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Abstract

Children are particularly vulnerable to the risks of going online, yet the profile of the child Internet user is becoming
younger, particularly on social media. Parental mediation describes efforts by parents to translate the complexities of the
physical/social environment as well as mass media into terms that children at various levels of cognitive development
can understand. This exploratory study examined parental mediation strategies as predictors of parents’ intention to
control underage use of Facebook in Singapore, a country with high internet penetration but little data protection
regulation. The study found that parents with mediation styles that were highest on Regulated mediation (Restrictive
and Selective mediation) as well as parents whose eldest child was female showed the highest level of intentions to
control underage Facebook usage. Additionally, the younger the age group of the eldest child in the family, the more
likely parents were to express intentions to control Facebook usage.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Internet Risk & Privacy

Children are particularly vulnerable to the risks of going online-- a comprehensive study of children under age eighteen
in the European Union (EU) found that sharing of personal information is the most common risky behavior among
online teenagers, followed by online pornography, violent/hateful content, cyber bullying and meeting online contacts
offline (Hasebrink, Livingstone, Haddon, & Olafsson, 2009; Livingstone & Bober, 2005; Livingstone & Haddon, 2009).
With the evolution towards the interactive nature of Web 2.0, online risks are more than merely content-focused, but
also result from interaction between people (Livingstone & Brake, 2010).

At the same time, the profile of the child Internet user is becoming younger, particularly on Facebook. It is stipulated in
Facebook’s “terms and conditions for use” that users need to be at least 13 years old before they are allowed to set up an
account, which is a requirement driven by the United States Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA)
(Facebook, 2011; Federal Trade Commission, 1998). However, it is common to find children 12 and under with
Facebook accounts (Fodeman & Monroe, 2010; Livingstone et al., 2011; Magid, 2011). For example, in the EU 38% of
9-12 year olds have a Facebook profile, and a quarter of 9-12 year old social media users share personal information via
a ‘public’ setting on their profiles (Livingstone et al., 2011). Evidence suggests that some of the risks associated with
Facebook and Internet use is exacerbated for underage users (Sonck & de Haan, 2013). The American Psychological
Association stated that “young children lack the cognitive skills and abilities of older children and adults,” and thus
represent a potentially vulnerable group of consumers when it comes to online privacy risks (Kunkel et al., 2004).
Despite this, research in the UK (Livingstone et al., 2005) has found that parents substantially underestimate their
children’s negative experiences online and may be unaware of their children’s potential need for guidance.

Parental mediation is the term used to describe an effort by parents to translate the complexities of the physical/social
environment as well as mass media into terms that children at various levels of cognitive development can understand
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(Desmond, Singer, & Singer, 1990). While prior research has addressed the influence of parental mediation strategies on
children’s online behavior (Livingstone & Helsper, 2008; Paus-Hasebrink, Bauwens, Durager, & Ponte, 2013) and
health risks (Lwin & Saw, 2007), there is little research on parenting strategies to protect underage children in social
media platforms specifically. This exploratory study addresses the issue by examining parental mediation strategies as
predictors of parents’ intention to control underage use of Facebook in Singapore, a country with high internet
penetration but little data protection regulation.

In Singapore, where the current landscape includes a lack of legislation and regulation on data protection paired with
high internet penetration (Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore, 2014), young users may be particularly
vulnerable online. According to an Accenture Global Data Privacy & Protection survey, only 57% of companies in
Singapore say they are obligated to protect consumers’ personal information, which is significantly lower than the
global average of 71% (Enterprise Innovation Editors, 2010). Beyond privacy and data protection issues, research has
shown that children using Facebook encounter risks such as bullying, harassment, exposure to harmful content, theft of
personal information, sexual grooming, violent behavior, encouragement to self-harm, and racist attacks (Choo, 2009;
UK Council for Child Internet Safety, 2010).

1.2 Parental Mediation Strategies

Parents play a major role in protecting their children from online risks. Nairn & Monkgol (2007) and Rideout (2007)
found most parents report confidence in monitoring their children’s online activities, and in fact regulators take for
granted that parents will intervene and augment the age-verification checks in Facebook to protect young children from
using Facebook (Warmann, 2011). Since legal regulations in this sphere are difficult to formulate and enforce, policy
makers rely substantially on increasing risk awareness among parents to protect children from online risks (Kirwil,
2009).

Such intervention may include physical monitoring to prevent underage registration and usage or it may come in
various combinations of Active and Regulated mediation (Lwin, Stanaland, & Miyazaki, 2008). In Regulated mediation,
or rule making, parents set limits for viewing or prohibit the viewing of certain content (Atkin, Greenberg, & Baldwin,
1991; Valkenburg, Krcmar, Peeters, & Marseille, 1999). In the instance of Facebook, parents could limit the number of
hours of a child’s Facebook usage, or restrict their access to the Facebook account. As would be expected, Regulated
mediation in the form of parental limits has been shown to effectively reduce the time children, particularly younger
children, spend with a particular medium (Desmond et al., 1990; Lin & Atkin, 1989; Truglio, Rosemarie, Oppenheimer,
Huston, & Wright, 1996).

In Active mediation, the media content is discussed with a child. Thus, the child learns with the aid of an adult who
presents and explains certain aspects of the environment that allows the child to attend to salient and pertinent stimuli
(Klein, Nir-Gal, & Darom, 2000; Nathanson, 2001). It also enables a parent to be more certain about what the child
experiences, help the child understand the medium and content, encourage the child to accept only messages they
endorse, and intervene should there be undesirable content. (Dorr, Kovaric, & Doubleday, 1989). Active mediation also
helps to enhance a child’s learning process to become a more educated media consumer, as well as create schemas for
interpreting experiences to allow the child to develop a template for comparing his/her own perception of similar
activities that can be extended to instances when the parent is not around (Valkenburg et al., 1999).

Parents could also use varying combinations of Active and Regulated mediation strategies with their child (known as
Selective, Laissez Faire, Promotive, or Restrictive mediation), which have been studied in the context of children’s
online information disclosure (Lwin et al., 2008; St. Peters, Fitch, Huston, Wright, & Easkins, 1991). For example,
children who experience Selective mediation experience high levels of both Active and Regulated mediation, and prior
research suggests that they disclose the least information online as they are not only subjected to restrictions, but also
receive explanations likely to counteract influences of questionable practices (Zillmann, Bryant, & Huston, 1994).
Children who receive Laissez Faire mediation experience little or no Active or Regulated mediation, and would be
expected to divulge the most information as their parents neither educate them about the dangers of the internet or
regulate their online behavior (Desmond et al., 1990; Wright, St. Peters, & Huston, 1990). Children receiving Promotive
(only Active) and Restrictive (only Regulated) mediation would be expected to fall between the two categories, with
children receiving Promotive regulation expected to disclose less information than Restrictives, as their actively
mediated environment should enable them to better comprehend and respond to marketers’ intentions even though they
may spend more time online (Zillmann et al., 1994). We extend this work by considering how parental mediation
strategies influence the way parents approach potential risks on Facebook, particularly with children under the official
sign-up age of 13. How might these general strategies manifest themselves in behaviors to control children’s Facebook
activities?

Our exploratory research question is: Do parents with different mediation approaches differ in their intentions to control

57



Studies in Media and Communication Vol. 3, No. 1; 2015

underage Facebook use?
2. Method

Scales for measuring parental mediation strategies for restricting underage Facebook use were adapted from Lwin et al.
(2008). After pilot-testing the instrument for refinements, the authors collected responses from a convenience sample of
114 parents/guardians of children below thirteen years old. Table 1 shows the final measurement items used.

Table 1. Final Construct Indicators

Behavioral Intention
1. lintend to stop my child from using FB until he/she is 13

2. lintend to restrict my children’s FB friends to only those I approve

3. Tintend to monitor all my children’s FB activities

4. Tintend to restrict my children’s FB privacy settings

5. lintend to teach my children about the dangers on FB

Parental Mediation Approach (Lwin et al., 2008)

1. Isetrules regarding the time of day my children can go online Regulated mediation

2. | setrules regarding the amount of time my children can spend online Regulated mediation

3. luse filters to restrict what my children can access on the Internet Active mediation

4. 1 remind my children not to give out personal information online Active mediation

5. I educate my children about the dangers of the internet (e.g. dealing with uncomfortable experiences)  Active mediation

6. 1 explain to my children that strangers are not who they say they are Active mediation

7. | keep an eye on what my children are doing online (e.g. who you chat with) Regulated mediation
3. Results

Correlation coefficients were computed among the scales listed above. A p value of less than .05 was required for
significance. The results of the correlation analyses are presented in Table 2. Both active and regulated mediation
approaches were significantly correlated with control of children’s Facebook use.

Table 2. Bivariate Correlations for Behavioral Intention to Restrict Underage Facebook Use

Construct Pearson Correlation
Parent Mediation Approaches Regulated Mediation  .45*
Active Mediation .29*

* p <.05 for bivariate correlations

Non-parametric correlation coefficients were also computed with age and gender of the children and respondents. In
addition, parents’ competencies in using the Internet and Facebook were also investigated. The results of the correlation
analyses are presented in Table 3. Among the factors investigated, the age group of the oldest child and the gender of
both the oldest child and the oldest child under 13 years old were found to be significantly correlated with parents’
behavioral intention to restrict underage Facebook use.

Table 3. Bivariate correlation of demographics and Internet competence with parents' behavioral intention
Kendall’s tau_b

Age Group of Oldest Child -.21*
Gender of Oldest Child .24*
Age of Oldest U13 Child -12
Gender of Oldest U13 Child .16*
I am competent in using the Internet -.09
I am competent in using Facebook -.07
I am more competent than my primary school child in using Facebook .05
Gender of Respondent .03
Age Group of Respondent -.06

* p < .05 for bivariate correlations
3.1 Two-Way ANOVA

Two-way ANOVA test was conducted for parental mediation style. The mean values for active and regulated mediation
were used to separate the respective data into ‘high’ and ‘low’ categories.

The mean and standard deviation for intention to control underage Facebook usage for the various combination of
parenting mediation approaches are presented in Table 4. The ANOVA indicated no significant interaction between
active and regulated mediation approaches F(1,109) = .477, p = .49 > .05, partial n? = .004. The main effects were
significant for regulated mediation F(1,109) = 14.22, p = .00, partial n? = .16; and for active mediation, F(1,109) = 5.65,
p =.02 < .05, partial n? = .05.
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Table 4. Parenting Styles and Intention to Control Underage Facebook Use
Regulated Mediation  Active Mediation  Parenting Style Mean Standard Deviation

Low Low Laissez Faire 436 .20
Low High Promotive 5.04 .28
High Low Restrictive 536 .25
High High Selective 573 .14

4, Discussion

Selective mediation was found to be the approach strongest in supporting parents’ Facebook control, followed by
restrictive, promotive and laissez faire styles for children aged 10 to 12 years old. As a point of comparison, Lwin et al.
(2008) found that active mediation approaches (which includes selective mediation) yield better results in terms of
reducing information disclosure of young teens as compared to regulated mediation. In our study, parents with
mediation styles that were highest on regulated mediation (restrictive and selective mediation) showed the highest level
of intentions to control underage Facebook usage. Thus it may be important to educate and encourage parents to adopt
active mediation strategies as well. While children are still young, parents are able to adopt physical control measures
even if they are not as capable in using technological tools. However, this should not be done at the expense of
developing active mediation practices because of the increased likelihood that children will disclose personally
identifying information online as they get older if their parents focus primarily on a regulated mediation approach (Lwin
et al. 2008).

Additionally, the gender and age group of the eldest child in the family had an effect: parents whose eldest child was
female were more likely to express intentions to control Facebook usage; likewise, the younger the age group of the
eldest child in the family, the more likely parents were to express intentions to control Facebook usage.

Parents may need additional education as to the risks facing boys online, and also as to the evolving risks facing teens
above age 13, who are still vulnerable to online threats due to the limitations of their cognitive development, but at the
same time are no longer protected by sweeping regulations such as the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act of
1998 in the United States. Prior research has shown, in fact, that older teens are likely to more at risk online in terms of
willingness to disclose personally identifying information (Lwin et al. 2008).

The main limitation for this study lies in the convenience sampling used, namely a sample size of 114 parents in
Singapore. Additionally, most respondents were well-educated professionals. It is possible that these limitations
produced a more conservative estimate of how parents intervene to protect their children in online social media
environments, and that the population at large might lag behind our sample.
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