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Abstract: The process of digitalization has become an integral part of the social situation of a
child’s growth in the modern world. Child development in the digital environment demands the
involvement of adults as mediators. This practice is called parental digital mediation. Previous
studies have identified the significant parental and environmental aspects of parental mediation,
but there has been little information about the relationships between the children’s characteristics
and parental digital mediation. The current study aims to fill this gap by identifying the behavioral
(social network and screen time) and emotional (social network addiction and happiness) predictors
of the two dimensions of digital mediation: parental support and parental control. The study also
examines the differences among children influenced by various parental mediation strategies. A total
of 4011 students (42% male and 58% female) ranging in age from 13 to 15 years (M = 14.07; SD = 0.76)
took part in the study. The parental mediation of their children’s internet use, social media addiction,
social network time, screen time, and happiness were measured. According to the results, both the
behavioral and emotional characteristics of the children served as predictors of parental mediation.
A small amount of time spent on social networks or screens and low social media addiction and
happiness were identified as the predictors of parental support, whereas a large amount of time spent
on social networks and screens and low social media addiction were identified as the predictors
of parental control. Three groups of children experiencing different parental mediation strategies
were determined. The children with parents who enabled mediation were happier than the others.
Children under instructive mediation demonstrated the highest tendency to social media addiction.
Children under selective mediation spent the most time (of all groups) on gadgets, but they showed
a low tendency towards social media addiction.

Keywords: parental digital mediation; enabling mediation strategy; instructive mediation strategy;
selective mediation strategy; children’s internet use; digital behavior; emotional well-being

1. Introduction

The rise of digitalization has altered many aspects of our life [1] and has become an
integral part of the social situation of a child’s development in the modern world. The
development of the internet created a new environment for socialization and added new
features to parent—child interactions [2,3]. In this context, parenthood acquires another
function in the digitalization of childhood: parental digital mediation.

The concept of “digital parenting” describes parental behaviors in relation to their
children’s activities in digital environments [4]. Within this framework, parental digital
mediation includes various communication and interaction practices that may be combined
together in different ways to enhance the strategies for the children’s upbringing regarding
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the use of the internet and digital media [4]. According to previous research, parental
digital mediation affects children’s safety, digital skills, and well-being [5], but on the other
hand, these parental strategies depend on the individual characteristics of a child [6,7].

Despite the extensively studied role of parental characteristics (age, gender, digital
literacy, etc.) and environmental factors (culture, country of residence, etc.) in parental
digital mediation (e.g., [8-10]), studies on the influence of children’s emotional well-being
and their digital behavior on parental digital mediation are limited. Furthermore, there
are no data on the differences in the features between digital behavior and the subjective
emotional sense of well-being among those children whose parents use different parental
mediation strategies. The present study addresses this gap.

1.1. Parental Digital Mediation and Its Strategies

The modern approach to upbringing demands parents to participate in children’s
use of the internet and digital media. One of the ways to implement this new parental
function is through digital mediation. Parental digital mediation is defined in a variety of
ways, from a narrow “the frequency of parental intervention” [11] to an expansive “the
construction of the media-ecology system of a child’s environment” [12]. In the current
research, parental mediation is viewed as a set of parental practices that aim to direct and
regulate the children’s internet and digital media use and to discuss the specifics of this use
and the characteristics of media content [13,14]. Our point of view is in line with the recent
studies which have added a new aspect (participatory learning) to the study of parental
digital mediation [15].

It is suggested that the main goal of this mediation is to protect children from harmful
content and dangerous media [16]. Some authors also highlight other goals, such as
the parental regulation of the amount and quality of the time that children spend on
screens [17] and the development of their children’s digital literacy [18]. They note that
parental mediation can be initiated by both children and parents [13,19].

The study of parental digital mediation is a contemporary continuation of parenthood
research. It covers a number of parental practices and reveals particular styles and strategies
of parental mediation [9]. According to some approaches, a parenting style, in general,
has two primary dimensions: demandingness, that is, parental control, and responsive-
ness, which means parental supportiveness [20]. Parental control includes monitoring the
children’s behavior, setting rules and standards, and applying sanctions in case of their
violation. Parental support implies emotional and behavioral involvement in a child’s life,
assisting in their development and the demonstration of affection and warmth [21].

The first system of parental mediation strategies was based on this dichotomy and
included a restriction strategy with high parental control and an instruction strategy with
high parental support [from an overview, 8]. Since then, researchers have proposed many
other strategies based on combinations of these two dimensions. For example, Lwin and
colleagues [22] describe restrictive, promotive (instructive), selective (both restrictive and
instructive), and laissez-faire (without regulation) strategies. A recent analytical review
identified a restrictive strategy and an active strategy, monitoring child behavior and
deference [23]. Recently, several studies have reported on the trichotomy of restrictive-
enabling-observant parental digital use mediation [19].

One of the modern lines of research focuses on detailing the digital-specific practices
of parental digital mediation [24]. In these studies, parental technical mediation is defined
as the use of content filters or software to prevent junk mail, messages, etc., while parental
digital monitoring is viewed as the process of gaining information about their children’s
digital activities, in particular, their friends and chats on social networks, downloaded apps,
visited websites and so on [9,25].

Following Kuzmanovi¢ and colleagues [26], we assume that both technical control and
monitoring are more often used in those mediation strategies with high levels of parental
control, although they could also be applied in strategies with high levels of support to
create a safe framework for the use of the internet [19].
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The data on the characteristics of parental digital mediation strategies can be col-
lected from children as well as from their parents. Even though the information from
both children and their parents, despite the differences in their assessments (e.g., [11]), is
preferable, some researchers recommend involving primarily children for a number of
reasons. First, parents and children generally agree on the identification of the prevailing
strategy. Second, children are influenced by parental mediation, and they are capable of
recognizing the strategies applied. Third, they do not tend towards social desirability as
their parents do [15].

Any parental practice, including parental digital mediation, strives for a positive
outcome. Previous research has established that parental digital mediation improves
children’s well-being and prevents unhappiness [5]. Specifically, it was detected that
adolescents whose parents use more mediation show fewer symptoms of depression [27]
and have smaller problems with sleep if parents set strict rules about the use of gadgets
before bedtime [28]. However, it has been demonstrated that different parental styles have
different effects on children (e.g., [29]). Although it was found that restrictive mediation
decreases children’s screen time and the threat of different online risks [30], it also increases
anxiety and depressive symptoms and reduces life satisfaction (e.g., [31]). Moreover, this
strategy of mediation might block the development of a child’s autonomy and digital skills
and destroy trusting relationships with their parents [5]. Digital mediation with a higher
level of support has more or less the opposite effect. In a number of studies, adolescents
demonstrated fewer depressive symptoms [32], higher life satisfaction [33], and better
social well-being when their parents built supportive communication about the internet
and digital media use [34].

The present study continues with a line of research that investigates parental digital
mediation based on the data gathered from children. We also suggest that mediation strate-
gies, in the context of children’s use of the internet and digital media, are determined by the
ratio of two broad dimensions of parental styles (parental control and parental support).

Based on the previous findings, we assume that children whose parents demonstrate
different mediation strategies will show emotional and behavioral differences.

1.2. Predictors of Parental Digital Mediation

The choice of parental digital mediation strategies depends on many factors, such as
the individual and sociodemographic features of parents, the socioeconomic characteristics
of families, and crosscultural differences. Thus, parents who use the internet on a regular
basis are more likely to choose active mediation, while those who rarely connect to the
internet tend towards control [8]. Older parents control their children more than younger
ones [35]. Less educated and low-income parents prefer restrictive strategies [36]. Parents
from conservative continental European countries often apply technical solutions rather
than using active mediation [9].

Despite the considerable data on the factors of parental digital mediation that concern
parental and environmental features, little is known about the characteristics of children
that determine the strategies of any parental mediation. It was found that, as children
get older, parents use fewer mediation strategies [4] and that girls’ internet use is mostly
mediated by active practices, whereas boys’ usage is regulated restrictively [37]. However,
it is unknown how a child’s digital behavior and well-being affect their parent’s choices for
digital mediation strategies.

Following Palfrey and Gasser [38], we consider general screen time and time that
is spent on social networks to be characteristics of children’s overall digital behavior.
Although most studies investigate the effects of parental mediation on reductions in unde-
sirable screen time for their children [39], we assume that the length of a child’s screen time
may also determine the choice of parental mediation strategies [7]. During adolescence,
parental digital regulation decreases, and teenagers start to manage their online time them-
selves [40,41], but parental mediation does not disappear entirely. It seems that parents can
modify their mediation strategy if they think that their children are spending too much
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time in front of the screen [42]. Hence, the second aim of this study is to detect whether
children’s screen and social network time may serve as predictors for parental mediation.

Social media addiction is a well-known consequence of the problems regarding self-
regulation caused by internet use [43]. This addiction is also a negative predictor of
emotional well-being [44], and it is related to the amount of time that children spend on
social media and on screens [45]. In order to prevent children’s media addiction, parents
implement different restrictions [46], but according to previous studies, internet addiction
has negative relationships with both active and restrictive mediation strategies [47]. In
addition, earlier, the predictive role of children’s smartphone addiction on parental media-
tion strategies was revealed [6]. The current study aims to transfer these findings to social
media addiction.

Emotional characteristics, in addition to behavioral characteristics, may influence
parental strategies as well. As in the above cases, the studies in this direction are mostly
one-sided. A large body of research explores parents” happiness as an emotional dimension
of well-being during the shaping of their mediation strategies, e.g., [48,49], while data
on the effect of children’s happiness on parental mediation strategies is scarce. Such
investigations into digital mediation strategies have not been conducted yet; this study fills
out this research void.

Based on the presented literature review on parental digital mediation, our study
focuses on the question: what relations can be identified between child characteristics and
parental mediation?

The answer to this question will be received by completing the following objectives:
(1) identifying the role of social networks and screen time as digital behavioral predictors
and identifying the role of social media addiction and happiness as the emotional predictors
for parental mediation; (2) to identify the groups of children with experiences of different
parental mediation strategies, as detected based on the ratio of parental support and
parental control, and (3) to explore the differences in social networks and screen time and
social media addiction and happiness among children influenced by different parental
mediation strategies.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

The current study was carried out within the framework of complex research that
examined the psychological well-being of secondary school students from the Republic
of Sakha (Yakutia). All schools listed on the site for the Department of Education of the
District Administration of the city of Yakutsk received an invitation to participate in the
study (N = 45). A total of 4011 students (42% male and 58% female) ranging, in age, from
13 to 15 years (M = 14.07; SD = 0.76) took part in the study. All participants completed
questionnaires about their well-being, use of gadgets and social networks and parental
digital mediation. The data collection was performed individually. All research procedures
followed the ethical standards of the Russian Psychological Society. The materials were
presented to the participants in the official language of the Russian Federation. Brislin’s
three-step model for the crosscultural adaptation of research instruments [50] was used to
translate the questionnaires from English into Russian.

2.2. Measures

Parental mediation of their children’s internet use was measured in two dimensions:
parental support (active mediation) and parental control. Following Kuzmanovié¢ and
colleagues [26], we used two scales. The active mediation scale has 4 items as answers (e.g.,
“Suggests ways to use the Internet safely”) to the question “When you use the Internet,
how often does your parent/carer do any of these things?”. The children used a 5-point
Likert scale for their answers (from 1—“never” to 5—"very often”). The parent control
scale had 3 items as answers (e.g., “Parental controls or other means of keeping track of the
Internet content I look at or apps I use”) to the question “Does your parent/carer make use
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of any of the following?” The participants used a 3-point scale to answer it (0—"no”, 1—"1
do not know”, 2—"yes”). The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed the two-factor
solution for the parental digital mediation measuring the items proposed by Kuzmanovié
and colleagues [26]: x2(14) = 124.89, p < 0.001; TLI = 0.996; SRMR = 0.027, CFI = 0.997;
RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.046 [0.039:0.054]. The two-factor solution demonstrated a better
model fit than the one-factor solution (x2(14) = 3763.61, p < 0.001. The Cronbach’s alpha for
parental support was 0.836, and 0.755 for parental control.

The Bergen social media addiction scale was used to identify the children’s social me-
dia addiction [51]. This scale had 6 items (e.g., “How often during the last year have
you felt an urge to use social media more and more?”) which the participants rated
on a Likert scale from “1” (very rarely) to “5” (very often). A one-factor solution was
confirmed by CFI: x2(9) = 82.85, p < 0.001; TLI = 0.991; SRMR = 0.028, CFI = 0.994;
RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.045 [0.037:0.054]. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.754.

Regarding social network time, the children were asked, “How many hours have you
spent on social networks (not including online classes) every day over the past week?” to
detect how much time they had spent on social networks. The following answers were

”ou

provided: “less than 10 min”, “from 10 to 30 min”, “from 31 to 60 min”, “one or two hours”,
“two or three hours”, “more than three hours”.

The screen time parameter was measured by the question “How much time do you
spend on the computer/tablet/smartphone?” The children used a 4-point scale to answer
it: “about 1 h per day”, “approximately 2 h a day”, “almost 3 h a day”, “more than 3 h a day”.

Happiness: to measure happiness, following Bruggeman and colleagues [52], two
questions were asked of the participants. They were “How happy do you usually feel?” and
“How happy did you feel yesterday?” The children were given an 11-point Likert scale for

answers ranging from “0” (very unhappy) to “10” (very happy). Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79.

3. Results
3.1. Predictors of Parental Mediation

A Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to determine the relationships be-
tween the investigated parameters. According to the findings, there is a negative correla-
tion between parental control and parental support (r = —0.20, p < 0.001). Additionally,
parental support has a negative relationship with time spent on social networks (r = —0.12,
p < 0.001) and screen time (r = —0.19, p < 0.001) and a positive relationship with social
media addiction (r = 0.11, p < 0.001) and happiness (r = 0.25, p < 0.001). Parental control
has a positive relationship with the time indices (r = 0.11, p < 0.001 and r = 0.16, p < 0.001)
and a negative relationship with social media addiction (r = —0.16, p < 0.001). Happiness
shows a negative relationship with social network time (r = —0.09, p < 0.001), screen time
(r=—0.13, p < 0.001), and social media addiction (r = —0.21, p < 0.001). Table 1 displays all
the correlations.

Table 1. Results of the correlation analysis.

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Parental support —
2. Parental control —0.20 *** —
3. Social Network time —0.12*** (.11 *** —
4. Screen time —0.19***  0.16 *** 0.45 *** —
5. Social Media addiction  0.11 *** —0.16 ***  0.26 *** 0.12 *** —
6. Happiness 0.25 *** 0.01 *** —0.09 ***  —0.13** (.21 ***

Note. **p < 0.001.
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The predictors of parental digital mediation were identified by hierarchical regression
analysis. Two models were evaluated. Parental support was added as a dependent variable
to the first model, with parental control added to the second. The age and gender variables
were added to both models for the purpose of control. Independent variables were added
to both models in the following order: age and gender were included in the models in the
first step, social network time and screen time were added in the second step, and social
media addiction and happiness were added in the final step (Table 2).

Table 2. Results of the regression analysis.

Parental Support Parental Control
b SEb Beta t b SEb Beta t

Step 1 R2 =0.004; F = 8.67 *** R2=0.005; F = 9.14 ***
Constant 13.21 *** 1.17 11.28 4.45 *** 0.44 10.13
Age —0.29 *** 0.08 —0.06 —3.55 0.03 0.03 0.02 1.05
Gender 0.26 ** 0.13 0.03 2.10 0.20 *** 0.05 0.07 4.16

Step 2 R2 =0.05; F = 46.10 *** R2 =0.029; F = 29.59 ***
Constant 16.02 *** 1.17 13.71 3.63 *** 0.44 8.22
Age —0.28 *** 0.08 —0.05 —3.49 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.96
Gender 0.38 *** 0.12 0.05 3.03 0.16 *** 0.05 0.05 3.50
Social Network time —0.003 *** 0.01 —0.05 —3.02 0.001** 0.001 0.04 2.33
Screen time —0.76 *** 0.08 -0.17 —9.86 0.22 *** 0.03 0.13 7.64

Step 3 R2=0.13; F = 98.29 *** R2 =0.073; F = 52.17 ***
Constant 9.37 *** 1.17 8.02 3.99 *** 0.45 8.83
Age —0.21** 0.08 —0.04 —2.73 0.04 0.03 0.02 1.32
Gender 0.43 *** 0.12 0.05 3.57 0.29 *** 0.05 0.09 6.07
Social Network time —0.004 *** 0.00 —0.09 —5.13 0.002 *** 0.001 0.09 5.28
Screen Time —0.65 *** 0.07 —0.15 —8.76 0.23 *** 0.03 0.14 8.00
Social Media addiction 0.15 *** 0.01 0.19 12.08 —0.06 *** 0.005 —0.21 —13.25
Happiness 0.25 *** 0.01 0.27 17.33 0.01 0.01 0.02 1.45

Note. ** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001.

As shown in Table 2, the model in Step 1 includes age and gender, explaining less
than 1% of the variations in both parental support and parental control. Age is a neg-
ative predictor only for parental support (b = —0.29, p < 0.001); this effect remains vir-
tually constant in all the steps. Gender has a significant positive effect on both of the
parental mediation practices in Step 1 (b = 0.26, p < 0.001 for parental support and b = 0.20,
p < 0.001 for parental control), this positive effect persists in the subsequent steps. The
addition of the time indexes in Step 2 increases the proportion of explained variance for
parental support to 5% and parental control to 3%. Social network time and screen time
are negative predictors of parental support (b = —0.003, p < 0.001; b = —0.76, p < 0.001,
respectively) and positive predictors of parental control (b = 0.002, p < 0.001; b = 0.23,
p < 0.01). The inclusion of the happiness and social media addiction indexes in Step 3
increases the proportion of the explained variance by more than two times. It rises up to
13% for parental support and to 7% for parental control. Social media addiction is a positive
predictor of parental support (b = 0.15, p < 0.001) and a negative predictor of parental
control (b = —0.06, p < 0.001). Happiness (b = 0.25, p < 0.001) contributes significantly and
positively to parental support.

3.2. Identification of the Groups of Children Whose Parents Demonstrate Different Mediation Strategies

Neighborhood-based clustering was used to identify the groups of children whose
parents demonstrated different levels of support and control over their internet and digital
media use. The parental support and parental control indexes were considered to be
quasicontinuous variables for the cluster analysis. Following Zhang and colleagues [53]
and Rousseeuw [54], the number of clusters was identified based on the analysis of the
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silhouette index, the likelihood-based information criteria (AIC and BIC), and the elbow
method. A number of models with two to five clusters were examined, and they all had
comparable AIC, BIC, and silhouette-indices values. The elbow method showed that the
three-cluster model explained more of the variation (70%) and was more interpretable.

As is shown in Figure 1, three groups of children were found. The first cluster includes
a group of children (40% of the sample) whose parents demonstrate the highest rate of
parental support and a moderate rate of parental control (Group 1, with the “enabling
mediation” parental strategy). The second cluster describes a group of children (15% of the
sample) whose parents have a high rate of support but a low rate of control (Group 2, with
the “instructive mediation” parental strategy). The third cluster consists of children (48%
of the sample) whose parents demonstrated a low rate of support and a moderate rate of
control (Group 3, with the “selective mediation” parental strategy).

1
) .

-0.5
-1
=15
—
-25

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3

m Parental support 0.82 0.578 -0.834

Parental control 0.307 -2.284 0.345

Figure 1. Results of the cluster analysis on parental support and parental control.

3.3. Characteristics of the Children for Whom Their Parents Demonstrate Different Mediation Strategies

A comparison between the children for whom their parents use different mediation
strategies was conducted with one-way ANOVA. We considered screen time and social
network time as the parameters of the children’s digital behavior [38], while social media
addiction and happiness we viewed as the negative and positive characteristics of the
children’s emotional condition. All scores in this figure are represented by z-scores; the
means for the indexes of digital behavior and emotional well-being in the investigated
groups are shown in Figure 2.

The results demonstrate that screen time (F (2 4008) = 73.11, p < 0.001) and social
network time (F (2 4008) = 28.59, p < 0.001) were the significant and main effectors on the
studied groups. It was found that Group 3 demonstrated the highest level of screen time
and social network time in comparison to Group 1 (t = 8.61, p < 0.001 and t = 4.89, p < 0.001,
respectively) and Group 2 (t = 10.73, p < 0.001 and t = 6.99, p < 0.001, respectively). The
main effect was also significant for social media addiction (F (2 4008) = 50.36, p < 0.001) and
happiness (F (2 4008) = 67.72, p < 0.001). The findings show that Group 2 demonstrated
a higher level of social network addiction than Group 1 (t = 8.24, p < 0.001) or Group 3
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(t =10.01, p < 0.001). The results for the happiness index indicate that Group 1 had the
highest level of this parameter, followed by Group 2 (t = 5.05, p < 0.001) and then Group 3
(t=11.60, p < 0.001).

o
U

Ul

>
[

(o]

(=]
[

>
(o]

(&5

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
m Screen time -0,102 -0,344 0.185
m Social networks time -0.056 -0.239 0.109
Social media addiction -0.015 0,401 -0.094
Happiness 0.217 -0.037 =017

Figure 2. Expressiveness of the parameters in the group of children for whom their parents used
different digital mediation strategies (z-scores). Group 1 has high parental support and moderate
parental control (enabling mediation). Group 2 has high support and low control (instructive
mediation). Group 3 has low support and moderate control (selective mediation).

4. Discussion

Our study aimed to investigate the behavioral and emotional predictors of parental
digital mediation and the differences among children influenced by specific digital media-
tion strategies of parents.

4.1. The Role of Behavioural (Social Network and Screen Time) and Emotional (Social Media
Addiction and Happiness) Characteristics in Parental Mediation

Social network time and screen time were considered to be characteristics of the chil-
dren’s digital behavior. Both of these parameters decrease parental support and increase
parental control. A probable explanation is that spending excessive time on social networks
or gadgets leads to behavioral [55], cognitive, and socioemotional problems [56]. Undoubt-
edly, parents pay attention to these changes and may adapt their mediation practices over
their children’s internet use to prevent the situation from getting worse.

In the regression analysis, social media addiction contributed a positive sign to parental
support and a negative sign to control. Earlier findings explained the negative correlation
between parental mediation and the children’s excessive media use through the rise in the
children’s addiction due to low parental attachment and subsequent parental indulgence of
excessive time spent on social networks or gadgets [57]. According to our findings, we can
speculate that the risk of a child’s social media addiction, which manifests itself in fear of
being prohibited from using social media or anxiety about unsuccessful attempts to reduce



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 57

9of 14

internet usage, causes parents to shift from passive control towards a more active position
and involves such practices as the enabling strategy [13]. But, on the other hand, it is also
possible that parents who show more support and less control may still raise children who
are social media addicts.

Happiness, in the current study, is a positive and significant predictor only for parental
support. It may be that this emotional dimension of well-being increases the involvement
of the parents in their children’s internet usage through teaching and explaining internet
use rules [48]. This influence may also come from the general family values for children’s
well-being and positive child—parent relationships. It is interesting that the emotional
condition of children does not necessarily matter in cases where parental digital control
is applied. It is almost certain that it is because there is more parental detachment in the
process of control through the technical functions of gadgets in contrast to other active
practices of digital mediation [24].

Age and gender were also investigated as predictors for parental digital mediation,
along with children’s digital behavior and the emotional dimensions of their well-being.
Age had a significant impact on parental support but not on parental control, whereas
gender had a significant impact on both parental support and control. Therefore, we may
conclude that our results are only partially consistent with the previous findings about
decreasing parental mediation over children’s internet use with age [33] and the evidence
that girls’ internet use is mostly mediated by active practices, while boys’ usage is regulated,
restrictively [37].

4.2. Groups of Children Whose Parents Demonstrate Different Mediation Strategies

Based on the children’s answers about their parents’ digital mediation, we detected
three strategies. The first group of children reported that their parents explained how to
use the internet safely and why some content is good or bad. The parents help them when
something on the internet bothers their children; they use parental control functions on
gadgets moderately and establish some internet use rules. We assume that this group of
children experiences a parental strategy that is similar to the enabling mediation strategy,
which was proposed by Livingstone and colleagues [13]. It was described as a set of
parental practices that allow children enough space for positive uses of the internet, such
as education and communication [4], but at the same time, establish strict limits and, thus,
provide safety.

The second group of children reported that their parents occasionally help them use
the internet and explain the safe ways to do this, but they do not use parental control
functions on gadgets and rarely impose internet use rules. We suppose that these children
are under the influence of the mediation strategy that may be called “instructive mediation”
because it combines parental guidance and little control [8,22].

The children from the final group reported that their parents do not reject their requests
to help them use the internet but rarely help personally, preferring to rely on parental control
functions over gadgets, such as blocking or filtering certain types of content and keeping
track of the content that children look at or the applications that they use. We presume
that the parents of the children in this group demonstrate a selective mediation strategy
because they combine restrictive practices with periodically used instructive actions [22].

This study did not find a hard restrictive approach as a separate strategy, as was
the case in previous studies (e.g., [4]). Earlier findings showed that absolute control over
children’s internet use or extremely strong restrictions do not foster children’s digital skills,
which, in turn, lowers their potential for professional development [13]. We believe that
the COVID—19 pandemic from 2020-2022, which caused a shift to distance learning, accel-
erated the digitalization of modern life [58-60], so this is probably why a certain number of
parents have decreased the level of their digital control and increased their support.
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4.3. Differences among Children Influenced by Different Parental Mediation Strategies

The results of our study indicate that children whose parents use the above-described
mediation strategies have some differences. Thus, we can guess that children under
parental enabling mediation are happier than others, and, in general, they do not spend
much time on social networks or on gadgets. Furthermore, they do not seem to tend
to social media addiction. A possible explanation for this might be that while technical
controls restrict children’s time on the internet and gadgets, the personal involvement
of parents in digital mediation and their interactions with children strengthen a positive
child-parent relationship, which leads to a higher rate of well-being in the children. Similar
findings and explanations were provided by earlier research [13,61]. Another possible
interpretation is that those children who demonstrate high levels of happiness and social
well-being are not prone to the overuse of digital devices [34].

According to our study, those children whose parents demonstrate instructive me-
diation spend minimal time on the internet or on social networks, but they demonstrate
the highest tendency for social media addiction of all the groups, and, overall, they do
not seem to be very happy. This is an intriguing finding that accords with the regression
result. The instructive mediation strategies imply a low level of digital control and, as we
assume, infrequent personal parental interference, which may explain why the children are
unhappy [62] and become addicted to social media [63]. At the same time, the children’s
fascination with the internet and digital devices might lead to parental detachment and
low control. It is possible that parents will find such keenness of their children conve-
nient and spend their free time on their own needs [12], but the overuse of this pattern
may increase the emotional distance between the parents and children and degrade the
children’s well-being.

Finally, children whose parents use selective mediation have the lowest level of happi-
ness. Despite spending a lot of time on gadgets, they are characterized by a low level of
social media addiction. A possible explanation for these low levels of happiness may be
inferred from the positive correlation between parental support and happiness. A lack of
parental participation in the children’s internet use may lead to emotional problems [64]. A
combination of high levels of screen and social network time and low levels of social media
addiction may be explained by the work of gadget filters and by the content that parents
select for their children [65].

5. Conclusions

This study investigates the relationship between children’s characteristics and parental
digital mediation. We looked at the predictors of parental mediation and the characteristics
of children whose parents demonstrate different approaches to the regulation of their
children’s internet and gadget use.

Previous research identified significant parental (e.g., age, gender, digital skills, etc.)
and environmental (e.g., culture, country of residence, etc.) factors [35,36], but there was
little information about the effect of children’s characteristics on parental digital mediation.
We found that children’s behaviors and emotional conditions may affect the choice of
parental mediation strategies. In particular, we may conclude that parental support is
related to children’s happiness, little time on social networks or screens, and low social
media addiction. Parental control, in turn, is related to more time spent on social networks
and screens, although children may not be addicted to social media. Moreover, parents
tend to support and control girls more than boys.

Three parental digital mediation strategies were identified—enabling mediation, in-
structive mediation, and selective mediation. A restrictive mediation strategy, which is
normally included in these classifications, was not found. We can assume that the reason
for this comes from the digitalization of life because the internet and social networks have
now become an integral part of contemporary life [3]. Besides, it was detected that children
whose parents use the strategies identified above demonstrate certain differences in their
digital behaviors and emotional conditions. We suppose that this happens due to the
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experience of various ratios of parental support and control. These differences in parental
behavior may stem from different proportions of feelings of attachment and detachment in
their relationships with their children. For example, digital control through the technical
functions of gadgets has less parental involvement and personal interest in contrast to
active practices of digital mediation, such as teaching or co-usage. But this assumption
about the effect of child—parent emotional relationships on parental digital mediation needs
further investigation.

The findings of the current research have practical implications for parents, as well as
for specialists and consultants who develop digital parenting educational programs. It is
important to convey to parents that the children need their involvement when using the
internet. The enabling mediation strategy appears to be a good way to improve children’s
well-being. Parents should know that low parental digital control, the pathological use of
the internet, and advanced social media addiction may be the outcomes of child—parent
alienation, but at the same time, digital control has to provide children with individual
space for study and rest.

The current research has some limitations. Firstly, the cross-sectional design does not
provide enough data for a discussion on the age dynamics related to children’s characteris-
tics when the parental digital mediation effect is taken into account. Secondly, selfreported
methods provided only the children’s opinions about their digital behaviors, emotional
condition, and parental mediation practices. In order to expand the database, future studies
must include parents and use more objective measures, such as observation or a daily
digital diary. Then these limitations may become the basis for future research.
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