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ABSTRACT

The goal of the research project of The Finnish Society on Media Education, funded by the 
Ministry of Education and Culture, was to study the media use of 7-11-year-old children and 
their experiences on media use. The data was collected in the autumn of 2011 utilising a 
questionnaire, which reached 1137 children on elementary school grades 1, 3, and 5. The 
data was collected in 19 schools all over the country to ensure a wide geographical cove-
rage. 

Another goal of the research was to find out whether surveys conducted by adolescents 
would be a viable method in researching children. In our study, fifth-graders filled in the 
survey independently, but first and third-graders were interviewed by peer students from 
the upper level of elementary school. The method was first tried with encouraging results in 
the 2010 Children’s Media Barometer by the Finnish Society on Media Education, which was 
a first of its kind. In 2011, the method was widely adopted, and the adolescents conducted 
620 interviews in all. The peer students were trained and supported in the interviews by 
The Mannerheim League for Child Welfare, which organises peer student activity in Finland. 

According to the study, media use is a crucial part of elementary school pupils’ childhood 
in today’s Finland. Children employ media in a versatile way. A majority of those surveyed 
watched television or visual recordings and played digital games at least weekly. Over a half 
of the children read books or comics, used the internet, and listened to the radio or music at 
least once a week. A majority of first-graders had learned to use a mobile phone, a device for 
watching visual recordings, camera, and the internet. During the lower level of elementary 
school (grades 1-6), there was a marked change in user generations in terms of media: the 
usage of fifth-graders resembled that of adolescents rather than children. 

There are clear differences in media use also within age groups. For instance, girls and boys 
use media differently in all age groups; there are differences in the amount of usage as well 
as favourite content between the sexes. A meaningful method for media education thus 
requires contents which can be targeted at different user groups. 

Almost all families have rules about media use, and most children found these rules ap-
propriate. In a majority of families children’s media use is talked about. Parents usually te-
ach their children to use media devices, but particularly boys also learn by themselves. The 
contribution of schools in the process of learning to use media devices was small. However, 
a systematic teaching at school would be necessary in order to provide pupils with equal 
opportunities for acting in today’s media environment. 

Those adolescents who had acted as interviewers found the experience very positive, and 
they managed their task very well. Their particular asset was the possibility to meet the 
interviewed child in a natural way, and to create instantly an unaffected atmosphere at the 
interview. The weaknesses of this method had to do with interview technique. In order to 
say whether these problems are profoundly different from those encountered by adults, we 
would need more research on adolescents as interviewers. However, young people need 
more opportunities to take part in making interviews, so that their agency in the field of 
research can be reinforced. 

Keywords: children, media, media education



7

Introduction
CHILD-CENTRIC AND 
PARTICIPATORY MEDIA RESEARCH
SAARA PÄÄJÄRVI

Media has a central role in the lives of children. Watching television, listening to music, play-
ing digital games, using mobile phones and other media are a part of the everyday life of 
Finnish children today. Children’s media use is tied to e.g. age, gender, and one’s personal 
media tastes. The media environment is also constantly changing. Something that used to 
be children’s favourite media a few years ago can already be out of fashion. Therefore we 
need regular research into the media use of children.

It is rare that children get their voice heard in large statistical studies, mainly because infor-
mation concerning children has traditionally been collected from their parents or people 
working with children (see e.g.Nieminen 2010; Scott 2000). It has been noted, however, 
that children and adults answer questions dealing with children in very different ways (Liv-
ingstone, Haddon, Görzig & Ólafsson 2011; Vittrup 2009; Scott 2000); thus the information 
dealing with the child should whenever possible be obtained from the child herself. Fur-
thermore, there has been altogether little research done on the media use of small children 
(Walamies 2011).

In order to fill these gaps, in 2010 the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture funded a 
research project by the Finnish Society on Media Education; the aim of this project was to 
study on a national level the media uses of small children, and to develop methods for the 
regular observation of children’s media relationships. Data was gathered by surveys filled 
in by the parents of 0-8-year-olds, and by observing and interviewing children. In addition, 
encouraging results were obtained at two schools by letting 14-15-year-olds interview first 
and second-graders using a questionnaire (Kotilainen 2011, Tuominen 2011).

The target group of this present research (the 2011 Barometer) were pupils from elemen-
tary school grades 1, 3, and 5. Our main goal was to study children’s media use and media 
education at home. In addition, our second goal was to develop our last year’s experiment 
with data collection. What makes the Children’s Media Barometer 2011 unique is that it is 
the first study in Finland - and perhaps also globally - to utilise questionnaires conducted by 
adolescents as a method of a wide statistical survey of children. 

Data was gathered through a survey, which in September and October 2011 reached 1137 
children in elementary school grades 1, 3, and 5. 19 schools all over the country were in-
cluded in the data collection in order to ensure a wide geographical coverage. Fifth-grade 
pupils filled in the surveys independently in class. The answers of the younger pupils were 
gathered through questionnaire interviews devised by 13-16-year-old peer students; there 
were 620 interviews in all. With the help of young interviewers we hoped to get closer to the 
world of younger pupils, and to gather different kind of information than would have been 
gained with an adult interviewer. One of the goals of the project was to increase the agency 
of young people - also in the process of making research. 

The Children’s Media Barometer 2011 has been carried out by the Finnish Society on Media 
Education in collaboration with the Mannerheim League for Child Welfare (MLL), four differ-
ent universities, and the experts at the Finnish Centre for Media Education and Audiovisual 
Media. The research has been funded by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture. The 
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main researcher and co-ordinator of the project has been Saara Pääjärvi M.Ed. The project 
has been supervised by a group of experts including professor Sirkku Kotilainen PhD, (Uni-
versity of Tampere), professor Reijo Kupiainen PhD (Aalto University), senior researcher An-
nikka Suoninen PhD (University of Jyväskylä), inspector Hanna Happo MA, MSc, (Finnish 
Centre for Media Education and Audiovisual Media), project researcher Piia af Ursin M.Ed. 
(University of Turku), Head of Youth Work Suvi Tuominen MSc (the Mannerheim League for 
Child Welfare), and the co-ordinator of the Finnish Society on Media Education, Cultural 
Manager Rauna Rahja. The statistical part of the study has been compiled by Riikka Hirvo-
nen MSc, and the method of gathering data has been developed, in collaboration with the 
researcher, by the Coordinator of Youth Work at the Mannerheim League for Child Welfare, 
Liisa Toukonen (Youth Work and Social Equalities).

Very important persons responsible for the practical carrying out of this project were all the 
young peer students who collected research data and took part in organising ‘media mo-
ments’ for children. Peer students are volunteers from the upper level of elementary school, 
pupils who want to work for the good of the school community, and to enhance the school 
environment and atmosphere. In the peer student work organised by MLL approximately 
14,000 adolescents take part yearly (Salovaara & Honkonen 2008); 194 pupils took part in 
this project. The practical peer student work in schools is coordinated by a member of staff, 
who works as a peer student supervisor on top of his or her other duties. We would also like 
to thank the heads and other staff at the schools in which the project was carried out, as 
well as the eleven MLL youth work educators who helped the young people in the gathering 
of the research data. 
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CHILDREN’S MEDIA USE AND  
MEDIA EDUCATION AT HOME AS 
TOLD BY CHILDREN
RIIKKA HIRVONEN

1. HOW THE RESEARCH WAS CARRIED OUT

Collection of Data

The data for the Children’s Media Barometer 2011 was collected during September and Oc-
tober 2011 from pupils in elementary school grades 1, 3, and 5. The children themselves an-
swered questions on their media use and their experiences on media education. The fifth-
graders filled in the surveys themselves in class. The interviews of 1st and 3rd graders were 
carried out in a structured manner so that the peer students who acted as interviewers filled 
in the surveys at the same time. The way the peer students participated in the collection of 
data has been analysed separately in the chapter Adolescents as Questionnaire Interview-
ers: Evaluation of the Method.

Our data was gathered at 19 Finnish-speaking schools chosen from different parts of the 
country in order to ensure a wide geographical coverage. From the areas of all the differ-
ent Regional State Administrative Agencies a representative number of research localities 
were chosen in proportion to the population of the area (Lapland forms an exception, as the 
area was chosen in order to maintain geographical representation). Within these localities, 
schools were chosen - again in proportion to the population - from different areas: cities, 
densely populated areas, and the countryside. It was our goal to choose schools also from 
different socio-economic areas. 

Permission for the research was asked mainly from the heads of the schools, but also when 
necessary from the municipal bodies deciding on research permits. Research permits on 
individual children were obtained from their parents, in accordance with usual research 
practices. 

Apart from the data collected in Lapland, from each school 1-2 classes from the three grades 
took part. In Lapland, data was collected only from fifth-graders (four classes altogether), 
due to some practical problems in carrying out the research. The classes taking part in the 
research were usually chosen in an alphabetical order. 

The main themes of the research were children’s media use, and children’s experiences on 
media education at home. The survey was adapted for each age group, so that first-graders 
were given the briefest, and the fifth-graders the most comprehensive survey. These sur-
veys differed from one another in some ways, for we had expected to find differences in the 
media uses of children of different ages. As background variables, all children were asked 
to report their age, sex, family members, ages of siblings, whether the child has their own 
room, and the language(s) the child speaks at home with the adults. 

In all, 1137 children took part in the survey, out of whom 322 were first-grade pupils, 298 
third-graders, and 517 fifth-graders. The overall response rate was 72 %. For first-graders, 
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the response rate was 77%, for third-graders 73%, and for fifth-graders 69%. 93% of the re-
spondents were aged between 7 and 11, the rest were 6 or 12 years of age. 

There were slightly more girls among the respondents (51.1%) compared to boys (48.9%). 
In the age group targeted by the research, the proportion of girls is 48.6% and that of boys 
51.4%. This means that there is a slight overrepresentation of girls in our data. 

Out of the respondents, 82% lived in a family with 2 or more adults. 14% lived with only their 
mother or female guardian, 3% lived with their father or male guardian, and 0.4% lived with 
some other adult. 18% did not have siblings. Out of the respondents, 32% were the young-
est child in their family, and 31% were the eldest child in their family; 19% had both younger 
and elder siblings. 

Out of the respondents, 90% spoke Finnish as their only language at home; 6% spoke some 
other language in addition to Finnish, and in 4% of the families, the home language was 
something else than Finnish. The most common foreign language was Russian (2% of the 
families). The small percentage of Swedish-speaking families is explained by the fact that 
the research was only carried out in Finnish-speaking schools. 

Out of the respondents, 68% had their own bedroom and 28% shared a bedroom with their 
siblings. Only 4% did not have a room to themselves at all. 

2. CHILDREN’S MEDIA USE 

2.1. First-graders: A Variety of Children’s Media 

Figure 1 shows the frequency of different media devices in the homes and bedrooms of 
first-grade pupils. One in four has a game or handheld console in their room, and one in five 
has a television. A device for watching audio-visual recordings, a computer and an internet 
connection can be found in the bedrooms of one in ten first-graders. Boys more often than 
girls own a game console: 31% of boys had a game console in their room, and 15% an inter-
net connection; for the girls the corresponding figures were 18% and 6%.

Fig. 1. The frequency of media devices among first-graders.

Figure 2 shows the frequency of the use of different media among first-graders. Pupils of 
this age were active watchers of television and visual recordings: more than four out of five 
watched TV programmes or visual recordings at least weekly, a majority daily or nearly daily. 
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Over a half of first-graders used a console or a computer for playing games, read books, or 
listened to radio daily or weekly. There was dispersion in the amount of internet use, listen-
ing to music, and reading comics: there were as many active users and readers as those who 
used these media rarely. Readers of magazines and newspapers were in the minority in this 
age group. Boys played games, used the internet, and read comics more often than girls. 

Fig. 2. The use of different media among first-graders.

Apart from specific games or programmes, the pupils named as their favourites media con-
tents aimed particularly at children. Music forms an exception: the pupils mainly named as 
their favourite bands and artists those pop artists often heard on the radio.

Every other first-grader was read to at home daily or at least weekly. One in four was not 
read aloud to at all or rarely. 

2.2. Third-graders: The Internet Becomes a Part of Daily Life

Figure 3 shows the frequency of different media devices in the homes and bedrooms of 
third-graders. One in three has a game or a handheld console in their bedroom, and a slight-
ly smaller number has a television. A fifth has a television and an internet connection, and 
as many pupils have a device for watching visual recordings. Out of the boys, 40% have a 
game console in their room, whereas 25% of the girls have one. Otherwise there were no 
noticeable gender differences.

Fig. 3. The frequency of media devices in the homes of third-graders
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Figure 4 shows the frequency of the use of different media among third-graders. Pupils of 
this age are active in watching television and visual recordings, reading books, and playing 
console and computer games: more than three quarters watched programmes or visual re-
cordings, read books, and played games daily or at least weekly. Over a half of third-graders 
read comics, used the internet, or listened to the radio or music daily or weekly. A majority 
of the age group read newspapers or magazines sometimes or rarely. Boys played games 
and read comics more often than girls, whereas girls read books more than boys. 

Fig. 4. The use of media among third-graders.

The media tastes of third-graders covered a wide range of ages from children’s programmes 
to youth music. Compared to first-graders, the emphasis of favourite media contents had 
shifted from the ‘small children’s’ favourites; most often mentioned as favourites were those 
contents targeted at children in school age, as well as contents targeted at a wider audi-
ence, such as sports games and prime time entertainment and drama programmes.

Three quarters of third-graders used at least sometimes gaming sites, search engines, and 
video services. About a third used email, social networking sites and internet dictionaries. 
Boys more often than girls used video services, news sites, and internet shopping. Girls, on 
the other hand, used social networking sites more frequently than boys. Two thirds of pupils 
in this age group had created gaming characters or user profiles on the internet, and a third 
had had a virtual pet. All of these activities were more common among girls. 

Three quarters of third-graders read advertisements sometimes or often. More than a third 
of the age group browsed products in internet shops sometimes or often. One in ten had 
spent money on online games or communities. Browsing internet shops was more common 
among boys than girls; however, a greater proportion of girls had spent money online.

2.3. Fifth-graders: From Childhood to Adolescence in Media Use

Figure 5 shows the frequency of different media devices in the homes and bedrooms of 
fifth-graders. Almost every other pupil of this age has a game or handheld console, and a 
computer with internet access in their rooms. Television was found in the rooms of every 
third, and a device for watching audio-visual recordings in the rooms of one in fifth of the 
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pupils. Boys were more likely to own a television, a device for watching audio-visual record-
ings, and a gaming console than girls. 

Fig. 5. The frequency of media devices among fifth-graders.

Figure 6 shows the frequency of the use of different media among fifth-graders. Pupils of 
this age are active in watching television and visual recordings, playing console and compu-
ter games, using the internet, and listening to music. More than three out of four watched 
programmes or visual recordings, played games, used the internet, and listened to music 
daily or at least weekly. Clearly over a half of the pupils listened to the radio and read comics 
and/or books daily or weekly. Over a third read newspapers or magazines daily or weekly. 
Boys played games and read comics more often than girls, whereas girls read books more 
often than boys. 

Fig. 6. The use of media among fifth-graders.

In the media use of fifth-graders there was an obvious shift towards the media use of ado-
lescents, not only in the frequency of use and ownership, but also in favourite contents. A 
majority of the media favourites mentioned were services or programmes aimed at young 
people or wider audiences, not at children. Among digital games, the favourites included 
games which are completely forbidden to children. 
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A majority of the pupils believed that their parents knew abou their online activities. Three 
quarters of the surveyed had not ever, or had hardly, quarrelled with their parents about 
internet use. Over a half of the fifth-graders thought that social media were the best way 
to keep in touch with friends; however, a fifth of the pupils disagreed completely. The im-
portance of social media correlated with the pupil’s general internet use. Only one tenth 
of the fifth-graders often exchanged messages with strangers online. Such behaviour was 
more common among those who used the internet daily, and who regarded social media as 
important to their friendships. 

Over a half of the fifth-graders used at least sometimes online search engines, video serv-
ices, social networking sites, instant messaging, email, and gaming sites. Girls were more 
active in the use of social networking sites and email, whereas boys used video services, fan 
pages, and online shops more frequently than girls. Three quarters of fifth-graders had cre-
ated gaming characters or user profiles online, every other had had a virtual pet, and one 
third had uploaded images online. Girls had more frequently made comments on online 
discussions,had a blog, had taken care of a virtual pet, and created avatars and user profiles. 
Boys had uploaded more videos online than girls had. The fifth-graders’ use of online serv-
ices and creation of content correlated with their overall use of the internet. 

The fifth-graders were also asked questions about the news. Less than half of the pupils 
had followed the 2011 general elections and the news about the new government through 
some media. Over a third had watched news on the elections and the new government on 
the television, a third had read about them on the newspaper, and an eighth had followed 
the elections online. Over a third of the fifth-graders had not followed the election coverage 
on any media, and a tenth was not certain whether they had done so. Two thirds followed 
big international news events (for instance the earthquake and subsequent nuclear disaster 
in Japan) sometimes on television; almost every other pupil followed them in the newspa-
pers, and a third of the pupils did so online. 

Over two thirds of the fifth-graders read advertisements sometimes or often. Over a half 
of the age group browsed products in online shops often or sometimes. About a fifth had 
spent money on online games or communities. Boys browsed in online shops more often 
than girls. However, boys had used money on online shopping less often, and it was more 
common for girls to spend money even without permission. 

3. EXPERIENCES ON MEDIA EDUCATION

3.1. Learning to Use Media Devices

The children were asked whether they had learned to use certain media devices, and if they 
had, who had been teaching them. Different age groups were asked about different devices.

Over two thirds of the first-graders had learned to use the mobile phone, devices for watch-
ing audio-visual recordings (digibox, VCR, DVD-player), the digital or film camera, and the 
internet. A third had learned to use the video camera. 

More than three quarters of the third-graders had learned to browse the internet, and to 
use devices for watching audio-visual recordings, the digital or film camera, and multimedia 
messages on the mobile phone. Every other pupil in this age group had learned to use the 
video camera.
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More than three quarters of the fifth-graders had learned to use online search engines, 
video services, gaming sites, multimedia messages on mobile phones, and video cameras. 
Two thirds had learned to use social networking sites and every other pupil had learned to 
use instant messaging. 

In all age groups, children had most frequently been instructed by their parents. Learning 
at school was in all age groups and with all the devices and services quite rare: a fifth of 
the fifth-graders had learned to use search engines at school; for other age groups such 
learning was noticeably less frequent. In all age groups, boys tended to learn to use devices 
independently more often than girls. 

3.2. Rules about Media in Families

The children were asked whether they had certain general rules about media use at home. 
The rules they were asked about varied somewhat between age groups. In addition, they 
were asked whether they would change the rules if they could. 

Almost all first-graders had some rules about media use at home. Most frequently these 
rules dealt with gaming and internet use. The most common rule (82% of the first-graders) 
was that the child should ask their parent for permission for gaming or internet use. About 
80% were also forbidden to talk to strangers online, and to use only those pages approved 
beforehand by their parents. Only 64% of the first-graders followed the age restrictions on 
programmes. Girls and boys have, on average, an equal amount of rules, but the media con-
tents used by girls are more often age-restricted. With boys, parents forbade media use as 
a punishment for bad behaviour more often than with girls. 75% of first-graders found the 
media rules of their family reasonable. Those who wished to change the rules would have 
liked to use more, and a wider range of, media.

Almost all third-graders, too, had some restrictions about media use at home. The most 
common of these rules were, ‘I’m not allowed to talk to strangers online’ (78%), ‘I can only 
use websites approved by my parents’ (76%), and ‘Programmes and films rated 13 are for-
bidden’ (74%). Girls and boys have, on average, an equal number of rules. Girls were more 
often required to follow age restrictions on programmes and films, and to ask permission for 
gaming and internet use. With boys, parents used a ban on media use as a punishment for 
bad behaviour more often than with girls. 86% of the third-graders found the restrictions on 
their media use reasonable. Those who wished to change the rules would have liked to use 
more, and a wider range of, media.

Like the younger pupils, almost all fifth-graders had rules about media use at home. Rules 
to do with gaming and internet use were by far more common than rules dealing with other 
media. The most common internet rule was not to reveal one’s personal information online 
- 84% of the respondents had that rule - whereas the most common rule dealing with other 
media - following the age limits on TV programmes and films - was given to 60%. On aver-
age, girls had more rules than boys. Particularly the internet services used and produced by 
girls were restricted more than those of boys. Girls also more often had rules about follow-
ing age restrictions and time limits for gaming and internet use. With boys, parents used the 
ban on media use as a punishment for bad behaviour more often than with girls. Out of the 
fifth-graders, 85% thought that the rules about TV programmes and films were reasonable, 
and 73% found the rules dealing with gaming and internet use to be fair. Those who wished 
changes to these rules would like to remove the age restrictions on certain contents, and 
the time restrictions on gaming and internet use. 
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3.3. Discussions about Media

Every other first-grader talked to their parents about the programmes and films they 
watched, the games they played, and the books or magazines they read. Almost as many 
discussed sports scores with their parents, and a third talked about the internet pages they 
used and the music they listened to. A fourth of the first-graders talked about the news with 
their parents. The more often a child used media, the more likely they were to discuss them 
with their parents. 

Out of the third-graders, over a half talked to their parents about the programmes and films 
they watched, the books and magazines they read, and the games they played. Every other 
pupil discussed sports scores, the music they listened to, and the internet pages they visited 
with their parents. About a third talked about the news with their parents. In this age group 
as well, the frequency of talking to parents correlated with the amount of the child’s media 
use. 

Over a half of the fifth-graders talked to their parents about the programmes and films they 
watched, the games they played, and the books and magazines they read. Almost as many 
discussed the internet sites they visited and the music they listened to. Discussing media 
contents with parents was more frequent in those children who used media more often. 
However, less than half of the fifth-graders believed that their parents were interested in 
hearing about their media favourites at least sometimes. A quarter of the fifth-graders had 
discussed the elections or the new government with their parents, less than a tenth had dis-
cussed them with their siblings, teacher, or some other adult. A small percentage of the re-
spondents had discussed the topic with a stranger online. Big foreign news were discussed 
at least sometimes with parents by half of the pupils, with friends by a third, with siblings 
by a quarter, with a teacher by a seventh, and online with a stranger by less than a tenth of 
the respondents. 

3.4. Unpleasant Media Experiences and Talking about Them

The pupils were asked whether they had encountered something that had bothered or 
frightened them about media. If a child recollected such an event, she was asked whether 
she had told anyone about it. If the child had told an adult about the event, she was also 
asked about the adult’s reaction. In addition, the child was asked whether the unpleasant 
feeling had gone away quickly or whether it had lingered. 

According to the respondents, these kinds of events are quite rare, and therefore they are 
mainly discussed here on the level of all the respondents. 

Media experiences which had caused anxiety or fear had mainly been received through 
television, films, or videos: such experiences were shared by 27% of pupils, girls (32%) more 
than boys (23%). About a tenth of the respondents had encountered something that fright-
ened or bothered them while browsing the internet or playing games. 7% of all respond-
ents had had such experiences while using the internet, and 4% while playing console or 
computer games. Gender did not affect such experiences. Unpleasant experiences online, 
however, are more frequent among those who use the internet daily (10%) than among 
those who use it sometimes (3%) or rarely (2%). 6% of the respondents had had unpleas-
ant experiences while reading books or magazines; these experiences were more common 
among those who read newspapers or magazines more frequently.

Over a half of those children who had had unpleasant media experiences said that they had 
told an adult - usually a parent - about them. The most common adult reactions were to 
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comfort the child (c. a half of the cases), or to forbid the child from using such media con-
tents in the future (a quarter of those frightened by films, videos or television programmes, 
and a third of those frightened by internet content or a game).

Usually, the experience bothered the child only for a moment (38% of those frightened by 
a TV programme and 51% of those frightened by online content or a game), but a third re-
ported that the event had bothered them for over a week, or was still bothering them. Those 
who had been frightened by online content or a game were more likely to be bothered by 
a longer time if the experience had been accompanied by a frightening image or sound ef-
fect. In relation to programmes and reading it is notable that those who had been forbidden 
to use such media contents in the future by a parent were more likely to be bothered about 
the media content for a longer time. 
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ADOLESCENTS AS QUESTIONNAIRE 
INTERVIEWERS – EVALUATION OF 
THE METHOD
SAARA PÄÄJÄRVI AND LIISA TOUKONEN

1. ON THE PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE IN RESEARCH

It has been rare that children get their voices heard in large statistical studies. Because of 
the level of their development, they have been deemed incapable of distinguishing real-life 
events from imagined ones, or comprehending questions about beliefs and opinions (See 
e.g. Punch 2002, 325; Scott 2000, 99). During the past decades, however, we have begun to 
question the old ideas of childhood as a construction by adults, something which repre-
sents children as passive and ‘unfinished’. At least within the context of research, children 
are now seen as capable social actors who actively construct and define their own social 
lives. Sociologists have also criticised the way patterns in developmental psychology treat 
children as a mass, disregarding such variables as gender or social class. Nowadays child-
hood is usually seen as not only a biological, but also a social space (see e.g. Kellet, Robinson 
& Burr 2004, 32–35; O’Kane 2000, 136; Scott 2000, 98).

Children’s participation in research, however, is not always a given - not even when it comes 
to such points as whether children can answer questions dealing with their own lives; thus 
the participation of children and adolescents in studies is even more rare. Woodhead and 
Faulkner (2000, 14) state that research is a cultural practice which is marked by the relation-
ship between adult and child. In this practice, childhood is not only described - it is also 
constructed. Thus, every study in which children and young people act as fellow research-
ers helps to change our preconceptions about what kind of agency they are capable of and 
what kind of participation can be seen a part of childhood and adolescence. 

According to Kellet (2011, 207-208), it is often argued that children do not possess enough 
skills for conducting a technically correct study. However, if we look at this argument more 
closely, we find that such skills are more tied to training than actual age. Thus children - or 
particularly adolescents - are not hindered in their research skills by the lack of adulthood, 
but by the lack of research training. In the present project, the adolescents took part in a 
two-hour training which dealt with issues such as working as an interviewer, and the media 
environment of children. 

Different studies enable the agency of children and young people in different ways. The 
Children’s Media Barometer 2011 was a year-long commissioned study, which enabled the 
participation of young people in the collection of data. If a child is given enough support 
and training, he is able to voice his own opinions on the method and other parts of the re-
search project. Lately, children have been included in steering groups, clearing way for the 
participation of children more widely in e.g. formal research. (Kellet 2011, 207-208)

Children have worked as main researchers as well as assistant researchers alongside adults 
in various kinds of research projects around the world, and successfully employed different 
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research setups and methods (see Alderson 2008). However, wide statistical projects like 
ours in which dozens or hundreds of adolescents interview children considerably younger 
than themselves seem to be rare, even on an international level. 

Adolescents interviewing children 

In the Children’s Media Barometer research the adolescents have familiarised themselves 
with the research process by interviewing children with the help of a questionnaire. Tradi-
tionally, statistical research has striven to minimise the importance of the researcher and 
to foreground the importance of neutrality among interviewers. Interviews, however, are 
interaction: therefore the choice of an interviewer affects the results of the interview. 

Usually children are interviewed by adults, and the interview situation is thus marked by 
an inequality between a grown-up and a child, something which is taken for granted in our 
society (Alasuutari 2005, 152). The power difference between a young interviewer and a 
child respondent is not as obvious. In this case, the interview may be hampered by the age 
of the interviewer; children are used to adults having the right to pose questions and expect 
answers to them (Alasuutari 2005, 152). Conversely, with the help of a young interviewer 
the result may be more informative and better reflect the views of children, for according 
to Scott (2000, 100-107) children have a habit of answering an adult even when they do not 
know the answer. It may also be difficult for adults to get honest answers from children in 
questions dealing with discipline and control. 

Although the interviewing pupils are not adults, neither are they peers in the interview 
situation. When adolescents have to balance between the role of a fellow pupil and an in-
terviewer in e.g. questions of confidentiality, they simultaneously become a part of the ‘in-
ner circle’ as well as ‘the outsiders’ (Thomson & Gunter 2007, 331). In addition, Kellet (2011, 
200-1) points out that although child researchers are employed in order to gain an equal 
balance of power, in practice differences between the power relationships of children exist. 
It is possible that the interviewed children have older club supervisors, babysitters, or elder 
siblings, who in their way represent figures of authority for the child. 

The advantage of having adolescents interview children might be that their respective 
worlds are closer to one another than is the case with adults and children. Ruusuvuori and 
Tiittula (2005, 36-9) remind us that the interviewer and the interviewee often represent dif-
ferent social worlds, which collide in the interview situation. In order to maintain fluency, 
in discussions we often act as if we see the world from identical points of view, and strive 
to understand the other. For instance, a similar way of speaking or diction may help bring 
the two parties closer together. The adolescent is usually mid-way between childhood and 
adulthood, and in the present research we hoped the young people would act as mediators 
between children and grown-ups. It has to be noted, however, that not all adolescents au-
tomatically know how to act naturally with children. 

Although young interviewers may have clear advantages as compared to a grown-up re-
searcher, there are some challenges posed by the participation of young people in research 
projects. For legal reasons, there has to be an adult responsible for e.g. getting the required 
permissions. Furthermore, young people cannot be asked to commit themselves to confi-
dentiality in a similar way as adults, and therefore, in order to protect the informants, there 
has to be particular emphasis on matters of confidentiality in the training of interviewers. In 
addition, adolescent interviewers, being underage, are protected by special laws. It is vital 
that taking part in research does not impede an adolescent e.g. through too much work, 
or through uncomfortable situations. The compensation the young people are given for 
their work is an issue that has to be solved. In the present project, the pupils worked dur-
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ing school hours; in that case monetary compensation was not an issue. The young people 
gained through their work a training which benefits the whole school community, and also 
got a certificate for themselves.

2. CARRYING OUT THE METHOD

Data for this research was collected during school days with the help of a questionnaire. 
Fifth-grade pupils filled in the questionnaires by themselves in class, whereas first- and 
third-grade pupils were interviewed by the peer students with the help of the question-
naires. Peer students are volunteers from the upper level of elementary school; they want 
to work for the good of the school community, and to enhance the atmosphere at schools. 
Peer student activity is coordinated by the Mannerheim League for Child Welfare (MLL) , 
and it has approximately 14,000 young volunteers a year (Salovaara & Honkonen 2008). In 
schools, peer student activity is the responsibility of a peer student supervisor, who is a 
member of staff and takes care of the duties on top of her other work. In the present project, 
peer student volunteers were recruited by peer student supervisors. 

The young people are assisted by youth work educators of the MLL. The educators are adults 
who have experience in working with media education or peer student activity, and who 
work as educators on top of their day jobs. The educators were given supplementary train-
ing for the tasks required in this research, and they trained the peer students in their tasks, 
and were present when the young people were gathering data. 

The peer student training included an introduction into the media world of children, the 
interviewing of children, the questionnaire, and the supervision of functional exercises and 
games. The training lasted 90 minutes. In addition, the peer students were given written in-
structions about interview techniques and the supervision of games. The interview instruc-
tions included practical advice, as well as points about the suitable interview technique 
with children and the ethical principles of research. 

The gathering of data through interviews took approximately two lessons per class. Some of 
the peer students gave a media-themed play lesson to the pupils, while others interviewed 
one pupil at a time. The interviews usually took place in the school corridor, and took about 
10-20 minutes. 194 peer students took part in the project, and 620 interviews were con-
ducted. For the evaluation of the project, peer students and their trainers were asked to give 
feedback; in addition, some field notes made by the researcher at two schools were used as 
supplementary data. 

3. YOUNG PEOPLE AS INTERVIEWERS: A WORKABLE 
METHOD, CHALLENGES MAINLY TECHNICAL 

Young people were asked to participate in the study, because it was thought that adoles-
cents may possess some skills in encountering children that adults do not possess. In ad-
dition, the large number of local interviewers enabled the fact that over 600 children from 
all over Finland could be personally interviewed during one autumn. With the help of the 
adolescents, even those children who did not know how to read or write could participate 
in a survey and talk about their own experiences.
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We found the interview method very fluent and efficient. The young people found it easy to 
talk to the children, and the relationship between interviewer and interviewee was informal. 
The children enjoyed the attention they received from the young interviewers.  

According to the feedback, the main reason the peer students had taken part in the project 
was to work with younger pupils. 94% of the adolescents mentioned this as one of the 
reasons why they participated, and for many it was the main reason. The research itself had 
fascinated some pupils, because 83% of the peer students reported that participation in a 
‘real study’ had at least somewhat motivated them to take part. Taking part in a research 
project was the second most common primary reason for wanting to take part. Although 
peer students are a select group of pupils, and only a part of them took part in the project as 
volunteers, it can be said that many young people are interested in making research. 

The pupils’ preliminary interest in research was further strengthened through the practical 
work, for feedback was very positive. Only one of the peer students reported that they had 
not enjoyed the process of interviewing. The young people found that it was easy to talk 
to the children in a natural way, and that the interviewer’s task did not feel too frightening. 
They also thought that the children had not been too nervous so as to affect the results of 
the interview.

The project took 6-10 hours of the peer students’ time, 2 hour of which was spent in training. 
The peer students did not find the project too encumbering: only 1% of the respondents 
fully agreed with the statement, ‘I had to be absent from my own classes too often,’ and 
about one in ten slightly agreed with the statement.  

The peer students hardly reported any problems to do with the interviewing, and each re-
spondent felt that the training they had received had been sufficient. From the point of view 
of their trainers, the abilities of the peer students were not as obvious; some of the prob-
lems which had been noted in last year’s pilot study still persisted: particularly the lack of 
specifying questions and the great amount of leading. The 90 minutes of training was seen 
to be too short, but considering that it would lead to missing more lessons, a longer train-
ing is not viable, either. Thus, it can be said that in its present state, the one weakness of the 
young interviewers is the interview technique. However, it has to be taken account that in 
this project we could not compare the interview skills of adolescents with those of adults. In 
the analysis of surveys it has been noted that even professional interviewers pass the small 
reservations in an interviewee’s speech without asking specifying questions, although that 
could lead to a different conclusion in the answer (Nuolijärvi 1998, 302).

The reliability of children as respondents, and the abilities of adolescents as formal re-
searchers are often doubted (Scott 2000, 99; Kellet 2011, 207–208). In our evaluation of the 
method we did not encounter points which would compromise the reliability of the data as 
compared to other surveys. 

In using young people as assistant researchers it was our goal to collect data in a different 
way, and also to reinforce young people’s agency both within research and the school world. 
By looking at the results we can say that these goals have been met. The feedback from the 
pupils and schools has been extremely positive. More than 90% of the peer students agreed 
at least slightly with the claim, ‘I would take part again if I could,’ and three quarters agreed 
completely. The young people felt they had gained enough skills through their training, and 
therefore their participation was motivating and gave them a positive experience about the 
possibilities for new kinds of activities.  
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SUMMARY AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS
SAARA PÄÄJÄRVI

According to our data, media use is an integral part of the childhoods of pupils attending 
the lower level of elementary school in Finland today. For this part, the present study cor-
roborates the findings of previous studies on children and media. Children use media in a 
varied way: a majority of respondents watched television or visual recordings and played 
digital games at least weekly. Over a half of the children read books or comics, used the 
internet, and listened to music or to the radio at least once a week.

The most common media devices found at home were the television and the computer, 
which were found in 97% of homes. The least common media device was the game or hand-
held console; however, even those were found in 80% of homes. Nearly seven out of ten 
children had all the media devices we asked about in their homes.

A majority of first-graders had learned to use the mobile phone, a device for watching visual 
recordings, the camera, and the internet. In a majority of homes children’s media use is 
discussed.

Children accept the control of their media use

Almost all of the children reported to have regulations about media at home. Three quarters 
of all respondents found these rules to be reasonable, and only few children would have 
preferred no rules at all. The fifth-graders who were unhappy about the regulations on their 
internet use and gaming tended to be those pupils who used the internet the most. Those 
who reported to argue with their parents about internet use also reported that their parents 
did not know what the children were doing online. Thus, educators should not presume that 
children are more content when their media use is not monitored by their parents, or when 
their media use is the most free. 

A change in the user generation occurs towards the fifth grade

Many studies have found that a quantitative and contentual change takes place in preado-
lescence, and our study confirms this change. According to our survey, first- and third-grad-
ers mainly prefer media contents aimed at children, but the media favourites and frequency 
of use of fifth-graders are closer to those of adolescents. Apart from books, fifth-graders use 
all media more frequently than the younger pupils. In future studies, this particular phase - 
when children’s media use becomes that of adolescents - should be looked at more closely.

There are clear differences in the media use of girls and boys

The differences between the media use of girls and boys, which have been noted in many 
previous studies, are also corroborated by the present study. Boys play games and use the 
internet, and read comics more than girls, who in turn read more books. Gender differences 
are not only evident in media use, but also in the ownership of media devices and in the me-
dia education at home. Boys more often have media devices – particularly those meant for 
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gaming – in their rooms. The media contents used by girls were more often age restricted, 
and parents taught girls to use media devices. Boys, on the other hand, learned to use media 
devices by themselves, and were more often banned from using media as a punishment.

Television remains the most popular media

Watching television and visual recordings is still the most popular way to use media for 
children. Although public discussion about children and media has for a long time concen-
trated on new media forms, such as digital games and the internet, traditional media should 
not be forgotten in the planning of media education. The popularity of television is also 
shown in the amount of unpleasant media experiences: frightening or otherwise troubling 
media experiences had more likely to have been encountered while watching television 
than when reading, browsing the internet, or gaming. A majority of children did not report 
such experiences with media at all. A similar result was got in the EU Kids Online II research 
which concentrated on internet use; data for this research was collected in 2010. 

In addition to watching TV and visual recordings, reading Donald Duck comics has remained 
a firm favourite throughout the decades. Donald Duck was the only media content which 
was mentioned as a favourite among both sexes in all age groups; otherwise there was great 
variation in the contents named. A majority of the named favourite contents were wholly or 
nearly age-appropriate. The Call of Duty war games were the only favourite contents which 
were forbidden from under-18-year-olds; one in twenty fifth-graders named these games 
as their favourite contents. Facebook, which has a 13 rating by the service provider, was an 
oft-mentioned favourite among third- and fifth-graders.  All in all, half of fifth-graders found 
social media (such as social networking sites and instant messaging) at least somewhat im-
portant in the maintaining of social relationships.

Surveys conducted by adolescents are a useful method in child research

The present study shows that surveys conducted by young people are a practical statisti-
cal method in researching the lives of children. The young people took their task seriously, 
and found the experience worthwhile, while the children enjoyed the attention they got 
from the older pupils. The results thus gathered appear reliable in the light of previous re-
search. The particular strength of adolescents as interviewers was the natural relationship 
they could form with the children they interviewed. Challenges were faced in interview 
techniques: some of the interviewers did not ask a sufficient amount of clarifying questions, 
or asked questions that were too leading. However, without further study, we cannot say 
whether these problems stem from the age of the interviewers, because similar problems 
have been encountered with adult interviewers as well. 

Recommendations

Targeted media education is needed for children

Children do not form a homogenous user group of media even within their own age group. 
We have seen clear differences in the media uses of girls and boys in previous studies, as 
well as in the present data. In addition, children use media in a variety of ways and they have 
very differing interests. Some of the children use the internet often and in diverse ways, 
whereas some use it only rarely. Half of the fifth-graders reported that they had followed 
news about the elections, and a quarter had discussed the news at home - and at the same 
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time a tenth of the respondents could not say whether they had followed the news or not. 
In order to be efficient and purposeful, media education needs contents which can be tar-
geted at a variety of user groups. 

Purposeful media education at schools would enhance equality 

Judging by the pupils’ answers, schools have a tiny role in the learning of media use and dis-
cussions on media. Although a majority of children learn to use media devices and contents 
in their free time, and despite discussions about media at home, not all families talk about 
media use and analysis. Through systematic and extensive media education at school, all 
children could get better skills in the use and analysis of media, and thus have more equal 
opportunities to act in today’s media environment. 

The placement of media devices matters

The placing of media devices makes a difference in the media use of children. Those chil-
dren who had an internet connection in their bedrooms have more often uploaded images 
and videos, and have messaged with strangers online. Children who had gaming devices in 
their rooms used them more often. Thus, adults can reduce the possible risks of children’s 
media use by simply placing the media devices elsewhere in the home.  

Young people’s agency in research must be supported

Taking part in a study was a positive experience for the young people, and they would like 
to take part in similar projects in the future as well. On the whole, the adolescents managed 
their tasks well, and took their work seriously. Young people need opportunities to par-
ticipate in the making of research in all its stages in order to widen their agency. Such op-
portunities would also be in accordance with the policy of the Finnish government, which 
emphasises the participation of children and young people. 
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