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Children, the media and COVID-19: doing research in
difficult times

After a series of cautionary measures, New Zealand went into full lock-down (Level 4) in
response to COVID-19 on March 25, 2020. In the often-repeated words of Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern, ‘We went early and we went hard’. All forms of education retreated to virtual
spaces and for the youngest students, learning was complemented by a new educational TV
channel on Television New Zealand. For www.parenting.digital, Dr Geoff L ealand talks about
the challenges of doing research during the COVID-19 lockdown and how children’s media
played an important role for children living through a global crisis.

A research opportunity

In the days when we were all confined to our homes, new research opportunities arrived. One such opportunity was

=al.invitation to facilitate a New Zealand contribution to an international survey from the International Central
INsttute Tor Youtn ana aucatuonal Television (1Z1) at Bayerischer Rundfunk (Bavarian Broadcasting Corp). From
this survey, a final and substantial number (n=4,322) of completed questionnaires were returned by 9 to 13-year
olds in 42 countries during April 2020.

Doing research in difficult times

At the beginning, it seemed like it would be a relatively easy task to find
a minimum of 50 New Zealand children for the New Zealand
contribution. But the usually reliable research sites (schools, community
groups) had disappeared and | had to resort to more informal
approaches talking to colleagues, friends, and friends of friends (the
time-honoured ‘snowball’ effect). The Office of the Children’s
Commissioner, the government policy agency provided valuable
assistance but returns still remained sparse as the May 3 deadline for

responses loomed.

Suzy to the rescue

| finally turned to Suzy Cato, the much-loved local children’s television presenter who was taking a leading role in
the national educational TV initiative, which had been quickly set up to complement at-home schooling. A request
posted on her Facebook page (with 15,000 followers) pushed responses over the line. The final tally of New
Zealand children was 60, when my expectations were of hundreds more. Many other countries did little more than
reaching the minimum number or responses. Considerably larger returns came from countries such Belgium
(n=698), Philippines (n=236) and the UK (n=290) (more findings).

Why so few?

The research method was pre-determined by the German research team (led by Maya Goetz), designed to seek
responses to an online, anonymous questionnaire of 19 questions (mainly tick-the-box), directed to a specific
audience, (children aged between 9 and 15 years), once consent from a parent or guardian had been granted. The
research should have benefited from on-line, ready access to global research populations, as well as enabling a
targeted questionnaire to be quickly developed and translated into different languages (26 in this case).

But because many children failed to complete this on-line task, with 9,563 children starting the questionnaire but
only 4,267 finishing, which suggests that there were problems of understanding the purpose and/or structure of the
questions(especially with younger respondents), and probable resistance to the length of the task. This is despite
the research being advantaged by three significant factors: timeliness, reach and targeting.
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Focus on the global

Although | have hesitated to draw any major conclusions from the 60 New Zealand
children who contributed to the research, there is considerable value in the overall
(global) outcomes. Fuller details of these outcomes have been published, or are due
to appear (see here). Of particular interest is the information regarding the use of
media during a state of lockdown in many of the participating countries. A majority of
children were able to identify misinformation (fake news), to varying degrees, were
aware of vulnerable groups likely to exposed to the virus and were aware of what
personal health measures were necessary to minimise risk. In one example, 79% of
the children expressed dis-belief in the pervasive rumour that the virus had been
spread by a foreign government as a weapon.

Turning to television

Media played a significant role in their lives during these weeks, as a source of education, information and
entertainment. There was an incr in th f certain media forms—most especially television, with nearly
47% increasing their television viewing and a majority (61%) of the youngest respondents choosing this option. At
least half of the children in the survey turned to media when were feeling sad and more (60%) when they
experienced loneliness. A great majority (80%) found comfort through contact with friends and relatives through
social media such as Instagram and WhatsApp. Nevertheless, nearly one half expressed dissatisfaction with media
news about COVID-19 and reported that they were unwilling to read, watch or listen to any more coverage. Such
findings suggest, that for the majority of participating children, the media (children’s media in particular) has played
an important role for children living through a global crisis.

The New Zealand experience

Even though since late June 2020, life in New Zealand has returned to some kind of normality, life may never be
the same. Our borders remain closed except for approved returnees and anxiety about the future persists. We
have also been appointed as an exemplary country which has best dealt with the crisis, through its swift action and
exceptional political leadership. But there is still many a story to be told about our particular COVD-19 experience,
most particularly the experiences of our own Tamariki (children). | was pleased that New Zealand played a small
part in IZI research, but it only tells a partial story. There is much more to explore through different, locally-focused
research approaches, such as interviewing, storytelling and memory.

First published at www.parenting.digital, this post gives the views of the authors and does not represent the position
of the LSE Parenting for a Digital Future blog, nor of the London School of Economics and Political Science.
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