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Parental Monitoring of the Internet Activity
of Young Children and Preadolescents

Abstract

This study explores the influence of three psychological factors of the parental
monitoring of children’s Internet activity: (i) parents’ perception of the Internet as
a source of threat and risk, (ii) parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of
benefits, and (iii) family closeness. The sample consisted of 161 parents (20 fathers
and 141 mothers) of children aged 7-12. Results show that family closeness is the
most significant predictor for parental monitoring. The second significant predictor
is parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of threat or risk. As expected,
the predictors for parental monitoring of children’s Internet activity depend on
children’s age.
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1. Problem

The Internet has become one of the most popular and important parts of
children’s leisure-time activities (Van den Eijnden et al., 2010; Valkenburg, 2008).
Generally, the age at which children use the Internet for the first time is decreasing
across Europe. For instance, it is seven years in Denmark and Sweden and eight in
several other countries like Norway, Finland, the UK (Livingstone et al, 2011). In
Poland, the average age of the first Internet use is nine (Kirwil, 2011).

The Internet offers many educational benefits. One of the important reasons for
using the Internet is access to information on their hobbies and idols and carrying
out school assignments (Valkenburg, Soeters, 2001). Social interaction, like making
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new friends or getting to know other children, is also important, especially for the
age range from 10 to 13. At about 10 years of age, children’s need for online social
interaction with peers usually rapidly increases (Valkenburg, 2008). However, it is
also quite risky for the child user. Children may learn negative behavior patterns
and values from computer games and dangerous websites (Juszczyk, 2004; Matyjas,
2008).

The rising popularity of the Internet among children and adolescents wakens
parental concern because adolescents spend more and more of their free time
online. This has become a challenge for parents who want to protect their teenage
children from excessive Internet use (Greenfield, 2004; Wang et al. 2005; Van den
Eijnden et al, 2010).

Parents are afraid of such negative consequences of using the Internet as the
one-sidedness and passivity of their children’s leisure activity, possible negative
health consequences such as obesity (Van den Eijnden et al, 2010), deterioration
in contacts with peers (especially lack of face to face contact). Excessive use of the
Internet may result in poor school work, social isolation, engagement in cybersex,
face-to-face meeting with someone first encountered online or even Internet
addiction (Lin, Lin, Wu, 2009). Leisure boredom and involvement in the Internet
enhance the probability of Internet addiction among children (Lin, Lin, Wu, 2009).
According Lin and Yu (2008) boredom avoidance is one of the major drivers for
using the Internet.

Some studies have reported links between family characteristics and the use
of the Internet by children and adolescents (Van den Eijnden et al, 2010; Moore,
Whitney, Kinukawa, 2009; Romero, Ruiz, 2007). For instance, the quality of the
parent-child relationship was negatively associated with the level of Internet
addiction among students (Liu, Kuo, 2007; Van den Eijnden et al, 2010). The lower
satisfaction with family functioning was positively related to adolescents’ Internet
addiction (Van den Eijnden et al, 2010). Only a few studies have addressed the link
between actual parenting practices and children’s use of the Internet. Up to date it
is still not clear whether Internet-specific parenting practices can affect the risk of
children’s compulsive Internet use (Van den Eijnden et al, 2010).

Parental monitoring of children’s and adolescents’ activities is an essential
issue. More intensive parental monitoring is related to decreasing children’s and
adolescents’ involvement in risky behaviors (Cottrell et al, 2007). Parental monitor-
ing is a key concept in a number of developmental models for adolescent risky
behaviors (Romero, Ruiz, 2007). Usually, it is understood as parents’ knowledge
about their children’s daily activities, whereabouts, and acquaintances (Cottrell
et al., 2010; Kerr, Stattin, Burk, 2010). Monitoring behavior not only concentrates
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on the social network of children and adolescents, such as information about the
children’s friends and their parents, but it also includes guidelines of acceptable
behaviors and rules to follow. In other words, parental monitoring includes both
the knowledge of child activities and disciplinary practices (Romero, Ruiz, 2007).

Although a number of studies have examined parents’ attitudes towards the
Internet, less empirical research has been done to investigate parents’ awareness and
monitoring of children’s Internet use (Liau, Khoo, Ang, 2008). The presented paper
is meant as a step towards filling up this gap by investigating the factors affecting
parents’ monitoring of children’s Internet use.

Based on the relevant literature, we assume that three variables: (1) perception of
the Internet as a source of threat and risky behavior, (2) perception of the Internet
as a source of benefits/support and (3) family closeness would play significant
roles when undertaking parental monitoring of children’s activity on the Internet.
Specifically, we put forward a hypothesis that increasing parental monitoring of
children’ Internet activity would be positively associated with the family closeness
and perception of the Internet as a source of threat/risk, but it may be negatively
associated with the perception of the Internet as a source of benefits. We expect
that predictors of parental monitoring of children’s Internet activity may differ by
age, based on the literature reports indicating that parents tend to monitor and
supervise their older children (preadolescents, aged 10-12) in a way different from
their primary school children (aged 7-9).

The following research questions are posed:

Research question 1. To what extent are parents aware of children’s Internet

activities?

la. Does parental awareness vary according to the age of their children?

Research question 2. Which of the assumed variables (i.e., family closeness,

parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of threat or a risk fac-
tor, parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of benefits) has a
significant effect on the parental monitoring of children’s Internet use?
2a. Do predictors of parental monitoring vary according to the age of children?
It is to be noted that the presented study is exploratory in nature.

2. Method

Vriables
Parental Monitoring of Children’s Internet Activity. A questionnaire called
Parental Monitoring of Children’s Internet Activity (Przybyta-Basista, Kotodziej,
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2012) was used to assess perceptions of parents’ supervision of children activities
on the Internet. This 12-item questionnaire has been developed and validated by
the authors. Parents were asked to assess the degree to which they are engaging
in monitoring their children’s Internet use. The questionnaire contains, e.g., such

» «

items as: “I limit the time my child spends on the Internet”, “I speak with my child
about the threats and risks when surfing on the Internet”, “I watch the computer
monitor when my child is on the Internet”. Response options ranged from Never
(0) to Always (4). The alpha reliability of the questionnaire was 0.858.

Family Closeness. The level of family closeness was measured with the use of
the Family Closeness questionnaire, which has been developed and validated by
us (Przybyla-Basista, Kotodziej, 2012). It includes 10 items such as: “In our family
there is a common need for spending time together”, “In our family there is mutual
trust between us and we can count on each other”, “In our family we have a lot
of common subjects to talk about.” Parents assessed each statement on a 5-point
Likert scale with responses ranging from 4 = strongly agree to 0 = strongly disagree.
The internal reliability was satisfactory — Cronbach’s a = 0.897.

Internet as a Source of Threat. To measure parents’ perception of the Internet
as a source of threat and a risk factor we used another questionnaire (Internet as
Source of Threat) developed and validated by us (Przybyla-Basista, Kolodziej, 2012).
This questionnaire consists of 8 items including such ones as: “I am convinced
of the negative impact of materials with pornographic, paedophilic, prostitution
and fascist contents placed on the Internet,”“I think the Internet can be used for
threatening, harassment and cyber-bullying,” “Offline meetings with people who
were acquainted online can be risky,” “Free access to the Internet can result in
increasing susceptibility to negative influences (such as propaganda, sects, alcohol,
drugs, herbal highs, urging to suicide or anorexia). The respondents rated their level
of agreement for each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 4 - “Very
high degree of threat or risk” to 0 = “No threat or risk” Cronbach’s « coefficient for
this scale was 0.842.

Internet as a Source of Benefits. Parents’ perception of the Internet as a source
of benefits was measured by another specific questionnaire (Internet as Source of
Benefits) prepared and validated by the authors (Przybyta-Basista, Kolodziej, 2012).
This questionnaire contains 8 statements to be rated using a 5-grade scale where
4 denotes — “Very high degree of benefits” and 0 = “No benefit at all”. Exemplary
items were as follows: “The Internet is a valuable source of information,” “The
Internet facilitates contacts with other people,”“The Internet offers relaxation and
entertainment.” Cronbach’s « coefficient for this scale was 0.838
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Participants and procedure

The group of participants in this study comprised 161 parents (20 fathers and
141 mothers) of children at the age of 7-12. The data was collected in confidential
and anonymous surveys. Information letters describing the purpose of the research
project were sent out to the parents of children from one municipal school in the
Upper Silesia region in Poland. Each parent received a set of questionnaires in a
separate envelope and was asked to complete and deliver them to the school in
a sealed envelope. Participation in the survey was voluntary. Initially over 200
parents had agreed to take part in this project and finally 161 of them completed
the questionnaires.

The parents’ age ranged from 26 to 66. The mean age was 37.1 (SD = 6.1), so they
were relatively young parents. The majority of the parents were married (82.8%),
11.7% were divorced or widowed and 5.5% were remarried. 61 parents had children
from 7 to 9 years old; 58 parents had children of the age from 10 to 12, and 26
parents had one older child and one younger.

3. Results

Parents’ knowledge of children’s Internet use - comparison of results for

parents of children aged 7-9 and 10-12

Generally, a large majority of the parents participating in the survey reported
they were very well (54.4%) or quite well (27.2%) aware what purposes their chil-
dren were using the Internet for. However, this awareness varied in the two selected

Figure 1. Parents’awareness of children’s Internet activities - comparison
of two groups of parents: (i) with children aged 7-9 and (ii) 10-12.
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groups relating to the children’s age. Within the group of parents with children aged
7-9 (N = 60) more than three quarters (77%) of the participants stated they were
very well aware of it. Within the group of parents with children aged 10-12 (N =
58) only 50% said the same, whereas 46.6% stated they were quite well aware of
their children’s Internet activity. The difference between the two groups of parents
is statistically significant (c2 = 16.35, df = 3, p < 0.001). A detailed comparison of
the responses from the two groups is graphically shown in Figure 1.

Predictors of parental monitoring of children’s Internet activity (total

group of parents)

The multiple linear regression model was used to determine which of the three
psychological factors under investigation (family closeness, parents’ perception of
the Internet as a source of threat/risk, and parents’ perception of the Internet as a
source of benefits) play an essential role in the parental monitoring of the children’s
Internet activity. The results of regression analysis confirmed the high statisti-
cal significance of the assumed model. The independent variables of the model
explained approximately 21% of the total variance of the dependent variable. The
results are shown in Table 1. For the group of all participants (N = 161) the parents’
perception of the Internet as a source of benefits is not a significant predictor of the
parental monitoring. Family closeness is the most significant predictor for parental
monitoring (B = 0.342; p = 0.000) and the parents’ perception of the Internet as
a source of threat/ or risk (= 0.161; p = 0.033) is the second significant predictor.

Table 1. Predictors of parental monitoring of the children’s
Internet activity for the total group of parents (N=161)

Variable b t p<
Parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of threat/ risk 161 2.151 .033
Parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of benefits 125 1.686 .094
Family closeness 342 4.650 .000

Statistics of the model: R2 = 2.08, F=13.77,df =3 p <.001

Predictors of parental monitoring of children’s Internet activity (children

aged 7-9)

In order to provide a meaningful answer to the second research question (2a),
which concerned predictors of the monitoring of children’s Internet use, a multiple
linear regression analysis was performed in the group of parents having children
aged 7-9 (N = 60). In this group the assumed model appeared statistically insig-
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nificant (F = 1.995; df =3 p = 0.125). Consequently, none of the assumed three
variables can be considered as a predictor of the children’s Internet activity for this
group of parents.

Predictors of parental monitoring of children’s Internet activity (children

aged 10-12)

The three variables defined in Section 1 were used in the equation of multiple
linear regression to identify predictors of the children’s Internet activity among the
parents having children of 10-12 years of age (N = 58). The same model, which was
statistically insignificant within the group of parents with 7-9 years old children,
proved statistically significant for the parents with the children of 10-12 years of
age (F = 10.055, df = 3, p < 0.001). Here, the strongest predictor of the parental
monitoring of children’s Internet activity is family closeness (b = 0.417, p = 0.001).
The other variables used in the regression equation turned out to be statistically
insignificant. The results of the regression analysis for this group of parents are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Predictors of parental monitoring of children’s
Internet activity (children aged 10-12)

Variable b t p<
Parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of threat/ risk 214 1.861  .068
Parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of benefits .187 1572 122
Family closeness 417 3.619  .001

Statistics of the model: R2 =.358 F=10.055 df =3 p <.001

In conclusion, the regression analysis in the whole group of respondents has
shown that family closeness is the most significant predictor of parents’ monitor-
ing of children’s Internet activity. The second significant predictor was parents’
perception of the Internet as a source of threat or risk.

In the group of parents of older children (10-12 years of age) family closeness
appeared as the only, albeit quite significant, predictor of the parental monitor-
ing under investigation. Interestingly, the perception of the Internet as a source
of threat or risky behaviour and the perception of the Internet as a source of
benefits/support have not proven to be predictors of the parental monitoring of
the children’s Internet activity for 10—12-year olds.
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4. Discussion and conclusions

This study provides a portrait of parental Internet monitoring of younger (aged
7-9) and older (10-12) children. In the light of the growing popularity of the
Internet among children it becomes imperative to protect them against the negative
impact the Internet may have. In many investigations, positive effects of parental
monitoring have been assumed. Therefore, it is important both from the theoretical
and practical viewpoints to explore and verify which variables have an effect on
the parental monitoring of children’s online activity.

The results of our study show a rather clear picture. The most significant factor
from the regression analysis turned out to be family closeness. This is the case
for the whole sample of 161 surveyed parents as well as for the sub-sample of
parents of older children (10-12 years of age). These findings are in accordance
with the results obtained by other researchers. For instance, in their state-of-the-art
report, Romero and Ruiz (2007) indicate that closeness to and communication
with parents may lead to greater parental monitoring. Hence, family closeness is
an important predictor of safe Internet use.

A surprising outcome of our investigation was the result of regression analysis
within the sub-sample of the parents of younger children (7-9 years of age). None
of the assumed variables turned out to be a predictor of the parental monitoring
of children’s Internet activity. Several possible explanations of this result can be
offered. Firstly, since younger children are under constant care and control of their
parents, monitoring of their activity, including that on the Internet, is an obvious
and natural process for parents. In other words, parents of younger children do not
particularly focus on their children’s computer activities as they anyway control
all the activities of the child, in most cases doing these activities together with the
child. This hypothesis seems to be confirmed by our findings, according to which
the majority of parents of younger children (7-9 years old) declared they are aware
of the purposes their children are using the Internet for. Another interpretation of
this result is of an entirely different nature and is not as optimistic: Parents do not
make an effort to monitor their children’s Internet activity because they consider it
unnecessary. They might think that children of this age are too young to be exposed
to threats and risks connected with the Internet.

There is a number of research reports confirming that parental control dif-
fers significantly in relation to the child’s age. 9 to 10-year-old-children are
controlled more frequently as compared to children of 11 to 13. Furthermore,
children of 9 to 10 receive a higher level of parental warmth than older children
(Valcke et al., 2010). In other investigations it was shown that there is a signifi-
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cant developmental difference in parental awareness of children’s Internet use
(Rosen et al., 2008).

As shown in our study, the second significant predictor of parental monitoring
is parents’ perception of the Internet as a source of threat or risk. This is consistent
with the previous research findings regarding parents’ concerns about the nega-
tive influence of the Internet on children and adolescents (e.g., Valkenburg, 2008).
All bad incidents happening to the child online, like cyberbullying, cyberthreats,
suicide attempts, contacts with adult sexual predators seeking naive and innocent
children, sexual harassment or attempts at recruiting new members by dangerous
online communities “have one element in common: a lack of parental attention to
what was happening online” (Willard. 2007, p. 39).

According to many studies, supervising and monitoring the child’s online activi-
ties are parents’ responsibility. It is important that this responsibility and proper
implementation of the monitoring rules are taken seriously by parents, so that
they appear natural and obvious for children. “The best way to approach monitor-
ing is to make it such a natural and enjoyable experience that your child does
not even recognize that what you are doing is monitoring” (Willard, 2007, p. 42).
“Parents should be monitoring what children hear and see, discussing issues that
emerge and sharing media time with their children” (Juszczyk, 2004, p. 106). Young
children and preadolescents are not prepared to make safe and responsible choices
online due to their cognitive development. They are not yet able to consistently and
effectively perceive the connection between online actions and their consequences
(Willard, 2007). Children should be carefully taught by their parents to recognize
the potential dangers on the Internet.

There is no doubt that today’s children are confronted with a media environment
that is very different from the one faced by their grandparents or even their parents.
A very specific feature of the problem is that the Internet is a technology children
and adolescents are often more knowledgeable about than their parents (Don-
nerstein, 2009). According to Donnerstein (2009), too often we hear of computer-
phobic adults who possess little knowledge of this expanding technology. Such
resistance to the technology, combined with a limited knowledge base, will not
bring solutions to potential problems. However, children at their developmental
cognitive stage have difficulties in recognizing potential risks and predicting the
consequences of their activity on the Internet. There is a need for further research
on the relationship between Internet-specific parenting practices and children’s
Internet use.
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