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Family in the changing
world of media
Today, the majority of information retrieval, learning, keeping
in touch with people and entertainment takes place through
media. We live in a media culture in which information spreads
quickly and new phenomena are born and die out every minute.
Media plays a big part also in the lives of children.
Even though media culture may be changing, bringing up
and educating children is pretty much as it ever was. In families
with children, the adults do not have to be experts in all media
phenomena the children may be interested in. In terms of media, raising children requires first and foremost presence; an
interest in the life of the child and the willingness and ability
to discuss issues related to media.
Over the past twenty years, the internet in particular has
influenced the way the world has changed. For instance, social
media, email, digital games and smartphones have significantly altered our approaches to social interaction, free time and
ways of working. With the internet, the world has shrunk: news,
new innovations and mobile applications are available around
the world pretty much immediately. Many of the
questions related to the use of the internet are
important topics in this handbook.
The Children & Media Handbook is a concise
review of media as a part of family life, exploring
the media content used by children and their
meaning in everyday life. The handbook provides
links for accessing further information. In addition, the various chapters include useful tips on
how to discuss media use in your family and seek
the best ways your family can enjoy media from
day to day.
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In terms of media,
education and
upbringing require
first and foremost
presence;
an interest in the
life of the child and
the willingness and
ability to discuss
issues related to
media.

Not just a phone,
but also a camera,
computer, gaming
device, music player
and video camera.

What is media?
Media channels include traditional mass media, such as newspapers and magazines, television and radio. In addition, music
players, cameras, game consoles, tablets, e-readers, computers,
laptops and smartphones, among others, are the media equipment of today.
All messages produced, used and conveyed with media
equipment are called media content. Examples of these include text messages, films, photographs, e-books, television
and radio programmes, games, messages on discussion forums,
news, blog posts and videos.
In addition to the equipment and content, the word media
can be used to refer more generally to the media as an industry,
such as newsrooms or magazine publishers.
Today, the different forms and contents of media blend and
mix with each other. For example, the online version of a magazine may contain, in addition to written and edited text and
news images, videos, sound and comments from the readers.
Therefore, it is very important to know how to search for and
read information and messages in many different formats. The
smartphone is perhaps the best example of the converging of
different media formats and content. In addition to being used
as a phone, the device can be used like a computer, gaming
device, music player, camera and video camera.
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First steps with media
In Finland, all children are born surrounded by media culture.
The national maternity package for babies contains a form of
media in the shape of a picture book. The media equipment
and contents used at home are a part of the children’s environment from the start, as they participate in the everyday
life of the family.
From a purely developmental perspective, a small child
does not need media. However, children usually enjoy children’s television programmes, games and other media content.
But it is the responsibility of the adults in the family to decide
what is appropriate media use for the younger members of
the family.

Adults show the way
Children grow in interaction with other people. Face-to-face
interaction in enhancing speech development or emotion control cannot be replaced with media equipment. Media should
never be the primary means of calming down an angry child, for
example. Furthermore, children should not be left alone with
media for long periods of time. Children want to use media
primarily together with their families.
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The smaller the child is, the shorter, more understandable and calmer the media experiences should be. Babies and
toddlers in particular should be protected from a continuous
flood of media and media experiences that may be too intense
for their age.
As toddlers grow, the ability to follow the plotlines of stories
becomes more developed. A vivid imagination increases the
allure of fairy tales and adventures. The ability to determine
fact from fiction improves as the children approach school age.
At this age, too, children still need plenty of time together with
their families in calm environments, as well as plenty of sleep,
exercise, and moving about and playing.

Media is today’s children’s culture
By identifying with
different characters
and stories in
media, children are
able to experience
different emotions,
roles and events
and contemplate
what is right and
wrong.

Adults should remember that media plays a
central role in children’s culture today. By identifying with different characters and stories in
media, children are able to experience different
emotions, roles and events and contemplate what
is right and wrong. Shared media favourites are
important themes in games, playing and talking
with other children. Media inspires children to
draw, sing and express themselves in other ways.
In this sense, the stories and characters in media
are not “just a fairy-tale”, but play a huge role in
children’s lives.

INTS
O
P
G
N
TA L K I U R FA M I LY
O
FO R Y
• In what kinds of situations do you use media?
With whom do the small children in your family use media?
• Routines and clear rules create a sense of safety for the child
and often save the whole family from unnecessary arguments.
Has your family established clear ground rules for when
media use is allowed and when it is not?
• How does your family ensure that the home media environment
is suitable for the smallest members of the family?
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Age ratings are set based
on harmful content
The age ratings set for television programmes, films and digital
games indicate content that may be harmful to a child’s development. They are not recommendations for children of a certain
The age
ratings are
based on the
Finnish Act on
Audiovisual
Programmes,
the purpose of
which is
to protect
children.

age, nor do they indicate which age group a particular audiovisual
programme is aimed at. The age ratings are based on the Finnish
Act on Audiovisual Programmes (Kuvaohjelmalaki, 710/2011), the
purpose of which is to protect children.
All films, television programmes and digital games distributed
in Finland must be equipped with age ratings and symbols indicating the harmful content the rating is based on. Symbols are given
for content that may cause anxiety, contain violent or sexual content or descriptions of drug use. The age ratings are binding, which
means that audiovisual programmes may not be publicly shown,
rented or sold to anyone below that age.

Age ratings help when choosing
safe media content
The ability to understand and process powerful media content develops as children grow. Harmful content in terms of the child’s age
and development level could cause, for example, sleep disorders
or anxiety.
A child’s level of development and sensitivity to different
content are highly individual. For this reason, the age ratings are
flexible and a child three years younger than the indicated age
rating can watch a publicly exhibited audiovisual programme if
accompanied by an adult they know. This flexibility excludes the
rating 18. As a guardian, you know your child best and can control
their use of media.
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What about the internet
and smartphones?
Age ratings are not set for all online contents and smartphone
applications in the same way as for films and games. In addition, programme services operating from outside of Finland
are not subject to Finnish age rating regulations. The better
you know the services your child uses, the better you can
assess whether the services are suitable for your child. Many
websites aimed at children contain an information package
aimed at adults and educators that is worth reading.

The better you
know the services
your child uses,
the better you can
assess whether
the services are
suitable for
your child.

Learn more about the way the age ratings are determined in Finland:

kavi.fi/en/age-ratings

S
TA L K IN G P O IN T
Y
F O R Y O U R FA M IL

DID YOU KNOW?

• Have you noticed age ratings
for films, television programmes
or games?

The symbols S and T mean that
the audiovisual programme does not
contain sexual or violent content,
descriptions of drug abuse or content
that may cause anxiety to children.
However, content marked with
the S or T symbols may not necessarily
be aimed at children: it could be
intended for adult audiences.

• Did you know that the age rating
does not indicate the age at which
children can play or watch the
content, but rather indicate that
the content may be harmful
to the children?
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I wonder if this is OK?
Children have the right to express themselves and to retrieve information from many kinds of sources. Children do
not have to limit themselves to only using media aimed at
children. As the majority of media content is aimed at young
people and adults, their suitability for children may at times
be questionable.
Families have

Our family rules

differing views on

Through media, children may encounter hate

what is suitable for

speech, sexual imagery or scary news, among

children. Discuss

other things. Children may also hear and learn

good ways of using

profanities or double entendres they may not

media and what

entirely understand.
Much of the media content is unregulated

kinds of things are
suitable for children

by age ratings, and allowing or not allowing chil-

and what are not.

dren to watch it is a question to be resolved by the
parents. Families have differing views on what is

suitable for children.
It is important to discuss good ways of using media and
what kinds of things are suitable for children and what are not.
It’s also a vital part of bringing up children to weed out silly
pranks picked up from media, as is discussing troublesome
media content.

S
TA L K IN G P O IN T
Y
F O R Y O U R FA M IL
• What should you do when you see something
unpleasant, scary or disturbing?
>> Shut down the media equipment on which
you saw the frightening things.
>> Tell a grown-up about it. Let’s talk about it
together and think about what we should do
about this experience.
• To whom would you recommend your favorite show
or website? Why?
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Media, learning and
free time activities
Media can be used in many ways to support learning and free
time activities. In addition to school and early childhood education, media also helps us to learn in our free time. Learn
together how to put media to use, for instance by searching for
information together. With the help of media, you can find tips
and teaching materials related to interesting topics, information
about your children’s idols, or you can check schedules and football scores. Many children follow an interest they have through
various media.

Media supports free time activities
Media in itself can be a hobby, as it enables us to play, read, listen
to music and watch and make films, for example. Furthermore,
the internet is great place to meet others with the same interests.
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Children produce many kinds of media for fun. Video cameras and editing software used to be uncommon and expensive,
but now nearly all primary school students have smartphones
with filming and recording functions in their pockets. The devices are usually so easy to use that even the smallest members
of the family know how to capture things that interest them.

Media can be used
in many ways to
support learning
and free time
activities.

S
TA L K IN G P O IN T
Y
F O R Y O U R FA M IL
• Does your child know how to search for information
on the internet? Get to know how search engines
work together.
• Does your family enjoy media-based activities, such as
films, gaming, photography, blogging or something else?
• What makes a hobby interesting? Is there something
more your child would like to learn about their hobby?
What could your child teach to the rest of the family
about the hobby?
• Where could you meet others interested in the same
hobby? Are there any internet forums or real-life clubs
for people interested in the same hobby?
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Take part and
make a difference,
from the very start
Media offers plenty of opportunities for participating

Adults should

and making an impact. Being an active citizen is not

provide something
fun and interesting
for children to do

just something for adults: children and young people
are equally members of society.
Through media, children receive information

with media and

about the world and their surroundings and can

guide their media-

make observations about their everyday lives and the

related selections

events in it. With media, children can express their

in a way that
supports inclusion,

thoughts and interact with others.

participation and

Adults support children’s inclusion

the opportunities to
make a difference.

With the help of media, children and young people
can get their voice heard in society much easier than

before. Adults should provide something fun and interesting
for children to do with media and guide their media-related
choices in a way that supports inclusion, participation and the
opportunities to make a difference.
The foundations for inclusion and participation in society
and the wish to influence society is built on good self-esteem
and an understanding that your opinions matter. So show an
interest in your child’s ideas, ask for their opinion, and encourage them to find out about things.
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How was your day?
Children need advice and support on how to behave with media,
just as they do with any other new skills in life. When your child
gets their first phone or otherwise starts to use media independently, it is time to go over the basic media code of conduct.

Adults set the example
on media use

The balance

Children get a good example of media use when

and other activities

adults respect other media users and observe the
applicable legislation and website rules.
Setting a good example for reasonable media
use is also vital. Children need a lot of attention

between media use
is equally important
to children and
adults.

from the family. Children may feel unhappy if the adults are
constantly engaged with media. Taking into account the time
and place of media use is a part of good manners and raising
children today. The balance between media use and other activities is equally important to children and adults.
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H OW TO
B E H AV E ?
Misunderstandings are
less likely in face-to-face
communication than when
sending written messages in which
facial expressions and gestures are
not visible. If you hurt someone,
apologise. If a friend’s message
makes you feel bad, tell them.

There is a time and a place for using
media. When should you use media
and when not? In what kinds of events
should you turn off your devices or
keep them in silent mode?

If someone is bullying you or acting
in a troubling way online or via your
phone, you should always tell an
adult about it. In most services,
unwanted messages can be blocked.
In addition, many services have a
moderator to whom you can report
bullies.

Not everybody laughs at the
same things. Please do not share
unpleasant or frightening links
or images with others unless you
are sure of how they will react.
Images forbidden for children
should not be shared at all.
Do not add anyone in chat groups
or discussion forums without
asking for their permission first.

You should never bully others
yourself. Taking pictures of
someone without permission,
sharing gossip about others or
excluding a class mate from a chat
group may all be forms of bullying.

Passwords are private. Do not
share you phone PIN code or web
service passwords with others
or try to get others to share their
passwords with you.

If someone you have only met
online wants to meet you
face-to-face, always tell your
parent or guardian. You can
then assess together if the
meeting would be a nice idea.
An adult should accompany you
to the meeting, at least for the
first time.

At night, phones are best kept
in silent mode. You should not
disturb your friends’ sleep
with messages. If your phone
or some other device is too
tempting even at night, leave it
outside your bedroom.
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Social media
connects people
Today, nearly all school-aged children use different social networking services and mobile applications. Social networking services are internet-based,
which means that they can be used with many
devices, such as computers, laptops, tablets and
smartphones. You can share text, images, sound
and videos on social media. Particularly popular are
applications that enable messaging with people you
already know, as well as video services that enable
watching videos online and commenting on them.

Adults do not
have to use all
social media sites
their children are
interested in, but
it is important
to know which
services your
children use.

You do not have to use all social media sites your children
are interested in, but it is important to know which services
your children use. This way, you can teach your child how to
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behave in these services and how to take other users of the
services into account. Whereas some social media services
are mainly used with friends, on others, the messages are public and the audience could include anyone. New methods of
interaction require new kinds of human relations skills. It is
important that children are aware of the target group of their
messages – and the extent of the target group.

S
TA L K IN G P O IN T
Y
F O R Y O U R FA M IL
• Which different social media services do you know?
What are they used for and how do they differ from
each other?
• What should you do when you want to use a new
online service or application?
• Who should you accept as a friend?
• What kind of content can or should you share
on social media?
• What kind of content should you not share?
What kind of content is it forbidden to share?
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What’s this? Towards
critical media literacy
Critical media literacy does not refer to an approach that opposes media, but rather to a curious, exploratory and questioning approach towards it. Children can start practising this
from a very early age by exploring media content with others,
pondering the truthfulness of the media and the source of
the information presented in it. These are important issues
to consider for the whole family, as media also offers plenty of
information, much of it biased or false. As we grow to understand media better, we can also use it better, and enjoy it more.

DID YOU KNOW?

Critical media
literacy does not
refer to an approach

Advertisements must be recognisable as
advertisements. In Finland, if a television programme
is sponsored or contains paid product placement,
this should be indicated. The
symbol implies
product placement in a television show.

that opposes media,
but rather to a
curious, exploratory
and questioning
approach towards it.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Commercialism and advertising are important subjects for critical evaluation. Today,

Has your child accidentally made
purchases online? Is the advertising
aimed at children inappropriate?

more and more advertising is aimed at children, and children participate in the consumer choices of the family. Advertisements are

Read more from the Children as
Consumers site, produced by the Finnish
Competition and Consumer Authority.

tempting, and children are only beginning to
understand the value of money.

See goo.gl/Pkyidv

Many digital games include the possibility
of buying items that make succeeding in the
game easier. It is important to talk about advertising and money with the family.
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Fact or fiction? When using media,
you should consider what in the
media content is true and what is
not. It may be easier for children
to understand that animated
programmes, for example, are
fiction, but harder if the program
looks like ”real life.”

What is the media trying to say?
Media content is always the
result of a choice made by their
authors. The purpose could be to
convey information, make people
laugh or to get them to buy
different products. You can teach
your child to recognise different
forms of media.

Explore news photographs and
other images together. What does
the image display? What might
have been left out of the frame?
Are the photographs always
credible? Have some of the images
clearly been edited?

Can you trust this? Source criticism,
or the assessment of the reliability of
information, can be practised by asking
the following questions: Is this fact or
someone’s opinion? Can this information
be found from other sources? Is the
information up to date or is there more
recent information available?

Does your child recognise an advert on
the street, on a website, in a newspaper
or magazine or on television?

The purpose of an advertisement is to
make the product appealing. What is
the difference between wanting and
needing something? Is it possible to
get everything you want?

Does your child know that on some
sites, games or services, real money
is used? What kinds of rules does
your family have regarding using
money online and in games?

21

Privacy and
information security
Online services collect data about their users from social media
profiles, for instance. The users themselves provide a lot of
information by participating in different tests or competitions,
for example. This information is used to better target advertising or improve user experiences.

Take care of your information
The risk of misuse is increased by publicising personal information on social media services as well as by storing personal
information on various online databases. Identity theft as form
of deception has become increasingly common in the recent
years. Identity thieves present themselves as being someone
else on social media or on online shopping sites.
Ensuring the security of
your personal information is
very important. Once you are
aware of the risks related to
using the internet, it is easier to protect yourself against
them. Get to know the privacy settings of online services
with your child and check
which private information
you are allowing the services
to publish.

S
POINT Y
G
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O
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• If your child has a profile on an online
service: What information is displayed
publicly? How about to those accepted
as friends? Keep publicly accessible
information to a minimum.
• What kind of information do the
applications and social media services
you use collect from the users?
Is it possible to change this by adjusting
the settings?
• Have you linked a payment card of
a family member to a device or user
account your child uses? If yes,
make sure by checking the device
or user account settings that the child
cannot make any purchases without
the pin code.

Get to know the
privacy settings of
online services with
your child.
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HELP AND MORE
INFORMATION

The Game Educator’s Handbook
pelikasvatus.fi/handbook

Information about
age ratings in Finland
kavi.fi/en/age-ratings

The Mannerheim League
for Child Welfare
mll.fi/en

