ASCILITE 2023

People, Partnerships and Pedagogies

Parental perceptions on children’s use of digital
technology: A systematic review

Ruowei Chen and Kathryn MacCallum
The University of Canterbury

Understanding the extensive use of digital technology among modern children and its growing
importance in education is essential for higher education institutions to prepare educators who can
effectively collaborate with parents to integrate digital technology into early childhood education. Based
on ecological systems theory, parental perceptions significantly influence children's digital usage. This
paper undertook a systematic review, employing the PRISMA criteria to gain insight into how parental
perceptions shape attitudes towards digital adoption to understand how this may influence teachers'
integration within the ECE context. It reviewed articles from January 2015 to March 2023, utilising three
databases: ERIC, Education Source, and Scopus, resulting in the inclusion of 24 articles. The findings
demonstrated that parents possess a comprehensive awareness, considering not only the potential
advantages and disadvantages that digital technology brings to their children but also the benefits and
drawbacks for parents themselves. Additionally, parental perception is influenced by various factors
stemming from both the child and the parent.
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Introduction

Children today are immersed in a digital environment from birth. From an early age, they have access to various
digital devices and are occupied by these digital tools for a considerable portion of their time. Studies have
shown that in New Zealand, toddlers at two years of age devote an average of around 10.5 hours weekly to
screen time, which increases to 14 hours weekly as they reach approximately 3.75 years of age (Stewart et al.,
2019). Children’s use of digital technology has attracted considerable attention and generated extensive debate.
Some researchers posit that exposure to digital technologies at a young age can benefit young children (Burke &
Marsh, 2013), while others assert its adverse impact (Radesky et al., 2015; Vandewater et al., 2007). Some
studies have explored the parental perspectives to determine how parents perceive their children's use of
technology, as it is believed that parents exert immediate and direct influence on a child’s development. This
parental influence is highlighted in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (Ryan, 2001). Bronfenbrenner
underscored that an individual's development is shaped by a network of interconnected environmental systems,
ranging from immediate surroundings to broader societal structures. Parents, situated in the first level of these
systems, known as a microsystem, directly impact their child’s development. For instance, they determine
whether children can access digital devices at home and what digital resources are available (Plowman et al.,
2012). Moreover, as illustrated by Bronfenbrenner, parental perception of technology can impact the interplay
among diverse microsystems, such as the dynamic between the home and school environments. As the
digitalisation process advances, children’s engagement with digital technology is increasing, and it is believed
that children will become more closely intertwined with these digital devices. The NZ Early Childhood
curriculum, Te Whariki, acknowledges the role and integration of digital and recognises the significance of
promoting collaboration between educators and parents in supporting children to understand and make the most
of the digital technology they encounter (Ministry of Education, n.d). It is essential to study parental perception
to engage parents in this process and facilitate their support for children. Some research into parental
perceptions has been done, but systematic reviews focused explicitly on this topic are scarce. Teacher
perspectives have received more attention compared to parents. Only one review could be found that included
parental perspectives. (Giines, 2022), reviewed articles published between 2016 and 2020, examining the
viewpoints on digital technology from children, parents, and teachers. Nevertheless, his review encompassed
only 14 publications, of which four approached the topic from a parental standpoint. To address this research
gap, this study conducted a systematic review of articles spanning from January 2015 to March 2023 to gain
insights into parental perceptions regarding their young children’s utilisation of digital technology and answer
the following questions:

1. What are the perceptions of parents towards the use of digital technology within the early years?
2. What factors impact parental perception concerning their children’s technology usage?



Method

This systematic literature review adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analysis (PRISMA) guidelines, which involve three key phases: ldentification, screening, and inclusion.
Following this, rigorous data extraction and analysis were conducted. Three databases were chosen for the
review: ERIC, Education Source, and Scopus, due to their relevance to the educational context, inclusivity of
peer-reviewed papers, and being accessible to the authors. Articles from January 2015 to March 2023 were
included. The search string employed included the following variation: “digital” or “technology” AND “early
childhood” or “early years” or “kindergarten” or “preschool” AND “parent* perception” or “caregiver*
perception. This identified 546 papers, and after filtering duplicates and ensuring that we could find full versions
of these papers, 207 papers remained and progressed to the screening phase. For this review, specific inclusion
and exclusion criteria were set. Articles needed to be in English, peer-reviewed, within the educational field,
focus on technology use in children aged 0-8 and present empirical evidence. After reviewing the first author's
titles and abstracts, 45 articles met these criteria. After this initial screening, both authors reviewed these papers
in detail, and a further 21 were excluded. This included five articles focusing on the period of COVID-19
lockdowns, which was considered a unique circumstance and, therefore, not relevant to this review. In the end,
24 articles met all criteria and were further analysed, as depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The procedures of article selection

After familiarising themselves with the articles, the authors used Excel and NVivo for data extraction. Data,
such as research country, authors, and methodology, were recorded. A coding framework was developed,
leading to the identification of key research themes.

Results

Overview of the studies

The authors categorised the data items and found that: 1) Most of these studies were conducted in Europe
(N=11), 2) The year 2021 stood out with the highest number of papers (N=7), 3) Ten of the studies incorporated
theoretical frameworks, with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (N=4) and Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological
systems (N=3) being the most frequently adopted perspectives; 4) Most studies focused on the parents of
children aged 3-6 years old (N=21), 5) Thirteen studies provided the demographic characteristics of their
participants (parents), and eleven studies detailed the demographic characteristics of their participants’ children,
6) Discussions concerning the advantages and disadvantages of children’s digital technology use were
prominent in 12 studies, 7) Nine studies demonstrated that parents have mixed feelings towards digital
technology. In addition, two primary themes emerged: the advantages and disadvantages of children’s digital



technology use and the factors influencing parental perception.
The advantages and disadvantages

In the 12 studies discussing the advantages and disadvantages of children’s digital technology use, the authors
found that parents consider this issue from two perspectives: its impact on their children and its influence on
themselves as parents.

The impact on children

Parents value digital technology to enhance their children's education, build knowledge, improve abilities and
skills, and foster long-term general development and social competence. This belief is supported by findings
from multiple studies (Abed & Shackelford, 2021; Brito & Dias, 2020; Chen et al., 2019; Covolo et al., 2021;
Gjelaj et al., 2020; Kotrla Topi¢ et al., 2019; Mikelic Preradovic et al., 2016; Sadykova et al., 2016). For
instance, in the study by (Covolo et al., 2021), parents correlated the acquisition of new vocabulary in children
aged 3-5 with their utilisation of digital technology. While parents recognise the educational advantages that
digital technology brings to their children, they also hold concerns regarding potential health issues, such as eye
strain, sleep disturbances, sedentary behaviour, and the risk of obesity (Abed & Shackelford, 2021; Brito &
Dias, 2020; Chen et al., 2019; Covolo et al., 2021; DeShelter & Slutsky, 2017; Gjelaj et al., 2020; Kotrla Topié¢
etal., 2019; Sadykova et al., 2016). In addition, parents noted that digital device usage diverts their children's
time from outdoor activities and traditional peer play (Donohue & Aladé, 2022; Kotrla Topi¢ et al., 2019) and
pushes children towards solitude and social isolation (Abed & Shackelford, 2021). Some parents expressed
concerns regarding social engagement (DeShelter & Slutsky, 2017; Sadykova et al., 2016) and potential
socialising problems (Gjelaj et al., 2020).

The impact on parents themselves

The utilisation of digital technology brings benefits not only to children but also to parents. In (Kotrla Topi¢ et
al., 2019), parents appreciated the flexibility and convenience that digital devices offered in educating their
children. They found it easier to access a large amount of information and noted that the technology facilitated
the presentation of abstract concepts through visuals and animations, improving the educational quality.
Additionally, some parents consider digital technology as a form of babysitting, helping their children wait
quietly and eat better (Chen et al., 2019; Dardanou et al., 2020). Nevertheless, parents also expressed concerns
about the potential challenges they face due to their children’s use of technology. They worried about the
financial burden of purchasing digital devices and the considerable time and effort required to set up the
devices, search for, install, update or uninstall applications for their children (Abed & Shackelford, 2021).
Furthermore, many parents voiced concerns about managing their children’s device usage (Abed & Shackelford,
2021; DeShelter & Slutsky, 2017; Donohue & Aladé, 2022).

Factors influencing parental perception

In the papers reviewed, various factors were considered to influence parental perception. These factors emanate
from children and parents.

The factors related to the children themselves

The children’s age and gender were the two most considered factors in the reviewed studies. Six studies
indicated that parents alter their views on children’s technology use based on the child’s age (Covolo et al.,
2021; IsteniC et al., 2023; Kucirkova et al., 2018; Mikelic Preradovic et al., 2016; Vittrup et al., 2016; White,
2022). For instance, (Mikelic Preradovic et al., 2016) found that parents generally negatively perceive digital
device use by children aged two or younger. However, their attitude becomes predominately positive for
children aged six and above.

The factors from parents

Many factors originating from the parents themselves were explored. These factors included parents’ age,
gender, ethnic and cultural background, educational level, income, and profession (Dardanou et al., 2020;
McCloskey et al., 2018; Papadakis et al., 2019; Vaiopoulou et al., 2021; Vittrup et al., 2016). The one factor that
garnered the most attention among the reviewed studies was educational level, but studies investigating this
factor produced inconsistent findings. (White, 2022) and (Papadakis et al., 2019) demonstrated that parents with
higher educational levels were more likely to recognise the potential disadvantages of digital technology and
engage in proactive mediation, such as offering alternative play options and restricting screen time for their
children. However, (Vittrup et al., 2016) and (Vaiopoulou et al., 2021) found that parental education level did
not significantly impact their perceptions, including usability, enjoyment, involvement, learning, worries, and



values.

Limitations and Future Studies

This study is subject to certain constraints. We restricted our review to publications released between January
2015 and March 2023, limited our database selection to ERIC, Education Source, and Scopus, and exclusively
included papers published in English. Consequently, it is imperative to acknowledge that there may exist
relevant publications beyond the scope of this study that have not been considered. Therefore, we recommend
conducting additional reviews encompassing a more comprehensive range of publication years, utilising diverse
databases, and including multiple languages extending beyond English. This comprehensive approach will
facilitate a more profound and extensive investigation into parents' perceptions of their children's technology
use.

Conclusion

Parents maintain a love-hate relationship with their children's technology usage. They perceive technology as
beneficial for enhancing their children's education while expressing concerns about potential health issues and
reduced outdoor activities. Moreover, parents appreciate technology's convenience but grapple with worries
regarding financial implications and managing their children's tech usage. However, their perceptions can vary
depending on their children's age and may also be related to the parents' educational background. These factors
can introduce variability in their perceptions. The interplay among different systems or layers surrounding an
individual indicates that parental perspectives on technology can influence home and school environments. This
also implies that educators must comprehend parental viewpoints and delve further into the underlying reasons
for these perspectives. This, in turn, can assist educators in better understanding parents, fostering collaboration
between educators and parents, improving teaching strategies, and working together with parents to enhance the
well-being of children during their formative years. Therefore, future research aimed at advanced pedagogy
should also consider the role of parents and seek to understand the origins of their perspectives. Therefore, when
drawing digital technologies into an early childhood setting, it will be necessary for teachers to consider the
diversity of perceptions and be supportive and sensitive to this. Therefore, drawing on research-informed
approaches will ensure that parents feel reassured that their concerns are being met and considered. Teachers,
therefore, need training on how to critically evaluate and balance the advantages and disadvantages, making
informed decisions about when and how to use technology in the classroom. To facilitate productive
communication with parents, tertiary institutions should help pre-and in-service teachers understand and
appreciate these varied perspectives. Teachers, therefore, have an essential role in educating parents about the
appropriate and responsible use of digital technology in the early years (Schriever, 2021; Daniels et al., 2021).
This involves fostering open dialogue, sharing research-based evidence on the benefits of technology
integration, and addressing parents' misconceptions or fears. So, while the research has shown that parents have
different styles (active or restrictive) of mediation, there must be a partnership between teachers and parents
around how the use of digital tools and that good practice is adopted in early childhood centres but also one that
feeds into the home (Daniels et al., 2021). Therefore, tertiary institutions should equip pre-service teachers with
the knowledge and skills to foster digital literacy in young children (Thorpe et al., 2015; Daniels et al., 2021).
Digital literacy goes beyond merely using technology and involves understanding how to use it safely,
responsibly, and effectively. So, teachers can promote digital literacy by guiding children using the tools and
encouraging positive behaviour and engagement. They also need to guide the types of technologies used in the
school and support a deeper awareness of appropriate tools and approaches in the home. As technology evolves
rapidly, tertiary institutions should support teachers to build these capabilities to support this navigation and
develop practice.
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