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Abstract

Background and Aim: In recent decades, the pervasive influence of digital media on family privacy has
fundamentally transformed the landscape of parent-child interactions and educational processes. This study
aims to analyze the media mediation strategies employed by parents in managing their children's interactions
with screen media and the virtual space.

Data and Method: The research was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological approach. Through
purposive criterion sampling, 15 parents of children aged 0-7 years in the city of Yazd, who actively managed
their children's screen media consumption, were selected. Data collection reached theoretical saturation at the
15th semi-structured interview. The gathered data were analyzed using Colaizzi's method.

Findings: The analysis of parents' lived experiences revealed that they employ a range of interventionist
strategies, including active media mediation, restrictive access approach, media co-consumption, and risky
mediation, in response to their children's use of screen media. These mediation techniques provide crucial tools
for effectively managing children's interactions with the digital realm.

Conclusion: Parental media mediation is a dynamic and variable social action that continuously adapts to the
child's media engagement and online behaviors. Consequently, depending on the child's specific activities and
presence in the digital environment, parents employ varied media interventions.

Keywords: Media mediation, parents, children, screen lived experience, Yazd.

Key Message: The results indicate that parents engage in dynamic processes regarding media mediation,
thereby facilitating children's socialization within communication media. The findings open new avenues for
media education within the family sphere, offering innovative strategies for parental media literacy training.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

With the rapid expansion of digital technologies and screen media, family communication
patterns have undergone fundamental changes, and, exposing children to digital media from
the earliest years of life. The growing presence of digital devices in everyday life has created
novel learning and entertainment opportunities, while simultaneously raising critical
concerns regarding the cognitive, social, and emotional development of young children.
Parents serve as the primary and most vital mediators between the child and cyberspace.
Consequently, their methods of guiding, controlling, or accompanying their children play a
decisive role in determining the quality of children’s engagement with media. This study aims
to explore parents’ lived experiences of media mediation strategies in interaction with their
children, emphasizing the diverse approaches utilized by parents to manage young children’s
screen media consumption.

Methods and Data
The study employed a qualitative phenomenological method based on Colaizzi’s framework.

The participants comprised parents of children aged 0 to 7 years residing in Yazd, Iran, whose
children had prior experience with screen media. Data were collected through 15 in-depth,
semi-structured interviews and were analyzed after reaching theoretical saturation. The
analytical process followed seven stages, namely familiarization with the data, extraction of
significant statements, formulation of meanings, clustering of themes, integration of results,
comprehensive description of the phenomenon, and validation of findings through participant
and expert review.

Findings

The analysis showed that parents utilize a wide range of strategies to manage their
children’s digital behaviors. These strategies were categorized into four main themes and
fourteen subthemes:

Active Media Mediation: This theme includes parents’ strategic substitutions, effective
agency, substitute incentives, parental gatekeeping, and the prevention of digital attachment.
In this form of mediation, parents engage actively through discussion, content explanation,
emotional regulation, and the use of non-digital alternatives. They select appropriate content,
create face-to-face interactions alongside real-life learning opportunities, and help reduce the
child’s dependency on screen media.

Access Strategies: This dimension consisted of content supervision, digital prohibitions,
media use rules, and access control measures. Parents set specific rules, define strict time
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limits, utilize parental-control software, and monitor their children’s activities, either directly
or indirectly, to balance digital freedom with structural discipline. This approach was
predominantly observed among families with higher levels of media literacy who sought to
preserve children’s independence while minimising exposure to harmful or excessive content.

Media Co-Use: This strategy refers to situations in which parents and children utilize
media together. Parents engage in shared activities such as watching films, playing digital
games, or browsing online content with their children. This joint engagement provides both
educational and supervisory benefits, enhances the child’s sense of emotional security,
encourages parent-child dialogue, and strengthens foundational family bonds.

Risky Mediation: This category includes uninformed parents, digital neglect, and
uncontrolled media use. In these families, parents—often due to a lack of awareness, digital
inexperience, economic stress, or limited time—fail to manage their children’s screen use
effectively. Consequently, children use various media freely and without supervision,
exposing them to critical cognitive, behavioral, and ethical risks.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings revealed that parents do not adhere to a single, fixed pattern of mediation.
Rather, parental media mediation is a dynamic process influenced by the child’s age,
parenting style, level of media literacy, available parental time, and socio-cultural family
values. Parents with more active approaches tended to maintain stronger engagement with
their children, emphasizing learning, open dialogue, and emotional regulation. In contrast, in
busy families or those characterized by low media literacy, digital neglect and unstructured
media use were significantly more prevalent.

The results align with the theoretical models proposed by Livingstone, Krcmar, and Clark,
highlighting that family communication styles—ranging from open discussion and
participation to restrictive control—play a crucial role in the development of children’s media
literacy and digital socialization.

A major innovative finding of this study is the identification of the parental gatekeeping
concept as a localized form of active mediation. This refers to parents’ selective and filtering
role in approving, restricting, or curating media content for their children. The concept holds
particular relevance for policy-making in digital parenting and media education in Iran.

The study further demonstrated that aware and media-literate parents can effectively
reduce children’s screen time and prevent digital dependency by providing alternative
activities such as physical play, reading, drawing, music, and social interaction with peers.
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Conversely, parental absence or inconsistent rules encourage children to seek unregulated,
compensatory engagement with screens.

From a practical perspective, the findings underscore the urgent need for media literacy
education for both parents and children. Families who understand the distinct functions,
structural risks, and smart-use strategies of digital media are better equipped to utilize
cyberspace for cognitive, linguistic, and emotional development while minimizing potential
harm.

At a broader level, the study highlights the importance of developing educational and
supportive programs for Iranian parents, aimed at empowering them with digital skills and
helping them adapt mediation strategies that are consistent with localized cultural and family
values. The findings can guide educators, public media platforms, and cultural policymakers in
designing effective frameworks for digital parenting and child-centered media content.

Ultimately, the lived experiences of Yazdi parents demonstrated that media mediation is a
multifaceted and context-dependent phenomenon—a combination of care, education,
restriction, dialogue, and occasionally, neglect. Addressing this complexity requires a flexible
and context-sensitive approach rooted in the cultural, economic, and technological realities of
Iranian society. Enhancing media literacy, redefining the parental role in the digital
environment, and fostering constructive interactions among the child, family, and media can
pave the way for a healthier digital upbringing for future generations.
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