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Digital Parenting in the Netherlands
Putting Theory into Practice

Jos de Haan, Peter Nikken & Annemarie Wennekers

Abstract

In this chapter, we explore the Dutch situation on parental guidance of young children’s 
media use. Since 2009, several scientific research projects on parental mediation have been 
supported by our ministries of Welfare and of Culture and produced practical outcomes. 
The empirical knowledge has laid the foundation for evidence-based parenting support, 
which contributes to the safe and playful use of the internet and the development of digital 
skills of children, both at home and in schools and day-care centers. For teachers, librarians, 
doctors, and workers in day-care centers, training programs are developed to make them 
more knowledgeable about children, media and parental mediation. As always in an evolv-
ing research agenda there are the “known unknowns”. Therefore, this chapter concludes 
with a sketch of the white spots in our knowledge and a brief agenda for future research.

Keywords: parental mediation, digital skills, evidence-based practice, young children, 
research agenda

Introduction
Nowadays, children grow up in a media landscape that has changed dramatically. Within 
the time span of a single generation, people’s choice for media consumption has expanded 
from a relative scarce selection of traditional one-way mass media (print, radio and 
television) to access to virtually all of the world’s news and entertainment, anywhere, 
anytime, anyhow and above all, interactive (Kaul, 2012). As a result, media now play a 
central role in many people’s daily routines, affecting all life domains. Moreover, media 
use starts at an increasingly early age. In this chapter, we discuss challenges parents face 
in guiding their young children up to about the age of 7 in this rapidly changing media 

de Haan, Jos; Nikken, Peter & Wennekers, Annemarie (2018). Digital Parenting in the Netherlands. Putting Theory into 
Practice p. 157-165 in Giovanna Mascheroni, Cristina Ponte & Ana Jorge (eds.) Digital Parenting. The Challenges for Families 
in the Digital Age. Göteborg: Nordicom.



158

Jos de Haan, Peter Nikken & Annemarie Wennekers

environment, as well as the options for practical support they are provided with. Our 
discussion focuses on the Netherlands, a digitally advanced country that provides a 
relevant context, because almost all parents and children use the internet, and because 
media-literacy has been high on the agenda already since 2005. 

In the Netherlands, the digitalization took place relatively fast (De Haan, 2010). 
From the mid 1980’s onwards personal computers entered Dutch households, in the 
beginning mostly used by adults for professional tasks. The internet found its easy way 
into Dutch houses due to the wide availability of telephone landlines and high cable 
television penetration. In the period between 1995 and 2010, the internet evolved from 
a gadget for a small group of users to a source of entertainment and information for 
almost everyone, with families with children amongst the early adopters. The intro-
duction of routers helped expanding the use of media technology at home and mobile 
technology even outpaced the internet adoption rate. Smartphones and tablets found 
their ways into the family, especially because they seem to attract (very) young children 
(Nikken & Schols, 2015), which is not surprising considering the way the technology fits 
the developmental attributes of infants and toddlers: “motion with interesting sounds, 
high-contrast images, new and constantly changing experiences, and instant feedback 
that fosters a sense of control” (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017: 51).

With the expansion of media devices at home as well as mobile technology outside 
these homes, parental control over children’s media use has reached new levels of 
complexity (Livingstone et al., 2015; Nikken & de Haan, 2015; Nikken & Opree, forth-
coming). That is, parents see several benefits of media use for their young children, 
who can be avid digital media users, and for themselves (Gutnick et al., 2011; Ofcom, 
2016; Plowman, McPake & Stephens, 2010). However, intensified use of new media also 
comes with increasing risks for children and challenges for parents that are not resolved 
easily. Moreover, parents are faced with strong opinions in the societal and scientific 
debate about whether or how very young children should use media (e.g. Radesky & 
Christakis, 2016).

In this chapter, we first describe current media use of young children in the Nether-
lands, followed by a discussion of ways in which Dutch parents mediate their children’s 
media use and the problems they face in doing so. Then, we provide an overview of 
initiatives that have been implemented in the Netherlands in recent years to support 
parents in guiding their children in the digital domain. We conclude the chapter with 
a short discussion of unresolved questions and challenges and a brief agenda for future 
research.

The media life of children
In the Netherlands, as in many other countries, children grow up in media-rich homes 
and are going online at ever younger ages. As most research has focused on teenagers, 
little is known about younger children’s interactions with those technologies (Cha-
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udron, 2015) nor about how parents value the mediation of their children’s media use 
(Nikken & Opree, forthcoming). Research in the Netherlands, nevertheless, showed 
that quite some 0 to 7-year old children possess their own devices (Nikken & Schols, 
2015), whereas the average media consumption from electronic screens varies for this 
age group between one hour per day in low media use families and about three hours 
in high media use families (Nikken, 2017).

Notwithstanding the media-rich context in which children grow up and moral 
concern about children’s compulsive use of screens, most children maintain a healthy 
balance between playing digital games, watching videos and performing other non-
digital activities (Chaudron, 2015). As such, for most young children safe and playful 
use of media technologies contributes to their development and to their digital skills. 
Both at home and in schools and day-care centres, children learn basic computer skills 
in games by trial and error, without much instruction from parents or teachers (De 
Haan & Huysmans, 2002). This learning-by-doing is an expression of a self-confident 
and fearless manner in which many children go about using media devices and the 
internet (De Haan et al., 2011). Especially basic operational skills are easily and quickly 
acquired, together with various metacognitive skills, such as the ability to solve problems 
and to contextualize knowledge when using media content (Shaffer, 2008). Children, 
however, are not a homogeneous group and differ in their level of media skills. Chil-
dren from families with moderate, high and very high levels of media use are more 
cognitively media-literate than children from low media use families (Walrave et al., 
2012; Nikken, 2017). Notwithstanding a general positive image of young children’s 
media use, each child encounters situations for which they lack skills and confidence, 
and thus have to ask for help (Livingstone et al., 2011). At around the age of 6 or 7, for 
example, social interaction becomes very important for children, but the quality of their 
digital interactions can be hindered by their lagging state of cognitive development, 
and their imperfect reading and writing skills (Chaudron, 2015). At these moments, 
parents in particular are very important as a source for support, advice and guidance 
(Nikken & Jansz, 2014).

Mediation strategies of Dutch parents
Being able to access the internet from anywhere challenges parents to stay involved 
with their children in the digital world. By means of this involvement, also known as 
parental mediation, they can influence the media practices of their children. Parental 
mediation refers to the intentional routines that parents use to guide their children’s 
media use, entailing “any strategy parents use to control, supervise or interpret media 
content for children” (Warren, 2001: 212), but also to creating the media-ecology chil-
dren are growing up in (Nikken & Schols, 2015). The most common parental mediation 
practices have been classified as restrictive mediation (limiting media use, in terms of 
time, location or content), active mediation (discussing media content with the child, 
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providing explanations or giving instructions), co-use (sharing in the experience of 
the child’s media use), supervision (keeping an eye out while the child is using media), 
monitoring (checking the child’s online activities afterwards), and technical restrictions 
(using “parental controls” to regulate or block inappropriate content). 

The types of mediation strategies parents use have been found to depend on several 
parent and family characteristics (see for example Livingstone & Helsper, 2008; Nikken 
& Jansz, 2014; Nikken & Schols, 2015; Sonck et al., 2013). A parent’s belief about the 
effects of media use, for example, is highly important for which strategies the parent 
applies. A survey in 2013 among Dutch parents of 0 to 7-year old children showed that 
those who expect positive outcomes of media more often exert supervision, co-use 
and active mediation, whereas parents who believe children are affected negatively 
by media content are more likely to supervise, restrict and use technical restrictions 
(Nikken & Schols, 2015). Furthermore, parents who are convinced that media are too 
complicated for their child more often use (technical) restrictions, and – with a lower 
use – also less often supervise and co-use media. Also, parents in larger families apply 
all mediation types – except co-use – more often than parents with fewer children, and 
lower-educated parents more often use technical restrictions than higher-educated 
parents. Finally, fathers are less likely to supervise their child’s media use than moth-
ers, and parents with higher levels of media use are less likely to guide their child with 
active or restrictive mediation.

Parental mediation strategies are also related to certain characteristics of 0 to 7-year 
old children (Nikken & Schols, 2015). Interestingly, Dutch parents apply all types of 
mediation more often when their child is a skilled user of media. In particular, active 
and restrictive mediation and technical restrictions are exerted more often on these 
skilled children. The child’s screen time is not related to mediation strategies, but 
children are less often supervised when they have media devices of their own in their 
room. Furthermore, all mediation strategies are applied to children’s educational gam-
ing. Parental supervision and co-use are paralleled by more use of entertainment media, 
and technical restrictions are often applied to children’s engagement in social media 
activities. Finally, parents apply somewhat more active and restrictive mediation on 7 
to 9-year old children, but do not seem to vary the type of mediation between their 
sons or daughters.

Challenges Dutch parents face in guiding their children’s media use
The changing media landscape introduces complex challenges for parents. The most 
common mediation problems that Dutch parents face with children aged 0 to 7-years 
old are: Concerns about what is a normal amount of time for a child to spend on media; 
how to recognize appropriate websites, apps, or games; how to best control children’s 
daily media use; how to help a child that is engaged with media; and how to guarantee 
children’s online safety (Nikken & de Haan, 2015; Nikken & Opree, forthcoming). Most 
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respondents feel rather competent in their parental mediation, but almost one out of 
eight parents find it difficult to mediate their child’s media use (Nikken & de Haan, 
2015). Moreover, if parents are asked more specific questions about their mediation 
practices they indicate even lower levels of confidence: one in five has doubts about 
their active mediation/co-use, one in four about restrictive mediation and two out of 
five about applying technical restrictions (Nikken & Opree, forthcoming). 

Certain parent, child and family characteristics are found to be systematically as-
sociated with the problems parents may encounter when guiding their children’s media 
use, as well as with parents’ confidence in their own mediation capabilities (Nikken & 
de Haan, 2015). The prevalence of mediation concerns is higher among parents who 
have negative – as compared to more neutral – views on media’s influence on children, 
as well as among parents whose young child is engaged in social media activities, and 
among parents who also have older children living at home. Confidence in their own 
mediation capabilities is higher for parents who view media as being positive for chil-
dren and for parents who have other younger or other older children living at home. 
Moreover, parents who reported that their child is skilled with digital media are more 
confident in their own mediation practices, like parents whose child often engages in 
educational games. Oppositely, parents feel less competent when their young child 
engages in social media activities (Nikken & de Haan, 2015). 

The study by Nikken and de Haan (2015) also sheds light on the factors that enhance 
or decrease parents’ use of non-professional and professional information sources. 
In general, parents indicate that they are more likely to turn to family and friends 
than to professional sources when in doubt about their mediation practices. Parents 
who experience mediation problems are more likely to use both types of information 
sources. Moreover, professional sources are consulted more often by parents who feel 
less confident in their mediation, by fathers, parents who do not have older children at 
home, and parents whose children are engaged in social media and video communicat-
ing. Higher educated parents and parents with a negative view on media’s influence on 
children more often turn to family and friends for advice. 

These findings have implications for professionals in the area of parenting support. 
In order to make sure parents are provided with the right information, practitioners 
might have to reach out to parents more actively – both in person and by means of 
online support – with attractive and useful information that relates to parents’ con-
cerns about children’s media use. Specific attention should be given to the role of social 
media, since parents reported more mediation problems, lower confidence about their 
mediation, and higher need of support when their young child had an interest in the 
use of social media. The fact that most social media applications are not intended to be 
used by young children might be part of the struggle parents have when their young 
children start using social media. The study also underscores that initiatives aiming at 
media-literacy and parenting support by professionals should take into account parent’s 
feelings of competence. In most cases, it suffices to provide parents plain information 
about media use in relationship to children’s development, but for parents who are less 
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confident more practical support in how to guide young children’s digital media use 
seems important too to make them more confident. Parents who are well-informed 
and well-equipped can make better judgements as to which media activities suit their 
child’s development best (Nikken & de Haan, 2015).

Best practices of parenting support in the digital domain
Already in 2005, when internet use by young children was still rather low, the Dutch 
National Advisory Board on Cultural Affairs (Raad voor Cultuur) advised the govern-
ment to launch a national program aimed at raising public awareness for media-literacy 
(Raad voor Cultuur, 2005). The advice led to the implementation of Mediawijzer.net, an 
independent network organization which promotes and facilitates all kinds of initiatives 
in the domain of media-education, parental mediation, content production, awareness 
campaigns and research on the literate use of media (Mediawijzer, 2018) The network is 
financially supported by the ministry of Education, Culture and Science (OCW), and is 
promoted in local communities mainly by public libraries. In 2017 the network consisted 
of well over 1,100 members, including libraries, universities, primary and secondary 
schools, non-profit organizations such as Mijn kind online (My child online) and many 
professionals who as media producers or psychological or pedagogical specialists create 
materials and provide services for children or parents. In some projects, these mem-
bers collaborate with industry partners such as Google, Facebook and Solcon/KPN or 
Vodafone (who also organize activities themselves on issues such as awareness raising, 
parent support and the development of digital skills). Every year, in November and in 
April the network organizes national campaigns promoting awareness about parental 
mediation and media-literacy in schools, welfare organizations, parenting support 
institutions and libraries. Also, every year Mediawijzer awards interesting co-creation 
initiatives that contribute to media-literacy and mediation in the Netherlands. 

As a result of the above-mentioned advice by the Raad voor Cultuur in 2005, various 
educational trajectories have also been established to train and professionalize employees 
of for example schools or libraries on the topic of media-literacy. One of these initia-
tives has resulted in media-coaches, of which the Netherlands now have about 800 that 
function as media-brokers in the community and organize parent-teacher meetings or 
other initiatives that contribute to awareness about technical issues of media use (e.g 
Nationale Opleiding Media Coach, 2018). From 2017 on, a special training for library 
employees in the Netherlands will be organized by the Koninklijke Bibliotheek (National 
Library of the Netherlands) in collaboration with the Netherlands Youth Institute. This 
training is aimed at deepening the knowledge of librarians and media-coaches in the 
domain of media pedagogical issues, and is largely based on state-of-the-art academic 
research on children and media. As of 2012, the Windesheim University of Applied 
Science also offers a unique international minor for students in Social Work, specifically 
aimed at media use in the family and media-literacy (Windesheim, 2018). Each year, 
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about 50 students complete this program – which so far is the only full minor in the 
Netherlands on media and parental mediation, next to four other minors on media-
didactics in school – and find employment in education (support) and youth work. 
The minor is directly connected to a “child and media” professorship at the university, 
and thus incorporates the latest academic findings on children, media and parenting. 

Inspired and supported by the Mediawijzer network, the Netherlands Youth Insti-
tute in 2015 launched the Toolbox Mediaopvoeding (Toolbox on parental mediation), 
an information set with about 20 fact- and tip sheets about children and media for 
professionals in healthcare, parent support, or education (NJI, 2018). In contrast to 
the usual parent advice, this information is age specific – keeping account of child 
developmental characteristics between 0 and 18 years. Furthermore, it is validated by 
academic knowledge, addresses both negative and positive outcomes of media use for 
children, and specifically also addresses children with a mental disability. It also offers 
hands-on suggestions for organizing an effective parent meeting. At the moment, the 
toolbox is extended with additional information on parental mediation in families 
with a non-Dutch cultural background or functional illiteracy. The toolbox, which is 
financed by the ministry of Welfare, has been heartedly welcomed by professionals in 
the field who can now support parents with validated information about children and 
media. These professionals emphasize the importance of parental involvement in shared 
media usage and their consistency in guidance. They also give parents more insight into 
how young children experience media so they can make deliberate choices for what 
does (not) fit their level of development. Thirdly, they emphasize a healthy balance of 
activities throughout the day.

Other interesting Dutch initiatives which are directly aimed at parents, rather than 
at professional workers, are Mediaopvoeding.nl and Kijkwijzer. The former consists of 
a website where parents can post questions about children and media that are answered 
by professional pedagogues, psychologists or other experts in parental mediation. The 
conversations are placed anonymously on the website and attract many interested visi-
tors who may have the same concerns in their family situation. The website was cre-
ated and launched as a cooperation of three non-for-profit organizations with a grant 
from Mediawijzer and attracts about a few thousand visitors per month who mostly 
are reading texts. 

Kijkwijzer is the national rating system for almost all audiovisual productions offered 
in television, cinema and on DVDs (Kijkwijzer, 2018). Like PEGI which was developed 
for video games on the basis of Kijkwijzer, the rating system informs parents and children 
about potential harm of the content for children under specific ages (6, 9, 12, and 16 
years) and indicates which type of content may induce these negative effects (violence, 
fear, sex, alcohol/drugs, discrimination, and rude language). The system is based on 
both scientific literature on children and media (Tan et al., 2002) and on regular surveys 
among parents tapping their needs for information and support. The age classifications 
and content indicators are provided in television-guides, newspapers, film posters, film- 
and DVD-boxes and via apps and websites. Kijkwijzer is the joint enterprise of three 



164

Jos de Haan, Peter Nikken & Annemarie Wennekers

ministries (Culture, Welfare and Justice), the media industry (public and commercial 
television, retail, and cinema) and academic advisors specialized in child development 
and communication studies. It was launched in 2001 and has been highly appreciated 
by the Dutch population right from the start. 

A shared element in almost all initiatives mentioned above is the strong cooperation 
between organizations from different domains. In doing so, commercial and non-profit 
foundations work together with the government and with research institutions to reach 
a common goal: to inform or empower parents and/or children in families. 

Conclusion: The future of digital parenting
The media landscape will continue to change. In the near future it is likely that virtual 
reality, augmented reality and the internet of things will become entangled with the 
media practices of young children. It is important to keep a close watch on these practices 
and their additional opportunities and risks. This will also call for new initiatives for 
guidance and support by parents and teachers. In the ever-changing media landscape 
there is never a final answer to what the best practices are for parental mediation. It 
is therefore important to further develop our shared knowledge in order to provide 
solid guidelines on what parents should or should not do. Notwithstanding the many 
initiatives that have been taken in the Netherlands in the domain of media-literacy and 
families with young children, we would like to indicate three gaps in our knowledge. 
First, reliable measures of young children’s media use in relation to their non-media 
activities are scarce, specifically regarding non-traditional Dutch families. Secondly, it 
is important to know which parenting support initiatives make a significant contribu-
tion to parental mediation, and specifically under which circumstances, and for which 
parents or children. Finally, we need more insight into how media devices and modern 
technology can assist young children’s development and how the school and home 
environment can best contribute to make a difference. 
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