging (Crnic et al. 2005) and many parents in
Western societies experience high pressure on their parenting practices, for instance, because of increases in
women’s labor force participation, time pressure in completing one’s job or a decline in free time (Nomaguchi
2009). To reduce such stress and ease parenting, parents
may be less apt to invest in parental mediation and rely
more on technology to keep their children occupied.
Especially when the demands in daily hassles exceed the
available resources that parents have, it is understandable
that parents loosen the limits on children’s solitary TV
viewing (Evans et al. 2011; Walton et al. 2014) or get more
touchscreens at home to be used by their children (Wartella
et al. 2014). Such instrumental use of media can be
explained by the stress process model (Pearlin 1989), which
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posits that primary stressors, such as work overload or
marital problems, create secondary stressors, such as time
pressure in the parenting sphere. According to this theory,
the solitary use of television or other devices by the child is
seen by parents as an option to get a break from childrearing
and create some time for themselves. The instrumental use
of media devices in parenting can, however, also be
explained by the uses & gratiﬁcations (U&G) theory, which
speciﬁes that individuals actively select media to fulﬁl
particular needs (Rubin 1986). The U&G paradigm assumes
that audience members are active, in control of their media
consumption, and are able to accurately report the gratiﬁcations they receive from their media consumption and why
they seek these gratiﬁcations. However, the U&G paradigm
is also essentially individualistic in focus. Therefore, at ﬁrst
sight, the U&G theory may not seem well suited to study
parental motives for their children’s media use, as the child
is the targeted consumer of that media content. Yet, in the
case of instrumental use of media the child’s media diet is
still determined by psychological beliefs, motives and
needs, albeit their parents’. Thus, because the parents’
selection of media devices and media content for their child
is fulﬁlling the parent’s psychological and social needs, the
U&G framework is useful to study parents’ instrumental use
of media for their children (Beyens and Eggermont 2014;
Nabi and Krcmar 2016). Moreover, following Nabi and
Krcmar (2016) the emphasis of the U&G framework on
individuals’ psychological and social motives for media
selection makes this framework especially well-suited to
apply to the parental choice context. The decisions parents
make regarding how and when they use media instrumentally in their parenting inevitably fall within the context of
the parent-child relational dynamic, which implies that
media choices made by parents must balance the needs of
themselves and of their child’s. When parents decide to let
media entertain or teach their children in a certain way in
case they cannot attend the child themselves, in some way
they will always take the needs of their children in perception too. And that implies that characteristics of the
individual child, like traits and temperaments and patterns
of social behavior, will inﬂuence why parents choose to use
media for their child the way that they do (Nabi and Krcmar
2016). Seen from this perspective, it is especially interesting
to apply the U&G framework when the dynamic unit of
media consumption is not the individual—be it the parent or
the child—but the parent and the child together as representatives of the family/household (Morley 1986, p.15).
How media devices are used within the context of personal relationships within the family has been extensively
discussed by Lull (1980a, 1980b) and Morley (1986) and
their results are highly interesting for the study of instrumental use of media by parents for their children. According
to Lull’s ethnographic research, the use of media within the

social environment of the family can be understood along
two dimensions: ﬁrst, media serve a structural function (i.e.,
providing companionship for the viewer and regulating the
routines in family life: e.g., diner time, bedtime), but second, they also serve a relational function (i.e., allowing
family members common ground for conversation, providing them shared experiences, presenting them with
models for learning, mirroring or imitation, and allowing
family members to express their ideas and to exert or
undergo social dominance, e.g., parents allowing their
children watch TV or use other devices). Drawing on Lull’s
work, Morley (1986) posits that media are always used
purposefully by family members to construct the occasions
of their interactions and to construct the context within they
can interact (p.22). Thereby, individuals constantly exert
social cultural power over each other in the sense of their
gender, age and other personal characteristics, creating the
family as it is together. For instance, using the TV set as a
babysitter for fatigued or irritable children functions not
only as a way to relief the parent’s housekeeping at a certain
moment, but more profoundly represents a family ritual to
avoid the kind of conﬂict that often arises between pressured parents and tired children. Moreover, Morley also
notices that families transform over time, moving through a
number of stages as children grow up, each of which require
restructuring the family relationships and interactions, and
by that also the uses of media. That is, depending on the
needs of the family unit and the members within that unit at
certain times, media are used in different ways, as are
decision-making procedures revised and updated according
to the changing needs and contexts. With younger children
at home, for instance, parents may have different motives
for letting their toddlers use tablets or smartphones, than
with older children who have to do homework instead of
playing games with their schoolmates.
Thus, considering that differing family dynamics and
different personalities within families may inﬂuence media
use motives, this opens new lines of inquiry for U&Goriented research and stresses the need to expand our
understanding of the social uses of media from one in which
“social” is considered a companionship motive to a perspective in which “social” reﬂects a dynamic between
individuals with different needs and personalities within a
relational context (Nabi and Krcmar 2016). Hereunder, we
further address this “social use” in light of parents’ instrumental use of media for their children, and then focus on
parents’ beliefs and parent-family background characteristics as determinants of that instrumental use of media in
the social context.
Instrumental use of media is not the same as the strategy
of supervision, where parents keep an eye on how their
children use a device and react to media content (Nikken
and Schols 2015). With instrumental use parents rather rely
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on the technology to sooth or calm their child, or to keep
their child busy, for instance, because the parent cannot be
physically present or has other chores to attend. Thus, in the
case of instrumental use, the child is using a device often
alone without parental supervision. Since solitary use may
have several backdrops, parents are discouraged to use
electronic devices as an instrumental tool, i.e. especially as
a paciﬁer, in their childrearing practices (AAP Council
2016). First, relying on the all-time everywhere accessibility
of screen devices enables use at any time and place, which
in turn increases the chance that children will expose
themselves more to media when they grow up (Cingel and
Krcmar 2013). Such increased media use can in turn lead to
less sleep, lower school performance, and less outdoor play
etc., which is deemed not beneﬁcial for a healthy development. Second, it is important that parents guide their
children’s media use actively because then children can
beneﬁt the most from educational outcomes (Rasmussen
et al. 2016). Finally, media productions that children consume online can be created and uploaded by virtually
anyone and are not regulated by professional production
procedures. The recent Elsagate involving inappropriate
YouTube video’s (Satherley 2017) exempliﬁed the particular vulnerability of unsupervised online media use, due to
children’s lack of technical, critical and social skills
(Livingstone et al. 2011). With regard to the use of media
screen time as a reward, there may be objectives too. For
instance, using media as a reward or punishment is supposed to be effective only in the short-term and doesn’t help
children to learn how to emotionally regulate themselves in
the long run. Instead, using screens as a reward or punishment tool may develop a transactional relationship between
the child and parent and not stimulate the development of
their intrinsic motivation.
Despite the advice to not use media as a tool in parenting,
several studies indicate that when parents are not able to
attend their child, they do rely on technology, often colloquially labeled as ‘babysitting’, to keep their children busy
or entertained. For example, between 20 and 40 percent of
American parents with children under 2, 6 and 8 years
agreed that they then can do chores at home thanks to
children’s solitary screen use (Rideout and Hamel 2006;
Zimmerman et al. 2007). Moreover about 50% of American
parents with children up to 12 years stated that their family
beneﬁts from using television as a babysitter (Evans et al.
2011), whereas almost all American parents with children
up to 7 years old allow their child to use the parent’s
smartphone to keep the child occupied in the car when
traveling (Chiong and Shuler 2010). Also, in European
studies even 70 to 80 percent of the parents with children up
to 5 and 6 years old agreed to regularly use television in
their parenting practices (Beyens and Eggermont 2014;
Götz et al. 2007), whereas among Israeli parents with

children aged 18 to 36 months (Elias and Sulkin 2017) use
of media in parenting varied from 32 percent (media during
mealtimes) to 73 percent (media as babysitter).
A few studies have addressed parent’s motives for their
children’s media use, including motives that help both the
child and the parent themselves and that relate to instrumental use of media. These studies, however, do not yet
provide a clear view on what instrumental use of media
entails. By means of a factor analysis Gantz (1982), for
example, empirically concluded that the use of media as a
tool in parenting beneﬁts three parental needs: ﬁrst, unimpeded work around the house, i.e., to get children out of the
parent’s way when they have work to do; second, respite
when parents emotionally have no power to keep their
children occupied; and ﬁnally, to guarantee the parent that
the child is entertained or out of trouble. Götz et al. (2007)
more recently from qualitative interviews deduced that
parents use media devices also for other reasons. That is,
next to (a) babysitting when the parent cannot be present
physically or emotionally and (b) substituting in ‘emergency cases’ (keep the child occupied or entertained while
the parent has other chores), media may also be used for (c)
distracting or calming the child, for example, when children
have difﬁculties with eating or going to sleep or when they
are over-exited, tired or frightened for a doctor’s visit; and
(d) as behavior modifying, for example, as a reward to
stimulate good behavior in their child or as a threat to
remove privileges. Finally, Nabi and Krcmar (2016) among
a sample of mostly mothers with children up to six years, in
a factor analysis found that media are seen as a tool to help
the child relax, provide the parent some time to themselves,
and to reward the child.
Since we have still little knowledge about the underlying
factors that may explain parents’ use of media as tools in
their parenting, the present study focuses on how parent and
family characteristics, together with parents’ perceptions on
their own parenting situation are related to the instrumental
use of media in their parenting. Parental perceptions about
the role of media for their children may form a ﬁrst
important predictor of the parents’ needs to use media as a
tool in their parenting. Parents who are concerned about the
risks of media for children temper the presence of screens in
their child’s bedroom (Nikken and Schols 2015; Rideout
and Hamel 2006), yet also more often use television or
computers as a reward (Pearson et al. 2011). Moreover,
parents who expect positive educational inﬂuences from
media on their child are more apt to use television or
eBooks as a babysitter in their parenting (Beyens and
Eggermont 2014; Etta et al. 2018; Götz et al. 2007) and or
as a tool to relax their child (Nabi and Krcmar 2016).
Another important factor in the parent-child dyadic
relationship that may affect instrumental use of media is the
child’s temperament. Having a child with a difﬁcult
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temperament or conduct problems may lead to less
engagement in activities with that child (Giallo et al. 2013;
Machida et al. 2002). In similar vein, health problems or
disorders as autism or ADHD in children can also make
parenting more difﬁcult (Dodge et al. 1994). In accordance
with the stress process model (Pearlin 1989), in these
families media devices can provide a relief for parents to
take their mind off these problems. Moreover, in line with
the U&G paradigm (Rubin 1986), it can also be hypothesized that the child’s condition inﬂuences the parents’ perceptions of their relational management needs which, in
turn, inﬂuences how media are used: parents who perceive
their children as energetic are more likely to use media to
help them relax, as a reward, and to have time away from
them (Nabi and Krcmar 2016). Also, very young children
with poor self-regulation consume more media over time,
possibly because parents try to soothe their fussy infants
through screen time as a parent coping strategy (Radesky
et al. 2014).
A third important factor for the instrumental use of media
devices in parenting concerns how parents evaluate their
own parenting, i.e., how competent they are in childrearing
and how they see their relationship with other caregivers in
the family. It is known that children are more likely to
exceed screen-time recommendations when their parents
experience low levels of self-efﬁcacy to inﬂuence the
child’s physical activity or control the child’s screen time
(Campbell et al. 2010; Jago et al. 2015; Smith et al. 2010).
Moreover, high maternal working hours create parenting
time pressure and undermine mothers’ well-being, which
encourages children to watch more television (Beyens and
Eggermont 2017). Thus parents who are less conﬁdent
about their parenting may rely more heavily on media
devices for their children to keep the household going.
Moreover, parents who experience little support from their
(ex)partner or spouse also face more difﬁculties in parenting
than parents who can rely on a supportive partner (Gordon
and Whelan-Berry 2004; McLoyd 1998). An unsupportive
partner reduces the ability to parent effectively, which may
lead to inconsistent or more lenient parental regulation of
the child’s behavior. Even infrequent disagreement between
parents over media rules already matters for children’s
violent media use and child outcomes (Mares et al. 2018).
Finally, previous studies have shown that several
demographic factors may affect the use of media as a tool in
parenting. It should be noted, however, that these factors
could be interrelated with parents’ perceptions of the family
situation, viz. difﬁculties in child temperament, parents’
conﬁdence in parenting, or the support from a partner in the
family, as well as with parents’ perceptions of how media
contribute to the development of their child. For example,
parents from lower social-economic strata more often use
television as a babysitter (Gantz 1982) or as a bedtime ritual

tool (Götz et al. 2007) than parents from higher educated or
wealthier families. These ﬁndings make sense, since parents
from lower strata as compared to higher educated parents
usually prefer the entertainment value of media like video
gaming for their children (Rideout 2017). Also, lower
educated parents, in general feel that they have less control
over the outcomes of child development, are more controlling and punitive than parents from higher strata, and
also make less use of various possibilities to support their
child’s development (Hoff et al. 2002). Parenting in lower
educated or low-income families, therefore, can be more
strained with daily hassles than in higher educated, wealthier families (McLoyd 1998; Warren 2005), which may
lead to a higher need for media technology in childrearing
practices. Next, family size may also explain difﬁculties in
parenting, which in turn increase the need to use media
instrumentally in parenting. In bigger families parenting
may be more demanding than in families with less children
at home (Caceres-Delpiano 2006). With many children,
parents may have full time jobs to support the family which
puts pressure on family time (Aldous and Klein 1991)
resulting in less or unequal attention to all children. This
pressure may increase the need to keep the children occupied by electronic screens, although Nabi and Krcmar
(2016) did not ﬁnd such a relationship. In single-parent
families parenting also is more demanding. Parents in
single-parent families usually are not only lower educated,
but also stressed by unemployment and lack support from a
partner (Cain and Combs-Orme 2005; Mather 2010).
Probably therefore, single-parents ﬁnd it more difﬁcult to
guide their children’s media use and apply mediation strategies consequently than parents in intact families (Nikken
and de Haan 2015; Zaman et al. 2016). Moreover, children
with a single-parent have more media devices in their
bedroom and use media more on their own and for longer
periods per day (Livingstone et al. 2015; Nikken 2017).
With regard to the child’s gender and age, differences in
using media instrumentally also may be affected by how
parents perceive the upbringing of their child. Parents
usually ﬁnd it more difﬁcult to guide their sons than their
daughters (e.g., Hoff et al. 2002), which may explain that
boys more often than girls have and use media devices
alone in their bedroom or are left alone with the television
on in order to calm the child or to give the parent a relief or
do chores (Götz et al. 2007; Rideout and Hamel 2006).
Among younger children, Nabi and Krcmar (2016), however, found the opposite: media were more often used as a
tool to provide the parents some time for themselves when
they were raising girls. Also, in general, parenting of
younger children is more demanding than of older children,
which concurs with ﬁndings that relate age to the instrumental use of media. Gantz (1982) and Pearson et al.
(2011), for example, reported that among older children,
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i.e., about 9 to 12 years old, television or computers are less
often used as a reward or as a babysitter as compared to
younger children, i.e., about 2 to 5 years. In similar vein,
Götz et al. (2007) reported that parents more often use
television as a babysitter with children aged 4 to 5 years old
than with younger children, whereas Nabi and Krcmar
(2016) found such a relationship with age for the use of
media as a reward for children. Thus, instrumental use of
media seems to peek among children of about 5 years old,
possibly because these children put higher demands on their
parents. Finally, the parent’s gender may be a ﬁfth factor
that affects parental needs. Mothers typically participate in
childrearing activities at a signiﬁcantly higher rate than
fathers (Bornstein et al. 2003; McBride and Mills 1993).
Therefore, fathers have less experience with parenting and
as a result may be more inclined to perceive media devices
as handy in parenting than mothers do. Nikken and de Haan
(2015) indeed noticed that fathers tend to experience more
problems in mediating their children’s media use than do
mothers.
Using a survey among Dutch parents with children aged
1 to 12 years, this study ﬁrst explores empirically whether
different types of instrumental use of media in parenting can
be discerned (RQ1). The rationale behind this research
question is that there seems to be no consensus yet on the
different types and associated functions of instrumental
media use in childrearing. Only Gantz (1982) and Nabi and
Krcmar (2016) empirically tested which types of needs
media fulﬁl. In addition, this study will test the extent that
these parents (dis)agree with the instrumental use of media
in their parenting (RQ2). Finally, we look at which parent
and family background variables, together with the parent’s
views on the parenting of their child, explain the parent’s
endorsement of instrumental use of media. Based on the
discussed literature, it is assumed that parents more strongly
will favor instrumental media use for boys than for girls
(H1) and for children around 5 years of age, as opposed to
younger children and older children up to 12 years of age
(H2). Also, fathers will be more inclined to make use of
media than mothers (H3), as will parents in lower educated,
single, and bigger families as compared to parents in higher
educated (H4), intact (H5), and smaller families (H6). Furthermore, with regard to the parent’s views on parenting,
parents will be less favorable towards the instrumental use
of media when they believe that media have negative effects
on children (H7), whereas they will be more favorable about
instrumental media use when they believe in positive media
effects (H8), and when their children have developmental
issues, such as health or conduct problems (H9). Also, it is
expected that parents more often turn to media when they
lack support from a spouse or (ex)partner (H10) or, ﬁnally,
when they have less conﬁdence in their own parenting
practices (H11).

Method
Participants
In the autumn of 2014 about 2.000 parents in the Netherlands with children between 1 and 12 years were contacted
online by a professional marketing research bureau. The
parents were pooled from a large database of respondents
who had agreed to participate in (online) research and were
paid a small incentive for cooperating. The study deliberately also included families with older children, that is up to
12 years, in order to look for differences in instrumental use
of media between younger and older children. In all, 516
parents reacted (response rate about 26%), of which two
thirds (68.2%) were mothers. About one in ﬁve parents
(18.2%) reported to be a single parent, whereas the other
respondents represented an intact family. The respondent’s
education was measured as one of 7 types in the Dutch
educational system and then recoded into 3 consecutive
levels; as compared to the Dutch population (CBS 2014),
54.1% of the sample (versus 63%) had a level equal to prevocational secondary education or less (aggregated types 1
up to 4), 39.2% (versus 27%) had a level equal to senior
general secondary education (aggregated types 5 and 6) and
6.8% (versus 9%) had a university (master, PhD) educational level (type 7). Respondents reported the age of the
oldest child living at home. To realize an even spread of
families with children up to 4 years, between 4 and 6 years,
between 7 and 9 years, and between 10 and 12 years,
respondents were stratiﬁed on the age of their reference
child such that each of the four age categories represented
about 25% of the sample. There were somewhat more sons
(55.8%) than daughters and almost half of the parents
(45.2%) indicated that they had only one child living at
home, whereas another 43% said they had two children. The
remaining parents (11.8%) indicated that they had three or
more children living at home.

Procedure
The contacted parents were informed about the general aim
of the study, i.e., an investigation about the use of media in
the home, parents’ views on guiding their children’s media
use and parenting in general, and various sources that
provide parenting support. After consent, parents were
presented an extensive online questionnaire pertaining to
these topics, and instructed to keep their oldest child in
mind who was 12 years or younger and living at home when
answering all questions. Answering of the questions for the
variables that are used in the present study took about
20 min for most of the parents.
The questions and themes in the questionnaire were
partly based on a preliminary qualitative pilot study with 8
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families who had children between 18 months and 12 years.
Interviewed parents in these families represented single and
intact families, higher and lower educated families, and
families with different cultural backgrounds, for example,
Turkish nationality. The interviews took between 60 and
80 min and were based on a topic list, referring to media
effects, media use rituals at home, and the need for face-toface or print/online support on parental mediation. Both the
interview and survey were executed in agreement with the
ethical standards at the universities of the investigators.

Measures
Acceptance of instrumental use of media in parenting was
established by means of 8 statements about the use of media
devices in the interest of the parent, the child or both (see
the results for the individual items). The statements were
based on the qualitative pilot study and former research into
the use of media technology by parents in their parenting
practices. Moreover they were congruent with the main
types of instrumental use proposed by Götz et al. (2007),
i.e., as a babysitter when not present, as a substitute when
not available, as a distractor when tensed, or as a modiﬁer of
behavior. The respondents indicated for each statement
whether it described their parenting practices on a ﬁve-point
Likert scale varying from ‘fully disagree’ to ‘fully agree’.
The parent’s views about conﬁdence in their own parenting were measured with 15 statements taken from the
Dutch NOSI (Nijmeegse Ouderlijke Stress Index), a validated instrument containing 13 subscales to measure whether parents with children from 2 to 13 years old experience
shortcomings in their daily parenting practices (de Brock
et al. 1992). The subscale we used, taps whether parents are
conﬁdent or insecure about their daily parenting practices.
Items are, for example, ‘raising a child is more difﬁcult than
I expected’, ‘on average I think that I am not such a good
parent’ or ‘as a parent I often doubt whether I can handle
each situation’. Answering options varied on a ﬁve-point
Likert scale ranging from ‘fully disagree’ to ‘fully agree’.
An exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation (i.e.,
direct Oblimin) showed that 12 items deﬁned one factor
indicating a lack of conﬁdence in parenting, whereas the
three remaining items conversely indicated conﬁdence in
parenting (KMO = 0.94). Since we were interested in the
use of media when parenting is difﬁcult we averaged the 12
items that tapped a lack of parenting conﬁdence into one
scale.
Partner support was measured with a subscale adopted
from the Dutch VOBO-instrument (Vragenlijst Onvervulde
Behoefte aan Opvoedingsondersteuning). This instrument is
now adapted to the Structured Problem Analysis of Raising
Kids/SPARK (Staal et al. 2011). Respondents indicated for
6 statements (for example, ‘regarding the education of my

child I always feel myself supported by my (ex)partner’) to
what extent it was applicable to their situation. Answering
options varied on a ﬁve-point Likert scale from ‘fully disagree’ to ‘fully agree’. Exploratory factor analysis indicated
that all items loaded on one factor, which were averaged
into one scale.
Views on media effects were measured by means of
31 statements about positive and negative outcomes of
media use for children. Respondents indicated whether this
outcome was applicable to the reference child, with
answering options on a ﬁve-point Likert scale varying from
‘fully disagree’ to ‘fully agree’. The statements were based
on various well known media-effect reviews and on the
interviews in the qualitative pilot study and related to
cognitive, social-emotional and behavioral outcomes. An
exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation (i.e., direct
Oblimin, KMO = 0.93) revealed that the statements loaded
on ﬁve factors, although in the ﬁrst run several items had
either low loadings ( < 0.40) or loadings higher than 0.40 on
multiple factors. After elimination of these items a solution
was found with ﬁve distinct factors with items loading
higher than .45 (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007). By averaging
the respondent’s scores on the items of the respective factors in this solution, the following ﬁve scales were constructed: (1) positive effects on learning (5 items, for
example, ‘my child can learn about the world via media’; or
‘my child may know more about politics thanks to the
Children’s News’); (2) positive effects on social skills (4
items, for example, ‘my child may improve his or her social
skills by the use of media’; or my child can increase his or
her peer group with good friends via social media’); (3)
positive effects on emotions (5 items, for example, ‘my child
can become calm and quiet from media use’; or ‘my child
can learn to improve his or her concentration by using
media’); (4) negative effects on behavior (5 items, for
example, ‘my child may adopt rude language from the
media’; or ‘my child my get aggressive from seeing violence in the media’); and (5) negative effects on health (5
items, for example, ‘my child may get obese from media
use’; or ‘my child may develop sleeping problems because
of media use’).
Child developmental problems were established by asking the parents whether to some extent they experienced 13
potential difﬁculties in the upbringing of their child. The
statements, again adopted from the VOBO/SPARK-instrument (Staal et al. 2011), related to several problematic
issues in children, such as not following rules and regulations, bad eating habits, lack of friendships, troubles at
school, disturbances in emotions, or problems with physical
health or leisure activities. In line with the VOBO/SPARK,
answers were coded as ‘not applicable’ (coded as 1), or
‘applicable, … but not difﬁcult to handle at all’ (2) up to
‘applicable … and very difﬁcult to handle’ (5). An
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exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation (i.e., direct
Oblimin; KMO = 0.94) indicated that parents are confronted with three types of problems in their child’s
development: (1) health issues (4 items, for example, ‘difﬁculties with personal hygiene or toilet training’; or ‘with
exercise and health’), (2) social-emotional problems (7
items, for example, ‘blending in at school’; ‘dealing with
emotions as fright and anger’; or ‘being accepted by
friends’), and (3) conduct problems (2 items; ‘having tantrums/showing obstinate behavior’; and ‘impudent/big
talk’). All items had loadings higher than 0.45 on their
respective factors only (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007) and
were averaged into the three respective scales.

Data analyses
Table 1 gives an overview of the psychometric values of all
concepts that were used in the present study, as well as the
zero-order correlations between these variables. The types
of instrumental media use were established by means of an
exploratory factor analysis (SPSS 24), whereas absolute
differences in acceptance of these types of instrumental use
for the parent-family background variables were tested with
ANOVA’s. Since an inverted u-shaped relationship thereby
was expected for the child’s age, children were categorized
as up to 4 years, between 4 and 6, between 7 and 9, or
between 10 and 12 years. Hierarchical linear regression
analyses, ﬁnally, were used to inform which parent-family
background characteristics and which parental views predicted the acceptance of instrumental use of media in parenting. In all regression analyses a 2-step model was used.
The variables that measured parental views were entered in
the second step, to test if these variables inﬂuenced the
importance of the parent-family background variables when
predicting the instrumental use of media in parenting.

Results
Types Of Instrumental Media Use
An exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation (i.e.,
direct Oblimin) was used to verify whether the eight
examples of instrumental use of media represent different
types (RQ1). The analysis resulted in three unique factors,
all with loadings higher than .45 (Tabachnick and Fidell
2007), and explained 67.2 percent of the variance (KMO
= .85). The ﬁrst factor contained 4 items relating to media
as a distractor that provides relief for the parent (‘I like
watching tv/dvd during dinner as it helps me to let my child
eat better’, ‘when my child uses media, I can take my mind
off parenting for a while’, ‘a tv or computer of his/her own
in the bedroom gives me rest in the housekeeping’ and ‘an

electronic screen is a handy tool when I put my child to
bed’). The second factor was comprised by 2 items relating
to modifying the child’s behavior (‘no tv or computer as a
punishment helps my child better obey’ and ‘media are
handy as a reward for my child when he/she behaves well’).
The third factor, ﬁnally, was comprised by the items which
related to media use as a babysitter occupying the child
(‘media are a convenient babysitter for me when my child is
alone for a while’ and ‘media are convenient to keep my
child busy’). Based on the factor analysis three scales were
created by averaging the items that loaded on media use as,
respectively, a ‘distractor’, a ‘modiﬁer’ and a ‘babysitter’.

Acceptance Of Instrumental Media Use By Parent
And Family Characteristics
Figure 1 presents the distribution of the answers for all
instrumental media use items per scale. As shown, only a
minority of parents was positive about media as a distractor,
modiﬁer or babysitter in their parenting practices (RQ2).
About 1 in 10 parents agreed with the idea to use media as a
distractor for relief, whereas about 20 to 30 percent of the
parents agreed with media as a modiﬁer of behavior or as a
babysitter to keep their child occupied. Conversely, 20 to 50
percent of the parents rejected the use of media as a
babysitter, 40 percent disagreed with media as a modiﬁer,
and about 70 percent disagreed with media as a distractor in
parenting. When comparing the parents’ mean scores for the
three types of instrumental media use, it shows that parents
accepted the use of media as a distractor in their parenting
the least (M = 1.98). Yet, they were signiﬁcantly more
positive about media as a babysitter (M = 2.68) and as a
modiﬁer for their child’s behavior (M = 2.76), Student’s t
(515) = respectively 18.82 and 19.82; p < .001. Both differences were large considering that Cohen’s d = respectively .87 and .83.
Table 2 presents the absolute scale scores for the three
types of instrumental media use and the F-values found in
the ANOVA’s for the child’s age level and gender, the
parent’s gender, educational level and marital status, and
family size. As shown, parents found media signiﬁcantly
more acceptable as a modiﬁer of behavior for their sons than
for their daughters, though parents did not differentiate
between sons and daughters in using media as a distractor or
as a babysitter. Thus H1 is partly conﬁrmed. With regard to
the child’s age, parents most often accepted media devices as
a modiﬁer and as a babysitter for children between 4 and 6
years. However, they equally often agreed on these types of
instrumental use when their children are between 7 and 9
years, and to some extent also when they are between 9 and
12 years. Thus H2 is only partly conﬁrmed. Next, as
expected, fathers signiﬁcantly more often agreed with the use
of media as a distractor and as a babysitter, as compared to
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables used in the study
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Media as a babysier

Media are convenient to keep my child occupied

Media are a convenient babysier when my child is alone for a while

Media as modiﬁer

No tv or computer as a punishment helps my child beer obey

Media are handy as a reward for my child when he/she behaves well

Media as distractor

A TV or computer of his/her own in the bedroom gives me rest in
housekeeping
An electronic screen is a handy tool when I put my child to bed

I like watching tv/dvd during dinner as it helps me to let my child eat
beer
When my child uses media, I can take my mind oﬀ parenng for a
while

0%
fully disagree

disagree

20%
neutral

40%
agree

60%

80%

100%

fully agree

Fig. 1 Extent to which parents endorse three types of instrumental use of media in their parenting

mothers, conﬁrming H3. Also as expected, lower educated
and single parents agreed more with the use of media as a
distractor for relief as compared to higher educated and
cohabitating parents. Acceptance of the other two types of
instrumental use, however, did not differ with educational
level or marital status, thus H4 and H5 are both partly conﬁrmed. Finally, family size matters for accepting media as a
distractor and as a modiﬁer in an absolute sense. As predicted
by H6, with more children at home parents signiﬁcantly more
often agreed using media as a modiﬁer of their child’s
behavior. Yet, they also signiﬁcantly less often agreed to use
media as a distractor for relief, contradicting H6.

Relative Differences Between Parents
In order to control for interrelationships between the parent
and family background characteristics and to test whether
parental beliefs about media effects, the child’s development, and the parent’s parenting are also related to the
acceptance of instrumental media use, hierarchical regression analyses were performed. The parent-family characteristics were entered in a ﬁrst step, whereas the parental
views were entered in a second step. Table 3 presents the
standardized beta-values and the explained variance of both
steps, for each type of instrumental media use. As can be
seen, entering the parent’s views in the second step had an

important effect on the amount of variance explained,
adding 25, 10 and 17 percent for media used as, respectively, a distractor, modiﬁer, and babysitter. The parent’s
views thus are very strong predictors of the acceptance of
media as tools in parenting, more so than parent-family
characteristics.
With regard to the parent–family characteristics, all
model I analyses basically present the same pattern as
appeared from the separate ANOVA’s in Table 2. Only
marital status no longer appeared to be a signiﬁcant predictor of the acceptance of media as a distractor, thus no
longer supporting H5, whereas family size also no longer
was associated with media as a modiﬁer (H6). Moreover,
age of the child was now only marginally associated with
the use of media as a babysitter (H2). However, when
adding the parental views on media effects, problems in
child development, and the parent’s own parenting in the
model II analyses, a few shifts are noticeable among the
parent-family characteristics. First, educational level was no
longer a signiﬁcant predictor of the acceptance of media as a
distractor. Yet, higher educated parents now signiﬁcantly
more often agreed with the use of media as a babysitter than
did lower educated parents, contradicting H4. Second, the
child’s age did not predict the acceptance of media as a
modiﬁer or as a babysitter any more, thus H2 is not supported either.
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Table 2 Absolute differences in
acceptance of instrumental use
of media by parent’s gender and
education, marital status, family
size, and child’s gender and age

Instrumental media use as

Distractor

Modiﬁer

Babysitter

M

M

M

F (df)
a

Fathers

2.29

Mothers

1.84b

Educ. low

2.05a

Educ. middle

1.94ab

Educ. high

1.69b

Cohabiting

1.95a

41.72*** (1514)

F (df)

2.79

NS

2.79

NS

2.76

b

2.73

2.64

2.87

2.67

2.01a

2 children

1.93ab

2.87b

2.71

3 + children

1.82b

2.75ab

2.74

Boys

2.02

Girls

1.93

0-3 years

1.94

NS

2.85

3.54* (2513)

8.53** (1514)

2.63
NS

2.56a

2.63

2.70

4.85** (3512)

2.51a

1.93

2.92

2.77b

7-9 years

2.04

2.88b

2.76ab

NB:

a,b

ab

2.01

2.68

NS

NS

2.65

4-6 years
10-12 years

b

NS

2.71

2.12

1 child

2.65a

NS

2.70
NS

Single

3.45* (2513)

14.46*** (1514)

2.74

2.50
4.13* (1514)

2.89

2.58b

2.74
3.95* (2513)

F (df)
a

2.64* (3512)

2.68ab

Values with different superscripts per column indicate signiﬁcant differences

* p < 0.050; ** p < 0.010; * p < 0.001

With regard to the parental views on the effects of the
media, only one relationship for negative effects was signiﬁcant: parents who expect such effects of media use on
their child’s behavior more often use media as a modiﬁer,
contradicting H7 for that type of instrumental media use.
Also, contradicting H8, parents who expected positive
learning outcomes of media for their child less often agreed
with using media as a distractor and as a babysitter. Positive
attitudes towards effects on the child’s social skills and on
their emotions were, however positively related, respectively, to the use of media as a distractor, and the use as a
modiﬁer and babysitter, conﬁrming H8. Next, problems in
child development also were related to the instrumental use
of media. Conﬁrming H9, parents more often agreed that
media function as a distractor for relief in parenting when
their child had health problems, whereas parents more often
agreed with media as a modiﬁer or as a babysitter, when
their child had conduct issues. Finally, parents who received
less support from a spouse or partner agreed more with
media use as a distractor, conﬁrming H10, whereas the
parent’s lack of conﬁdence strongly paralleled the acceptance of media as a distractor and as a babysitter in parenting, and marginally was associated with media as a
modiﬁer, all conﬁrming H11.

Discussion
The present study aimed to shed more light on the instrumental use of electronic media devices by parents in their

childrearing practices, guided by the stress process model
(Pearlin 1989) which posits that primary stressors, such as
work overload or marital problems, create secondary
stressors in the parenting sphere such as time pressure, and
by Rubin’s (1986) uses and gratiﬁcations (U&G) notion that
media technology fulﬁls speciﬁc needs for media users.
This study relates parents’ instrumental use of media with
parental perceptions on the effects of media, developmental
problems, conﬁdence in childrearing, and support from an
(ex)partner. As such it is possible to gain more insight into
how media use choices are made within the social context
of the family, and how perceptions on the needs of the
individuals within that context, in this case both the parent
and the child, affect such choices. This study, therefore,
helps to extend the standard U&G framework beyond its
individualistic focus. Moreover, the data also provide some
interesting ﬁndings with implications for future research
and for improving parent advice about children and media.
With regard to the instrumental use of media in parenting, the present study suggests that parents perceive three
different types of use. Though this study only used 8 items
to measure instrumental media use, the three types do
concur with former classiﬁcations (RQ1). Moreover, each
type also distinctly relates to situational background characteristics within the family and to the parents’ perceptions
of media effects, their child’s development and their own
parenting situation (H1–11).
Media devices can ﬁrst serve as a ‘distractor’ or calming
tool for the child that creates relief for the parent. This type
resembles types formerly labeled ‘respite’ (Gantz 1982) and
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Table 3 Prediction of
endorsement of instrumental use
of media by demographic
characteristics, and parental
views on media, their children’s
development, and parenting
(standardized beta-values)

Instrumental use as

Distractor
I

Modiﬁer
II

I

Babysitter
II

I

II

Parent gender (female + )

−0.27*** −0.22*** −0.02

−0.03

−0.15** −0.14*** −0.02

Educational level

−0.12**

−0.03

0.04

−0.03

−0.07
−0.06

Marital status (1 = single)

−0.06

0.04

# Children at home

−0.11*

−0.11**

Child gender (female + )

−0.03

−0.03

Child 1-3 yearsa

−0.02

−0.02

0.02
0.03

Child 7-9 years

a

Child 10-12 years

0.11*

−0.02

0.00

0.02

0.06

0.02

0.01

−0.10*

−0.06

−0.02

0.01

−0.14*

−0.09

−0.11~

−0.07

−0.02

0.02

−0.04

0.01

−0.04

0.01

−0.11*

−0.09

−0.04

−0.01

Positive effects on learning

−0.19***

−0.03

−0.13*

Positive effects on social skills

0.32***

0.04

0.02

Positive effects on emotions

−0.02

0.13*

0.28***

Negative effects on behavior

−0.02

0.16*

0.03

Negative effects on health

0.05

−0.06

0.03

Health problems

0.14**

Social-emotional problems

0.04

0.05

−0.01

Conduct problems

−0.08

0.16**

0.13*

Lack of parenting conﬁdence

0.27***

0.09~

Partner support

−0.15**

−0.03

0.23***
−0.07

−0.03

F

7.80***

16.42***

3.21*** 5.31*** 2.71***

8.21***

R2

0.10

0.35

0.03

0.20

0.13

.09

0.03

NB: ~ p < 0.100: * p < 0.050; ** p < 0.010; * p < 0.001

‘time to self’ (Nabi and Krcmar 2016). The use of media as
a distractor seems somewhat more focused on the needs of
the parents themselves, since this type of use was not only
endorsed by fathers and parents who are uncertain about
their parenting skills, but also by parents who lack support
from an (ex)partner and when there is only one child at
home and no siblings to keep the child occupied, and to
some extent by single parents. In addition, parents used
media as a distractor both for older and for younger children, which also indicates that the parent’s motives prevail
over the child’s needs. Media are thus especially used as a
distractor in the family, when parents feel that it is difﬁcult
to keep the household going by themselves. For these
troubled parents media devices can provide an easy way out
to get some respite, which corroborates work by Conners
et al. (2007) who reported that children watch more television and more inappropriate content when their parents
have depressive symptoms and lack the energy to parent.
Media as a distractor was also endorsed by parents who
have children with health problems, such as troubled eating
habits, irregular sleep, overweight or hygiene problems, and
who expect that media beneﬁt their child’s social skills,
though not necessarily expect that media also educate them.
Perhaps these parents motivate their choice to use media as
a distractor and get extra time for themselves by the
expectation that their troubled child becomes more socially

adapted and will ﬁt in with other children more easily
because of their media use.
Media can also be used as a ‘babysitter’ to keep the child
occupied when the parent is physically absent or occupied
by other tasks. This type resembles Gantz’s (1982) ‘unimpeded work around the house’ and Nabi and Krcmar’s
(2016) ‘relax the child’ types. Within the social parent-child
relationship the ‘babysitter’ type of use is perhaps less
focused on the parent’s own emotional needs, but more on
practical needs: the child has to be occupied so that the
parent has time to do his or her own chores. In terms of
these practical needs, especially fathers, less conﬁdent
parents, parents who have a child with conduct problems,
and to a lesser extent parents of children aged 4 to 9 years
were more apt to accept electronic screens as a useful surrogate nanny that occupies the child when the parent has
other chores to attend. In accordance with Beyens and
Eggermont (2014; 2017) and Etta et al. (2018), media
technology was also seen as a useful babysitter by higher
educated parents, and by parents who expect positive
emotional outcomes from media use in their child. The
higher television use by children who are low in agreeableness or conscientiousness and high in emotional
instability, as reported by Persegani et al. (2002), could thus
be the result of their parents’ deliberate use of media as a
babysitter, as they hope that media may affect these
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children’s emotions and or behavior positively. Higher
educated parents may be occupied more by work or other
chores than lower educated parents and see less alternatives
to occupy their children, and perceive screens as the most
easy or cheapest option to satisfy their children. It could,
however, also be the result of the higher educated parents’
perception that their children are entitled to the newest
technology, even though they may not feel at ease with their
decision to rely on that technology (Götz et al. 2007;
Livingstone et al. 2015).
Finally, media can be used as a ‘modiﬁer’ of the child’s
behavior, which corroborates the ‘reward’ type mentioned
by both Götz et al. (2007) and Nabi and Krcmar (2016).
This type of use is, however, not restricted to rewarding, but
also comprises media as a punishment, and especially
addresses parents who have children with conduct problems, and who are convinced that media can affect their
children, both emotionally and behaviorally. Also, media
tend to be more often used as a modiﬁer when the child is a
boy, or between 4 and 9 years of age, whereas conﬁdence in
parenting was not speciﬁcally related. This indicates that in
essence all parents may believe that rewarding or punishing
their child by means of withholding or providing media
devices can have a positive impact on their child’s behavior,
though parents with children with conduct problems or with
children who are in a speciﬁc age range believe so even
stronger. Since boys and children with conduct issues can
be more demanding for parents (e.g., Hoff et al. 2002), it is
understandable that parents in these cases intentionally use
devices as an extension of their inﬂuence towards their child
aiming to learn them the rules of family life (Pearson et al.
2011). The same applies to children in middle childhood,
who can be more demanding for all parents, since they are
less autonomous than older children, yet more self-reliant
and inquisitive than toddlers or infants.
The three types of instrumental use were endorsed ‘only’
by about 1 in 10 to 1 in 3 parents. Dutch parents more often
disagreed than agreed with the idea that media are useful
tools in their parenting (RQ2). This low endorsement of
media as a distractor, babysitter or modiﬁer differs from
some former European and American studies, which
reported that between 30 and 80 percent of the parents use
media, mostly television, as a tool in parenting (e.g., Beyens
and Eggermont 2014; Elias and Sulkin 2017). The low
acceptance in this study may, however, be a conservative
indication. First, the data were collected in 2014. Since
then, the prevalence of smartphones and tablets in households and the offering of apps aimed at children has
increased steadily in Western societies (e.g., Ofcom 2017).
Therefore, parents nowadays may rely more on media
devices to keep their child busy. Also, as Tourangeau and
Yan (2007) propose, in social research some questions can
be more sensitive than others. Since parenting in the

Netherlands is associated with more perceived social pressure on being an involved and responsible parent (Acosta
and Hutchinson 2017), parents in this study may have been
reluctant to admit that media are useful as a distractor or
babysitter, or as a tool to modify their child’s behavior. This
study had no measures to tap social desirability among the
respondents, but perhaps speciﬁcally mothers felt this social
pressure and therefore more often disagreed with instrumental use of media than fathers did.
Despite the relative low endorsement of instrumental
media use, the results do underline that within the U&G
framework a focus on the interrelated needs of multiple
individuals within a relational social unit, like the family, is
a valuable approach (cf. Nabi and Krcmar 2016). As
expected, parental motives for choosing media for the child,
be it as a distractor, babysitter or modiﬁer, distinctly coincided with speciﬁc parental beliefs about media and the
child, and about the parent’s own parenting situation. As a
matter of fact, these parental beliefs were much more
decisive for the use of media to alleviate childrearing,
occupy the child, or to mold their behavior, than the
family’s demographic background variables. This ﬁnding
corroborates Morley’s (1986) notion that families purposefully construct the occasions of their media interactions,
and the context in which they interact, on the basis of their
collective needs and interests, rather than on characteristics
like their social or economic class. In other words, the
variety in types of media uses may be greater within these
classes or strata than between. Future studies on the
family’s media usage should, therefore, focus more on the
experience of parenting itself and what makes childrearing
difﬁcult or easy for parents than just demographic factors,
as suggested by Piotrowski et al. (2015).
The results of this study also indicate that the multifaceted concept of parental mediation (e.g., Livingstone and
Helsper 2008; Nikken and Jansz 2014) may be broadened
by incorporating the instrumental use of media too. Within
the parent-child dyadic relationship, parents intentionally
can apply parental mediation strategies and help to create
the media-environment that children are growing up in, but
they also may use media devices intentionally as tools in
their childrearing. Future studies on parental mediation
should, thereby, no longer just colloquially refer to media as
a babysitter, since that is a too broad concept which does
not do justice to why parents rely on technology in their
parenting. Studies on parental mediation should rather
explore the various needs that instrumental use of media in
parenting fulﬁls for childrearing, for instance, by extending
the limited scales that appeared from this study. Screens
may, for example, be condoned as an escape for children in
households where parental disparity and family conﬂicts are
at stake, to mask or compensate the emotional tensions that
may exist between parents (Mares et al. 2018). Also, parents
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may rely on devices to educate their child about themes the
parents has little knowledge of, or regulate routines in their
family when they have siblings with different developmental levels and different demands. Moreover, these future
studies may also explore whether children use media
devices on their own because they themselves take the
initiative or whether their parents do so when they want
their child to be entertained or occupied. More precise
measurements could be realized of the actual moments that
individuals in the family make use of media devices,
whether that use is mutual or supervised or solitary, and
who initiated that use. As Beyens and Eggermont (2017,
p.708) concluded in their paper, a life logistics approach
incorporating elements of the U&G theory (Rubin 1986)
and the stress process model (Pearlin 1989), may be a
promising direction for such research.
The fact that some parents implement devices to modify
their child’s behavior or occupy the child when parents have
no time or when they lack energy, warrants for close
attention in parenting advice. In general, parents are advised
to not use media technology as a paciﬁer without being
involved in the child’s media usage (e.g., AAP Council
2016). Though this advice makes perfectly sense considering the risks for child development, in practice parents
do rely on technology in their parenting for various reasons.
The positive side of applying devices as a tool may be that
the parent feels relaxed and can be more involved with their
child at other times (Gantz 1982). Modern technologies and
platforms like YouTube make it indeed very easy for parents to rely on; the technology is based on a simple user
interface that allows children to consume video after video
from an endless playlist or see the same content over and
over again thanks to the repeat function. In addition, mobile
screens can be used anywhere inside and outside the house,
so that children do not have to be in the vicinity of the
parent when parents let them use media to have some
respite or time to attend to other tasks. Thus, when appropriately applied, instrumental use of media can beneﬁt
several members within the family at the same time. A risk
of relying too much on technology may be, however, that
children will use media too often alone without an attentive
parent. As this study showed, especially among less conﬁdent parents for whom regulating the child’s physical
activity or sedentary behavior is difﬁcult (Campbell et al.
2010; Jago et al. 2015; Smith et al. 2010) this is a serious
risk. The use of electronic devices as a babysitter may
increase the habitual use of technology at home (Elias and
Sulkin 2017), which in turn may lead to more media usage
at older ages (Cingel and Krcmar 2013). Moreover, using
tablets or television programs to keep the child occupied
may decrease valuable opportunities for direct contact and
interaction between parent and child, which may have
negative effects for the child’s development, for example, in

domains of social skills or language development. Using
devices alone during bedtime, and probably also in bed,
furthermore, may supplant reading books and may lead to a
later onset of sleep and less sleep overall (Cheung et al.
2017). Using media as a distractor or as a babysitter may
also lead to consuming content which is not appropriate, as
parents may not actively look for educational content, but
rather just rely on entertaining productions (Elias and Sulkin
2017). Also, solitary use means that there are less opportunities for co-using educational media content which
beneﬁts children (Rasmussen et al. 2016). Finally, using
media to let the child behave well or to comply with
restrictions may have positive outcomes on the short run,
but it is doubtful whether children will indeed learn moral
codes intrinsically.
In order to organize more practical parenting advise,
more research on media use within the family is needed.
One line of research could focus on the instrumental use of
media by less conﬁdent or stressed parents. Especially,
insecure parents of younger children could be advised to
think about different forms of instrumental use of media,
and the associated risks and beneﬁts. Providing them with
alternative activities such as reading, playing or drawing,
instead of screen use, for instance, may help to curb
extended use of media before the child grows older.
Another line of research could focus on the types of media
content that parents provide their child with when they need
some time for themselves and rely on media as a distractor,
or when they are themselves occupied and use media as a
babysitter, or when they want to modify their child’s
behavior. Such studies should speciﬁcally focus on how
parents may be convinced of the educational beneﬁts of
media for their children (Beyens and Eggermont 2017).
Contemporary media are very well capable of keeping the
child occupied and at the same time teach them new concepts, words or numbers (e.g., Fisch 2014). Professionals
who support parents in childrearing could beneﬁt from the
outcomes of such studies, by raising more awareness among
parents about the potential negative and positive outcomes
of media use for their child and for the parent, eventually
contributing positively to, for example, reading, school
achievement, or health gains in these children.

Limitations
The survey used in this study was deliberately kept concise
to prevent respondents dropping out from the study. A
shortcoming of this study, therefore, is the limited amount
of items used to measure the instrumental use of media
devices in parenting. As mentioned before, future studies
could replicate this study with an extended list of items that
tap various ways of instrumental media use by parents at
home or outside the house and for various reasons. Another
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point of interest is that on average a minority of the parents
reported a lack of conﬁdence in their parenting abilities and
a lack of support from a spouse or (ex)partner. Also only a
small portion of the parents had a child with a developmental problem. The skewed distribution of these variables
may have inﬂuenced the strength of the results in the
regression analyses. Also this study did not ask parents
about their work or more speciﬁcally about perceived timepressure. Qualitative studies among selected families that
represent depressed, stressed or overworked parents may
provide more in-depth information about the parent’s reasons to use media devices as a tool in their childrearing. I
think that the relationships that appeared in this study
between parental views on their parenting situation and the
use of media devices as a tool in childrearing provide an
interesting starting point for such future work.
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