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Abstract 
Many parents fail to interact with their children regularly about media content and past 
research has identified few predictors of parents’ engagement in parental mediation 
behaviors. This correlational study explored the relationship between parents’ critical 
thinking about media and parents’ provision of both active and restrictive mediation of 
television content. Results revealed that parents’ critical thinking about media is 
positively associated with both active and restrictive mediation, relationships mediated 
by parents’ attitudes toward parent-child interactions about media. These findings 
suggest that media literacy programs aimed at improving parents’ critical thinking about 
media may be an effective way to alter children’s responses to media exposure and that 
these media literacy programs should promote positive attitudes toward parental 
mediation. 
 
Keywords: media literacy, parental mediation, media effects, children, media, 
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 Research shows that parent-child media-related interactions—often 
referred to as parental mediation behaviors—are an effective way to alter the 
influence of media exposure on children’s well-being (Austin, Hust, & Kistler, 
2009; Chakroff & Nathanson, 2008; Nathanson, 2001). Due to consistent 
empirical evidence showing parental mediation enhances positive effects and 
prevents negative effects of media exposure on children’s well-being (Buijzen & 
Valkenburg, 2005; Chakroff & Nathanson, 2008), scholars, educators, and 
pediatricians have called on parents to involve themselves more actively in 
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discussing and monitoring their children’s media use (AAP, 2011; Brown, 
Shifrin, & Hill, 2015). Despite recommendations, the majority of youth in the 
United States report they do not function under any rules or restrictions from 
their parents regarding the type or amount of television content they can watch 
(Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010). Furthermore, parents report that they talk 
with their children about television even less than they set rules (Vittrup, 2009). 
In order to influence children’s responses to media exposure positively, 
researchers should determine what can be done to identify factors that predict 
parents’ motivations to be more involved with their children’s media use. 

Previous research found parents who engage in parental mediation tend to 
be motivated by negative attitudes about media content and by concern about 
potentially negative effects of media exposure (Bybee, Robinson, & Turow, 
1982; Mendoza, 2009). Some of the goals of adult media literacy programs (see 
Leivens, 2015) include increasing one’s ability to think critically about media 
(Austin, Pinkleton, Radanielina-Hita, & Ran, 2015) and empowering parents to 
make good choices about their children’s media exposure through increased 
knowledge about the potential effects of media exposure (AAP, 2011). It is 
possible that parents with greater ability to think critically about media are more 
likely to engage in parental mediation. The present study investigated the 
relationship between parents’ critical thinking about media, attitudes about 
parent-child interactions about media, and parental mediation behaviors. 
 

Media Literacy among Parents 
The present study conceptualizes media literacy as one’s ability to 

decode, evaluate, and analyze media content in a variety of formats 
(Aufderheide, 1993; Center for Media Literacy, 2015). Most media literacy 
intervention research involves programs aimed at improving the media literacy 
skills of children, including the ability to analyze media content and sources 
critically (Austin et al., 2015). In order to teach media literacy skills to children, 
adults (i.e., parents and teachers) should have higher levels of media literacy, 
although this is not always the case (Potter, 2014). Teachers, those most often 
involved with implementing media literacy programs in schools, receive little—
if any—media education and rarely discuss media literacy concepts in training or 
staff development (Kellner & Share, 2005). Similarly, pediatricians receive little 
media literacy training, as less than one-third of accredited pediatrician residency 
programs teach their students about the influences of media exposure on the 
well-being of children and adolescents (Rich & Bar-on, 2001). Pediatricians 
lacking training on media literacy seems understandable given the wealth of 
other information needed to be conveyed during residency, but that leaves only 
one other group of adults with the potential to regularly interact with children 
about media, and this is parents. 

Parental media literacy levels may be even lower than those of teachers 
and pediatricians because parents rely on the expertise of child development and 
healthcare professionals to provide information for parenting decisions (Rich, 
2014). In addition, parental mediation efforts are often not based on theory or 
research, but rather parents’ personal experiences (Potter, 2010). Parents are 
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relatively unaware of the effects that media messages can have on attitudes and 
behaviors, whereas such awareness is present among people with higher levels of 
media literacy (Potter, 2010). Parents also tend to believe their own children are 
at less risk of being affected by exposure to sexual and violent media content 
than other children (Meirick, Sims, Gilchrist, & Croucher, 2009; Nathanson, 
Eveland, Park, & Paul, 2002; Tsfati, Ribak, & Cohen, 2005). A lack of 
awareness of potential media effects corresponds with parents’ lack of concern 
about media content to which their children are exposed. For example, survey 
research found that most adults are not bothered “a lot” by violent and sexual 
media content in the U.S. (Pew, 2005) and the U.K. (Ofcom, 2014). Interviews 
with parents have found a similar lack of concern (Jordan, Hersey, McDivitt, & 
Heitzler, 2006). 

If parents have low levels of media literacy, then one may expect their 
children to have little access to developing their own media literacy skills, as 
parents are in the best position to influence their children’s responses to media 
exposure (Browne, 1999; Hogan, 2001). Indeed, scholars have called for the 
provision of information about media content to parents in order to influence 
children’s media exposure more positively (Bushman & Cantor, 2003). When 
parents do make attempts to influence children’s responses to media exposure, 
parental mediation takes place. 
 

Parental Mediation 
Parental mediation refers to parent-child interactions about media and 

generally encompasses three types of activities: active mediation, restrictive 
mediation, and coviewing. Active mediation refers to parent-child conversations 
about media and media content. Restrictive mediation refers to parent-enacted 
rules and restrictions related to children’s media use. Coviewing refers to parents 
consuming media messages with their children (Nathanson, 2001; Valkenburg, 
Krcmar, Peeters, & Marseille, 1999). Parents who engage in consistent parental 
mediation do so with the intent to impact how, and the extent to which, media 
exposure influences children (Rasmussen, 2013). Parents concerned with media 
content and its effects employ parental mediation behaviors to protect their 
children’s well-being (Nathanson et al., 2002). Researchers regard parental 
mediation as the enactment of parental media literacy (Mendoza, 2009) or as the 
sharing of parental media literacy skills with children (Austin et al., 2015). There 
are, however, few studies examining the relationship between parental media 
literacy and parental mediation activities. As Mendoza (2009) notes, “media 
literacy and the field of parent media education lack conversation with the 
parental mediation literature” (p. 29).   

Only a handful of studies explore aspects of the relationship between 
parental media literacy and parental mediation practices. For example, a survey 
of parents found that media literacy, represented largely by the parents’ critical 
thinking toward media sources and content, was positively associated with 
parents’ expectations that any future conversations they might have with their 
children about certain media messages would positively influence children’s 
well-being (Austin et al., 2015). In addition, the ability of parents to assess food 
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advertising critically associated positively with more parent-child discussions 
about advertising claims (Hindin, Contento, & Gussow, 2004). The extant 
literature currently lacks research that examines the relationship between parents’ 
ability to think critically about media and parental mediation of children’s 
television exposure. Past research does suggest, however, that the relationship 
between parents’ critical thinking about media, as one indicator of parental 
media literacy, and parental mediation is likely mediated by parents’ attitudes 
toward these media-related interactions. 
 

Attitudes Toward Media-Related Interactions with Children 
Because of the strength of parents’ influence on children (Pequegnat & 

Szapocznik, 2000), many interventions designed to alter children’s behaviors 
first attempt to change parenting behaviors, which, in turn, have been shown to 
alter children’s attitudes and behaviors (Hutchinson & Wood, 2007). These 
communication interventions aim to bolster protective parenting behaviors and 
skills by altering parents’ knowledge about the risks their children face and by 
altering parents’ attitudes about parent-child communication and other protective 
parenting behaviors (see, e.g., Maria, Markham, Bluethmann, & Mullen, 2015). 
A review of these interventions found that programs often succeed at improving 
parents’ attitudes toward sexual health communication and, ultimately, at 
increasing parent-child sexual health communication (Maria et al., 2015). Such 
increased engagement with these protective communication behaviors appears to 
result from the interventions’ influence on parents’ attitudes toward the 
protective behaviors. Similarly, we should expect parents who are more able to 
think critically about media to have more positive attitudes toward those 
behaviors that they know will decrease their children’s susceptibility to negative 
effects of media exposure, such as parental mediation, than those who are less 
able to think critically about media. In this study, both active and restrictive 
mediation are considered protective parental mediation behaviors. Similar to past 
research, coviewing was excluded from this study because it is relatively 
ineffective at protecting children from undesirable media effects (see 
Valkenburg, Piotrowski, Hermanns, & de Leeuw, 2013) and because coviewing 
is more common among parents who have a positive attitude about television 
(see, e.g., Austin & Pinkleton, 2001; Dorr, Kovaric, & Doubleday, 1989; 
Nathanson, 2001). Therefore, we predicted: 

 
H1:  Parents’ critical thinking about media will be positively associated 

with their attitudes toward (a) active and (b) restrictive mediation. 
 

Attitude-Behavior Relationship 
Attitudes toward behaviors consistently predict behavioral intentions (for 

a review see Ajzen, 2012) and behaviors themselves (see, e.g., Kraus, 1995; 
McEachan, Conner, Taylor, & Lawton, 2011). If attitudes about a behavior can 
be changed, then behaviors are likely also modifiable (Smith & Mackie, 2007). 
For example, theories predicting behavior through a reasoned action approach 
(see Ajzen, 2012) suggest that attitudes are highly predictive of behaviors. 
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Attitudes are often stronger predictors of behaviors than other constructs such as 
subjective norms (O’Keefe, 2002).  

The consistent relationship between attitudes and behaviors has been 
demonstrated in a broad range of parenting research, beginning as early as when 
adults make a decision to become a parent. For example, adults’ positive 
attitudes about childbearing correlate to rates of marital childbearing (Barber, 
2001). Parents’ attitudes toward using medicine to reduce a child’s fever are also 
related to their intentions to use medication when a child has a fever (Walsh, 
Edwards, & Fraser, 2009). Past research indicates that parents are more likely to 
intend to engage in parent-child communication if they have positive attitudes 
toward parent-child communication (Hutchinson & Wood, 2007). And, although 
parents’ attitudes about media content are highly predictive of parental mediation 
(Valkenburg et al., 1999; Warren, 2001), no research to date investigates the 
relationship between attitudes toward parental mediation and actual provision of 
parental mediation. Therefore, the present study tests the following predictions: 

 
H2:  Parents’ positive attitudes toward active mediation will be 

positively associated with the frequency of their provision of 
active mediation. 

H3:  Parents’ attitudes toward restrictive mediation will be positively 
associated with the frequency of their provision of restrictive 
mediation. 

  
By combining the previous hypotheses, we are able to construct a 

proposed mediation model predicting that parents’ critical thinking about media 
will be positively associated with the frequency of their provision of parental 
mediation through its relationship with parents’ attitudes toward parental 
mediation. Specifically, we predicted: 

 
H4:  Parents’ critical thinking about media will be positively associated 

with parents’ positive attitudes toward active mediation, which 
will in turn be associated with the frequency of parents’ provision 
of active mediation. 

H5:  Parents’ critical thinking about media will be positively associated 
with parents’ positive attitudes toward restrictive mediation, 
which will in turn be associated with the frequency of parents’ 
provision of restrictive mediation. 

 
Method 

Participants 
One hundred and seventy seven parents of children ages 4-11 (M = 7.28, 

SD = 1.56) in the United States recruited via Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an 
online task completion service, participated in the study. MTurk offers 
researchers a platform to collect information from an adult sample and has been 
used increasingly across the social sciences (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 
2011; Casler, Bickel, & Hackett, 2013), as well as specifically in communication 
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research (see, e.g., Dixon, McKeever, Holton, Clarke, & Eosco, 2015; LaMarre, 
2013).  

Participants were generally middle-aged (M = 33.82, SD = 6.64) mothers 
(55.9%) from a two-parent household (79.1%) with at least an associate’s degree 
(52.6%), annual household income of less than $50,000 (54.2%), and two or 
fewer children (74.6%). Most participants were White/Caucasian (83.1%), 8.5% 
were Black/African American, 4.0% were Hispanic/Latino, 2.8% were 
Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1.1% were Native American/Alaska Native. 
Participants reported living in 154 unique U.S. zip code tabulation areas 
(ZCTAs). 

Parents of school-age children were selected because their children are 
generally viewed as particularly vulnerable to the influence of media content due 
to their lack of real-world knowledge, their eagerness to learn, and their relative 
lack of experience with the media (Strasburger, Wilson, & Jordan, 2014). In 
addition, parents of children in elementary school are more concerned about 
what their child sees on television and in movies than parents of both young 
children and of children ages 12-17 (Bleakley, Vaala, Jordan, & Romer, 2014), 
making these parents more likely to engage in parental mediation activities with 
their children than they would be with preteens or teenagers (Austin, Knaus, & 
Meneguelli, 1997; Chan & McNeal, 2003; Valkenburg et al. 1999).  
 
Procedure 

The first author’s university institutional review board approved all 
procedures. After agreeing to participate, participants completed an online survey 
containing 115 items measuring parents’ critical thinking about media, attitudes 
toward parental mediation, frequency of provision of both active and restrictive 
mediation, attitudes toward violent and sexual television content, parent and 
child television exposure, demographics, and other attitudinal measures as part of 
a separate research project. Four items were attention items. An additional four 
participants completed the survey but were excluded—two because they 
incorrectly answered two or more attention items and two because Mahalanobis 
distance scores identified them as multivariate outliers. 
 
Measures 

Parents’ critical thinking about media. As one indicator of parental 
media literacy, parents’ critical thinking about media was measured via two 
three-item scales developed by Austin and colleagues (Austin et al., 2015). The 
first scale included items measuring critical thinking toward television content 
(e.g., “I think about things I see on TV before I accept them as believable”). The 
second scale included items measuring critical thinking toward sources (e.g., “I 
think about why someone created a message I see on TV”). Both measures 
employed a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 
(7). All six items were averaged to create an index, with higher scores indicating 
higher levels of critical thinking about media (M = 5.38, SD = 1.06, Cronbach’s 
α = .87). 
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Attitudes toward parental mediation. Parents’ attitudes toward active 
mediation was measured via an adaptation of similar measures used in past 
research (Byrne & Lee, 2011) via 5 items on a 7-point scale ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) and strongly agree (7). Items asked about parents’ 
agreement with five statements, such as “parents should sit down and talk with 
their kids about all of the bad and good things about media” and “parents should 
have regular conversations with their kids about media content the parent thinks 
is objectionable.” Items were averaged to create an index, with higher scores 
indicating more positive attitudes toward active mediation (M = 5.79, SD = 1.01, 
Cronbach’s α = .93). Parents’ attitudes toward restrictive mediation was similarly 
measured via 5 items, such as “parents should make rules about what kind of 
media content their kids can view” and “parents should not allow their kids to 
view certain media content until they are older.” Items were averaged to create 
an index, with higher scores indicating more positive attitudes toward restrictive 
mediation (M = 5.88, SD = 1.03, Cronbach’s α = .89). A principal components 
analysis with varimax rotation produced support for both factors. Eigenvalues 
greater than 1 constituted components. The first five items loaded onto one factor 
that explained 40.2% of the scale variance with coefficients ranging from .80 to 
.89, and the second five items loaded onto a second factor that explained 35.4% 
of the scale variance with coefficients ranging from .74 to .86. 
 Parental mediation. Active mediation was measured via the 5-item active 
mediation subscale of the Television Mediation Scale (Valkenburg et al., 1999). 
Parents reported how often they have certain conversations with their child about 
television content on a 4-point scale ranging from never (1) to often (4), such as 
“how often do you try to help your child understand what s/he sees on TV and in 
the movies?” and “how often do you explain the motives of TV/movie 
characters?” Items were averaged to create an index, with higher scores 
indicating more frequent active mediation (M = 3.13, SD = .57, Cronbach’s α = 
.85). Using the same 4-point scale, restrictive mediation was measured via the 5-
item restrictive mediation subscale from the Television Mediation Scale. Parents 
indicated how often they set rules or establish restrictions on their children’s 
media use via items such as “how often do you set specific viewing hours for 
your child,” and “how often do you forbid your child to watch certain programs.” 
Items were averaged to create an index, with higher scores indicating more 
frequent restrictive mediation (M = 3.33, SD = .61, Cronbach’s α = .81).  

Covariates. Covariates included child gender, child age, parent age, 
parent income, and  parent education. For child gender, codes were assigned to 
male (1) and female (2). For parent income, parents selected which category best 
described their annual household income. Because the median national income is 
approximately $50,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015), parents fell into one of two 
groups: income of $50,000 or less (0) and income greater than $50,000 (1). For 
parent education, parents reported their highest level of education on a 7-point 
scale ranging from “some high school” to “graduate degree.” Participants were 
categorized into two groups again: those who reported completing high school or 
with less formal education (0) and those with some college or more (1). In 
addition, covariates included parents’ attitudes toward violent and sexual 
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television/movie content, and both parents’ and children’s television/movie 
exposure (described below). These were included in analyses because, 
respectively, attitudes toward television content are related to the frequency of 
parental mediation (e.g. Nathanson, 2001) and because frequency of exposure to 
media content may alter beliefs about the desirability of the content (Fisher et al., 
2009). A correlation matrix of all study variables can be found in Table 1. 

Parents’ attitudes toward violent and sexual television content. Parents’ 
attitudes toward violent television content was measured via the product of two 
items, similar to past research (Bybee et al., 1982). Parents responded to one item 
asking them to indicate what they think the role of television and movies play in 
increasing children’s aggressive behavior on a 4-point scale ranging from not at 
all an important contributory cause (1) to they are the cause (4). The second 
item asked parents to report how concerned they are about violent content in 
television and movies on a 4-point scale ranging from not at all concerned (1) to 
very concerned (4). Higher scores of the product of the two items indicate more 
negative attitudes toward violent television/movie content (M = 6.70, SD = 3.62, 
r = .30). Attitudes toward sexual content were measured similarly (M = 6.98, SD 
= 3.71, r = .47). 

Television/movies exposure. Parents reported both their own and their 
child’s average time spent watching television and movies on weekdays and on 
weekends via two items each with 13 response options ranging from less than 1 
hour (1) to more than 6 hours (13). Weekday average scores were multiplied by 
five, weekend scores were multiplied by 2, and the product of weekday and 
weekend scores was divided by 7 in order to obtain an average daily exposure 
score, with higher scores indicating more exposure (parent M = 6.68, SD = 3.29; 
child M = 4.91, SD = 2.68). 
 

Results 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that parents’ critical thinking about media would 

be positively associated with their attitudes about active and restrictive 
mediation. Hierarchical linear regression with child age, child gender, parent age, 
parent gender, parent education, and income entered in the first block; parents’ 
attitudes about violent and sexual television/movie content entered in the second 
block; parents’ and children’s television/movie exposure entered in the third 
block; and parents’ critical thinking about media entered in the fourth block 
indicated that parents’ critical thinking about media accounted for 4.6% of the 
variance in attitudes toward active mediation (See Table 2). Specifically, parents 
with higher levels of critical thinking about media were more likely to have 
positive attitudes about active mediation (β = .213, p < .001). The same analysis 
with attitudes toward restrictive mediation as the dependent variable revealed 
that parents’ critical thinking about media accounted for 2.4% of the variance in 
attitudes toward restrictive mediation (see Table 2). Specifically, parents with 
higher levels of critical thinking about media were more likely to have positive 
attitudes about restrictive mediation (β = .158, p = .02). Therefore, results 
support H1.  
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Hypothesis 2 predicted that parents’ positive attitudes toward active 
mediation would be positively associated with their provision of active 
mediation. Hierarchical linear regression with child age, child gender, parent age, 
parent gender, parent education, and income entered in the first block; parents’ 
attitudes about violent and sexual television/movie content entered in the second 
block; parents’ and children’s television/movie exposure entered in the third 
block; and parents’ attitudes toward active mediation entered in the fourth block 
revealed that attitudes toward active mediation accounted for 5.9% of the 
variance in active mediation (see Table 3). Specifically, parents with more 
positive attitudes toward active mediation reported more frequent provision of 
active mediation (β = .167, p = .001). Therefore, results also supported H2. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that parents’ positive attitudes toward restrictive 
mediation would be positively associated with their provision of restrictive 
mediation. Hierarchical linear regression with the same variables as the previous 
analysis entered in the first three blocks, and with parents’ attitudes toward 
restrictive mediation in the fourth block revealed that attitudes toward restrictive 
mediation accounted for 15.5% of the variance in restrictive mediation (see 
Table 3). Specifically, parents with more positive attitudes toward restrictive 
mediation reported more frequent provision of restrictive mediation (β = .280, p 
< .001). Therefore, regression analyses supported H3. 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that parents’ positive attitudes toward active 
mediation would mediate the relationship between parents’ critical thinking 
about media and active mediation. The simple mediation model (see Figure 1) 
between critical thinking about media and active mediation through attitudes 
toward active mediation was estimated using OLS regression, with covariates of: 
child age, child gender, parent age, parent gender, parent education, income, 
parent and child television/movie exposure, and attitudes toward violent and 
sexual TV content. Specifically, we employed Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS SPSS 
macro (model 4), which estimates both direct and indirect effects of simple 
mediation models. The total effect (c) of parents’ critical thinking about media 
on active mediation was significant (b = .099, t = 2.45, p = .01, 95% CI [.0194, 
.1788]). The direct effect (c’), removing the effect of the mediator, was not 
significant (b = .068, t = 1.67, p = .10, 95% CI [-.0127, .1490]). The indirect 
effect through attitudes toward active mediation, however, was significant (b = 
.031, 95% CI [.0078, .0681]). Therefore, the mediation analysis supported H4.  
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Figure 1. 
Proposed model of the indirect relationship between parents’ critical thinking 
about media and frequency of their provision of active mediation. 
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001. 

Critical Thinking Active Mediation(c)
.10*

Critical Thinking Active Mediation(c’)
.07

Attitude Toward 
Active Mediation

.21*** .15**
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Table 1. Correlation Matrix of Study Variables  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
(1) Child Age –               
(2) Child Gender .07 –              
(3) Parent Age .34*** .05 –             
(4) Parent Gender -.07 .15 -.02 –            
(5) Parent Education -.06 -.10 .03 -.05 –           
(6) Income .06 .04 .16* -.06 .16* –          
(7) Violent Content  
Attitude -.01 .00 .11 .28*** -.15 -.11 –         

(8) Sexual Content  
Attitude .11 .05 .10 .19* -.13 -.09 .69*** –        

(9) Child TV/movie  
Exposure .19* .07 .01 .11 -.14 -.11 .16* .16* –       

(10) Parent TV/movie  
Exposure .09 -.04 .04 .10 -.17* -.16* .15* .23** .56*** –      

(11) Active Mediation  
Attitudes -.00 .02 .15* .42*** -.09 -.10 .43*** .41*** .09 .13 –     

(12) Restrictive 
Mediation  
Attitudes 

-.10 .03 .14 .32*** -.04 -.10 .44*** .43*** .04 .09 .63*** –    

(13) Critical Thinking .07 .05 .12 .13 .12 .08 .16* .16* -.03 -.06 .32*** .25** –   
(14) Active Mediation .02 -.05 .01 .27*** -.07 -.03 .06 .10 .07 .04 .33*** .17* .22** –  
(15) Restrictive 
Mediation -.19* -.04 .02 .29*** -.09 .00 .36*** .29*** -.00 .00 .43*** .56*** .21** .30**

* – 
Note. *p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001. Correlations are two-tailed Pearson’s r coefficients. 
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Table 2. Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis of the Relationship Between Parents’ Critical Thinking About Media 
and Attitudes Toward Active (AM) and Restrictive (RM) Mediation 
 
 AM attitude RM attitude 
 β SE R2 ΔR2 β SE R2 ΔR2 
Block One   .22 .22***   .15 .15*** 

Child Age -.02 .05   -.09 .05   
Child Gender -.10 .14   -.03 .15   
Parent Age .03* .01   .03** .01   
Parent Gender .84*** .14   .64*** .15   
Parent Education -.24 .22   -.08 .24   
Income -.19 .14   -.22 .15   

Block Two   .33 .11***   .31 .15*** 
Violent Content Attitude .04 .03   .05 .03   
Sexual Content Attitude .06* .02   .08** .03   

Block Three   .33 .00   .31 .00 
Child TV/movie Exposure -.00 .03   -.01 .03   
Parent TV/movie Exposure .00 .03   -.00 .03   

Block Four   .37 .05***   .33 .02* 
Critical Thinking .21*** .06   .16* .07   

Note. All entries are unstandardized regression coefficients upon entry into the equation.  
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001. The sample size meets the minimum sufficient sample size criteria for regression analyses (N ≥ 104 + m) as outlined by Green 
(1991).  
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Table 3. Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis of the Relationship Between Attitudes Toward Active (AM) and 
Restrictive (RM) Mediation and Frequency of Provision of AM and RM 
 
 Active Mediation  Restrictive Mediation 
 β SE R2 ΔR2  β SE R2 ΔR2 
Block One   .09 .09*    .14 .14*** 

Child Age .02 .03    -.08** .03   
Child Gender -.12 .09    -.10 .09   
Parent Age .00 .01    .01 .01   
Parent Gender .32*** .08    .36*** .09   
Parent Education -.12 .14    -.20 .14   
Income -.00 .09    .04 .09   

Block Two   .10 .01    .22 .08*** 
Violent Content Attitude  .02 .02    .03* .02   
Sexual Content Attitude .02 .02    .02 .02   

Block Three   .10 .00    .23 .01 
Child TV/movie Exposure .01 .02    .00 .02   
Parent TV/movie Exposure -.01 .02    -.01 .02   

Block Four   .16 .06***    .38 .16*** 
AM Attitude (H2) .17*** .05        
RM Attitude (H3)      .28*** .04   

Note. All entries are unstandardized regression coefficients upon entry into the equation.  
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001
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Hypothesis 5 predicted that parents’ positive attitudes toward restrictive 
mediation would mediate the relationship between parents’ critical thinking about 
media and restrictive mediation. The simple mediation model (see Figure 2) 
between critical thinking about media and restrictive mediation through attitudes 
toward restrictive mediation was estimated using OLS regression, with covariates 
of: child age, child gender, parent age, parent gender, parent education, income, 
parent and child television/movie exposure, and attitudes toward violent and 
sexual TV content. Again using Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS SPSS macro (model 4), 
results revealed that the total effect (c) of parents’ critical thinking about media on 
restrictive mediation was not significant (b = .077, t = 1.89, p = .06, 95% CI [-
.0033, .1581]). The direct effect (c’), removing the effect of the mediator, also 
was not significant (b = .035, t = .92, p = .36, 95% CI [-.0397, .1088]). The 
indirect effect through attitudes toward restrictive mediation, however, was 
significant (b = .043, 95% CI [.0084, .0818]). Therefore, the mediation analysis 
supported H5. 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Proposed model of the indirect relationship between parents’ critical thinking 
about media and frequency of their provision of restrictive mediation. 
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001. 
 

 
 

Discussion 
Research consistently shows that parental mediation is effective at altering 

children’s responses to media exposure (Chakroff & Nathanson, 2008) and 
experts encourage parents to increase the amount of parental mediation they 
provide (AAP, 2011). Empirical research suggests, however, that many children 
do not receive frequent parental mediation (Rideout et al., 2010; Vittrup, 2009). 
Results from the current study indicate parents with greater ability to think 
critically about media may be more likely to engage in parental mediation 

Critical Thinking Restrictive Mediation(c)
.08

Critical Thinking Restrictive Mediation(c’)
.03

Attitude Toward 
Restrictive Mediation

.16* .27***
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behaviors. Additionally, the present study found that parents’ attitudes toward 
active and restrictive mediation mediate the relationship between parents’ critical 
thinking about media and their mediation behaviors. Despite the effectiveness of 
parental mediation, some suggest that relying on parents to guide children’s media 
experiences is not an effective strategy due to the paucity of parents’ technical 
expertise, time, and communication skills (Livingstone, Van Couvering, & 
Thumim, 2005).  

This study provides initial evidence that parental media literacy, 
conceptualized in the present study as critical thinking about media sources and 
content, is a factor that predicts whether or not parents engage in active and 
restrictive mediation of television content. These results suggest that the 
encouragement provided by educators and policymakers for parents to provide 
parental mediation may not be sufficient to empower parents in their efforts to 
guide their children’s media use. Instead, the necessary empowerment may come 
from participation in adult media literacy programs (Leivens, 2015) that train 
parents how to evaluate media sources and content critically, in addition to 
teaching them about the role of parents in altering children’s responses to media 
exposure (Livingstone et al., 2005). Such media literacy programs, by increasing 
adults’ ability to process media messages logically and critically, may also give 
adults at least some of the tools necessary to effectively communicate with their 
children about media and media content. Results of this study suggest that these 
programs should also include lessons aimed at improving parents’ attitudes about 
parental mediation in order to ultimately motivate parents to engage in parental 
mediation behaviors. 

Results show that the relationship between parents’ critical thinking about 
media and the frequency of their provision of both active and restrictive mediation 
is mediated by parents’ attitudes toward parental mediation. Parents who are 
better able to think critically about media reported more positive attitudes about 
participating in media-related parent-child interactions, and these positive 
attitudes, in turn, are associated with more frequent provision of parental 
mediation. Thinking critically about media content and sources can help increase 
one’s skepticism toward media messages (Austin, Pinkleton, Hust, & Cohen, 
2005) and such critical thinking and skepticism can result in a desire to protect 
oneself and one’s children from messages that could negatively influence their 
well-being (Nathanson et al., 2002). In other words, parents with greater ability to 
think critically about media will likely engage in more frequent parent-child 
interactions about media use. While the present study is consistent with a 
substantial body of research establishing such a relationship between attitudes 
toward behaviors and subsequent behaviors, the current study is unique in that it 
provides empirical evidence of the relationship between attitudes toward parental 
mediation and actual parental mediation behaviors. Future research should 
explore these associations within a framework, such as protection motivation 
theory, capable of elucidating the cognitive pathways that may mediate the 
relations found herein. 

In order to understand whether or not parents engage in regular parental 
mediation, some extant parental mediation research has focused on identifying the 
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precursors of mediation efforts. Although findings from the current study are 
correlational in nature, they suggest that parents’ critical thinking about media 
may be an important precursor to the provision of parental mediation. While the 
study’s findings offer opportunities for future media literacy efforts, some 
limitations merit discussion.  

First, the data are correlational in nature, and as such, cannot establish 
causality. Perhaps parents’ engagement in parental mediation activities 
encourages them to become more critical media consumers. It is possible that 
these behaviors lead to more positive attitudes about parental mediation in a 
manner consistent with the way people change their attitudes to make them 
consistent with their behaviors, as posited by dissonance theory (see, e.g., 
Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). Although causal ordering of the mediation models 
in this study cannot be definitively established without longitudinal data, the cited 
literature alludes to the plausibility of the proposed relations. Future longitudinal 
or experimental research should investigate these possibilities. In addition, 
parents’ critical thinking about media is only one indicator of the larger construct 
of media literacy. Future research should explore other aspects of parental media 
literacy and their relationship with parental mediation. Last, study participants 
were those who had access to the Internet and were familiar with taking online 
surveys. It is possible that participants’ responses differ from those that might be 
provided by people less familiar with the Internet or who have limited Internet 
access. Future research should employ data collection methods that can capture 
both online and offline populations. 

The present study provides an initial answer to the call for the creation of 
conversations between the fields of media literacy and parental mediation. As far 
as we know, this is the first study to show a positive association between parents’ 
critical thinking about media and the frequency of their provision of parental 
mediation. Further, parents’ critical thinking about media appears to influence 
parental mediation behaviors by first influencing attitudes about parental 
mediation, a pattern that is consistent with decades of research on attitude-
behavior relations. Policymakers, educators, and pediatricians should use this 
knowledge to influence children’s responses to media exposure by developing 
adult media literacy programs that are capable of empowering parents to engage 
in parental mediation activities. 
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