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Introduction
The year 2022 is the third year that is affected by Covid-19. Meanwhile 
children and adults are used to wearing masks and recurring lockdown 
periods, and families have developed routines in dealing with remote 
work and schooling. The unexpected and harsh change to strict 
social distancing strongly affected children’s daily lives (Blaskó et 
al., 2021; Engzell et al., 2021; Lobe et al., 2021). Families have been 
challenged in various ways during the pandemic and this has been 
addressed from different academic perspectives. In the following, 
we will focus on experiences of Austrian children and their families 
during the lockdown periods in spring and early summer 2020. 
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Abstract
This paper discusses the use of digital and online media in 
Austrian families during the Covid-19 lockdown in spring 2020. 
As part of a wider European research network, two studies 
were conducted in Austria: a representative quantitative survey 
(N=510) and a qualitative study (10 families with children 
between 6 and 12 years). We provide an overview of how digital 
media were used by children between ten and 18 years, but 
focus more on the situation of families with children between 
six and twelve years. We give an insight into how daily life was 
affected by the lockdown, and how children engaged with digital 
technologies during this specific time. Further, we discuss whether 
digital media were used to cope with specific challenges; and if 
a more frequent use of digital media led to more or better digital 
skills.

Keywords: Covid-19, screen time, daily media routines, digital 
literacy, remote schooling
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Despite emerging routines, children’s experiences of the first lockdown 
periods are still relevant for the discussion of the pandemic’s effect 
on their media activities, especially if we look at what has changed 
and how media could help (or not) to cope with various challenges.

After a brief literature review, we will describe our study as well 
as the situation in Austria during the time when the data were col-
lected. In presenting our results, we start with an overview of how 
digital media were used by children between ten and 18 years and 
then focus on the situation of families with children between six 
and twelve years. We will look on how daily life was affected by 
the lockdown, and how children engaged with digital technolo-
gies during this specific time. Finally, we will discuss how far digi-
tal media were used to cope with specific challenges; and if a more 
frequent use of digital media led to more or better digital skills.

Literature review
Children’s life-worlds are, particularly in the Global North, media 
worlds to a great extent. Different kinds of media and media con-
tent, alongside other institutions of socialization, serve as a means 
of self-affirmation, and of exploring the self and the social environ-
ment (Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020). From an early age on, children de-
velop skills, abilities, and knowledge about media (Chaudron et al., 
2018; Rideout, 2017; Marsh, 2016). They engage in all kinds of media 
ranging from books to television and touch screens. The latter serve 
as “digital toy box” (Huber et al, 2018) and offer various apps and 
kinds of play and interaction. Studies show that the use of screen me-
dia increases with age; this was confirmed before (Huber et al, 2018; 
Ofcom, 2019; Smahel et al., 2020) as well as during the pandemic 
(Ofcom, 2021). For children between nine and 16 years the EU Kids 
Online surveys state that the proportion of smartphone use as well as 
the amount of internet use increased substantially, and that the time 
that children spend online each day had almost doubled in the past 
ten years. Before the advent of Covid-19, watching videos, listening to 
music, communicating with friends and family, visiting social network-
ing sites and playing online games were the most common daily activ-
ities, when children were using digital devices (Smahel et al., 2020).

Since the beginning of the pandemic, a variety of research on the life of 
children and their families has been conducted worldwide; the digital 
media environment is often, but not always, considered within these 
studies. Particular regard was given to remote schooling and how me-
dia were used in this context. While some studies focus on teachers’ 
(e.g. Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022; Shanin, 2021) or on parents’ perspec-
tives (e.g. Bol, 2020), others explore learning outcomes (e.g. Wise et 
al., 2020). Differences in international comparisons might have cul-
tural or social reasons. For example, Egyptian (Shanin, 2021) as well 
as Austrian (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2021) pupils were 
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motivated in following online classes. Egyptian teachers with a deep 
knowledge of tools for online teaching were motivated and engaged 
in finding effective methods and tools for remote schooling. Austrian 
teachers conversely were less well-trained in digital tools and were used 
to relying on (at this time non-existing) guidelines from the Ministry of 
Education or similar institutions. Therefore, they felt somewhat aban-
doned. They were less motivated in trying out tools  and adapting to the 
situation of emergency remote schooling (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Sturm, 
2021). Although Austrian pupils were motivated to take part in online 
learning activities, they had much less support and contact with their 
teachers in comparison to other European countries (Lobe et al, 2020).

In a comparative survey of children and parents (Pozas et al., 
2021) remote schooling was seen as an opportunity by lower income-
families in Mexico, but it was experienced as a challenge by middle 
class German families because parents had to invest more time in their 
children’s education and to fulfil their other duties at the same time. A 
Dutch study (Bol, 2020) revealed that income was a crucial factor in 
how parents were able to support their children during remote school-
ing (e.g. lack of space, devices, access, and education of parents). Also 
in the US, social economic status and the social environment seem to 
have an influence on remote schooling activities. Hamilton and Erci-
kan (2022) report that schools with more pupils being reliant on public 
welfare and higher numbers of “non-white” students were more likely 
to switch to remote schooling and at the same time offered less support 
for teachers and pupils. Hence, a lower social economic status seems to 
have a negative impact on the quality of education during emergency 
remote schooling. Nevertheless, remote schooling can also create an 
opportunity for greater access to education, as in the case of Mexico.

In a meta-analysis of 97 studies on remote schooling in Germany, Austria 
and Switzerland Helm et al. (2021) found that many studies stressed pu-
pils’ difficulties in following online classes or catching up with learning 
activities, and reported negative effects regarding learning outcomes 
(e.g. Anger et al., 2020, Refle et al., 2020, Schwerzmann & Frenzel, 
2020). According to the studies analysed, young people spent three to 
five hours a day for remote schooling, and their motivation in taking 
part in learning activities ranged from 37% to 55% (Helm et al, 2021).

The UK Ofcom studies focussed less on remote schooling but on daily 
media activities in general. A qualitative study with children between 
nine and 16 years (Ofcom, 2020) demonstrates that children have been 
spending more time than ever with screen media. Online activities of-
ten filled in the time that was used for other activities before the lock-
down. Video-sharing platforms were used more often (Ofcom, 2021) 
and communication with friends had moved online, but was often done 
in conjunction with other activities such as gaming (Ofcom, 2020).
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Other studies focussed less on media use but more on men-
tal health and mental conditions of families (Liu & Doan, 2020; 
Morgül et al., 2020; Prime & Browne, 2020; Spinelli et al., 2020; 
Testa & Fahmy, 2021). They illustrate the challenges of staying at 
home together, particularly for lower SES families. These challeng-
es also increased violence in some families (e.g. Humphreys et al., 
2020, Usher, 2020, Xue et al., 2020). Coller and Webber (2020) re-
port as a result of Covid-19, losses in food supplies and lost health 
insurance in the US, which affected families’ everyday life and un-
certainties. Beyond that, Silva et al. (2020) show that in Brazil the 
pandemic widened the gap between families with lower and higher 
income. In addition, Fisher et al. (2020) stress that families in the 
Global South are challenged most by the social effects of Covid-19.

Hence, when discussing children’s use of digital media during the 
pandemic, not only the actual media activity, but also the wider 
context of the lockdown such as remote schooling, the challenges, 
that children and their families were confronted with, and poten-
tial inequalities must be considered. This was the focus of our study.

Studying children’s use of digital media during the 
pandemic
Our study is strongly connected to the Kids Digital Lives in Cov-
id-19 Times (KiDiCoTi) research project led by the Joint Research 
Centre (JRC) of the European Commission. In this project, two 
comparative studies were conducted in spring and summer 2020:

(1) In a quantitative survey in eleven countries1 at least 500 fami-
lies with children between ten and 18 years took part in each coun-
try. Computer assisted web interviews (CAWI) were conducted 
with a parent as well as one child of the family. In total, 6195 chil-
dren and 6195 parents participated in this representative survey.

(2) Additionally, a qualitative interview study was conducted in ten 
countries2 with at least ten families with children between six and twelve 
years per country. In total 105 families were interviewed. Guided inter-
views were conducted separately with parents as well as with children 
(two specific interview guides). For children additional material (activ-
ity book and ‘time capsule’ as self-report) was developed to serve as an 
icebreaker and to prompt them to start talking about their experiences.

In Austria 510 families took part in the quantitative survey and 10 fam-
ilies participated in the qualitative study. From those children that par-

1 Austria, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain and 
Switzerland

2 Austria, Croatia, Denmark, France, Italy, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia and Spain
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ticipated in the qualitative study3, three were in their last year of nurs-
ery school (compulsory pre-school year) and seven attended primary 
school. In the following, we will focus on the situation of Austrian fam-
ilies and give primary attention to the results of these national studies.

The Austrian context: lockdown and social distancing in 
spring and summer 2020
Our data collection took place in June 2020. During this time chil-
dren had experienced a harsh and long lockdown. All secondary 
schools were closed on March 16th and primary schools followed 
on March 18th. A full lockdown was announced with supermarkets 
and pharmacies the only shops that remained open. Strict regula-
tions followed for public spaces including the closure of public gar-
dens, sports facilities and playgrounds. People were banned from 
entering public spaces and were only allowed to be together with 
people living in the same household. Leaving home was restricted to 
reasonable or important duties and non-observance was penalized.

By May 18th 2020 the majority of children returned to school again. 
Still, some of them stayed at home because parents were able to exer-
cise discretion when deciding whether to send their children to school. 
At schools masks were mandatory in the buildings. Classes were di-
vided into smaller groups and children went to school every second 
day. On the other day they stayed at home and remote schooling con-
tinued. This situation continued until the end of the school year in 
the beginning of July when some Covid-19 restrictions were relieved, 
but wearing masks in shops and public transport, as well as social 
distancing remained obligatory. Sports facilities like swimming pools 
opened on May 29th. By the time the interviews were conducted, 
many parents still worked from home and life was far from normal.

Daily routine of older children: remote schooling and 
communicating with friends
On average, children between ten and 18 years, who attended second-
ary education, spent 6.2 hours online or used digital technologies on a 
typical weekday during the Covid-19 lockdown in spring 2020. Half of 
the time online was spent for learning or doing homework. The majority 
of Austrian families were rather well equipped for these activities, but 
20% only had  slow internet access and a quarter had insufficient digi-
tal devices for enabling every family member to fulfil his or her respon-
sibilities (e.g. children’s remote schooling and parents’ remote work).

Only half of secondary school children reported weekly contact with their 
teachers and 41% had daily contact; 36% experienced online learning 
activities (e.g. video conferencing, online classes) at least once a week. 

3 The Austrian study was funded by the Austrian Ministry of Education, Science and 
Research.
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Compared to the overall sample of the international quantitative 
study these figures are very low (Vuorikari et al., 2020). Instead of on-
line learning activities, digital media were rather used for distributing 
work assignments and collecting homework in Austria (Trültzsch-Wij-
nen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020a). In this respect, hardly any differenc-
es between age groups can be found. The oldest (16-18 years) spent 
a little more time on schoolwork and used digital media about one 
hour longer than the younger age groups. About half of secondary 
school children perceived the amount of schoolwork during the lock-
down as more than before. This feeling was strongest among those 
16 to 18-years-old (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020a).

During this time, 60% of children between ten and 18 years used com-
puters and laptops more than before and 11% started to use these par-
ticularly for remote schooling. Nearly one third used their smartphone 
more often, especially for communication with friends and for staying 
in contact with family members. About two third watched films and 
videos more than usual, and half of them played online games more of-
ten. 42% of this age group also reported producing more of their own 
digital media content (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2022a).

This heavily increased screen time due to remote schooling, but also 
for staying in contact with friends, and for recreation, led to differ-
ent experiences. While on the one hand 22% of parents reported 
more stress and conflicts, and 28% felt general fatigue among family 
members due to increased screen time, on the other hand half of the 
parents did not mention any negative consequences (Trültzsch-Wij-
nen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2022a, b). One third of parents also report-
ed that digital media had brought family members closer together 
and another third agreed at least partly. Further, 41% of parents 
stressed that they had learned more about the online interests of 
their children during lockdown. Similarly, three quarters reported 
that their family discovered new digital tools and used digital me-
dia more creatively (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2022b).

Total screen time was perceived as too much by many children be-
tween ten and 18 years. In all of the countries, that participated in 
the European comparative survey, three quarters of this age group 
reported to have the feeling of spending too much time online more 
often than they had before the lockdown. One third also reported 
that they had unsuccessfully tried to spend less time on the inter-
net (Lobe et al., 2021). These international results are confirmed by 
the Austrian sample (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2022b).

Spending more time online can offer more chances but also raise the 
potential to encounter risks. Regarding potential risks related to cyber 
bullying, it appears that the vast majority of children above the age of 
ten had never experienced others misusing their passwords or personal 
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data in any way. Nearly two thirds had never experienced encounter-
ing offensive content. Nevertheless, among those 30% who had experi-
enced different kinds of cyber bullying, 17% had the sense that this had 
occurred more often during lockdown. With regard to other potential-
ly risky content (violence, eating disorders, self-harm) our data show 
that among those, who reported to have encountered such content, 
between 16% and 20% had the feeling that this had happened more 
often during lockdown. The remainder felt that this had happened to a 
similar or lesser degree (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2022a). 
Thus, encountering risks related to cyber bullying was rather low both 
before and during the pandemic. However, in cases, where different 
kinds of cyber bullying were established, it seems to have increased 
during lockdown. It cannot be attested that the potential of encoun-
tering other risky content has increased due to more time spent with 
digital media, because of a great variety in young people’s responses.

Younger children during lockdown: more screen time, 
more family time, but no friends
While the results presented above are based on the representative sur-
vey, the qualitative study gives a more detailed insight into perceptions 
and feelings of younger children and specific challenges of families 
with children between six and twelve years. In the following we will 
particularly focus on children that attended pre-school (the compul-
sory last year of nursery school), who had just turned six at the time 
when they were interviewed, as well as on primary school children 
between six and ten years old. We will do this in a comparative way 
across cases. When referring to a specific family, we will indicate this 
by country code and case number (e.g. AT01 for ‘Austria, family 01’).

In the reviewed literature (e.g. Bol, 2020; Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022; 
Liu & Doan, 2020; Silva et al. etc.) social economic status and income 
are addressed as factors that negatively influence education activities 
and other challenges connected with Covid-19 lockdowns (e.g. access 
to digital media, stress, violence, loss of income etc.) However, we could 
hardly find such effects in our sample, which was composed to reflect 
diversity in terms of socio-demographic factors. Most families were 
well equipped with digital devices and internet broadband connection, 
and parents were able to help their children with remote learning ac-
tivities. However, single parents felt that lockdown was more stressful; 
they had to stick to a strict timetable for the whole family and organize 
remote work, remote schooling, housework, and recreation activities.

“The best of lockdown is being together.” (AT02, girl 7 years)

During the lockdown in spring and summer 2020, nearly all parents 
of the families that participated in the study worked from home. Only 
in one family both parents had to continue work at their workplace 
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(AT04); their nine-year-old daughter had to stay at home together 
with her eleven-year-old sister. In another family (AT01) the mother 
stayed at home while the father worked partly from home and part-
ly at his workplace. Hence, the biggest challenge for parents was to 
manage working from home, housework, taking care of their children 
and helping them with remote schooling. At the same time, parents 
did not always find it easy to be constantly together, especially if the 
family lived in a flat with limited space. As Austria had a rather warm 
spring and early summer in 2020, all families spent a lot of time out-
side, walking, cycling or just playing in the courtyard or on the streets, 
which were virtually without traffic due to the strict Covid-19 regula-
tions. Even if playgrounds and public parks were closed, families found 
activities to do outside. From the children’s perspective this intensive 
time together was wonderful and the best of Covid-19. Many described 
in detail the activities with their parents and siblings. Some also men-
tioned using media together (e.g. watching TV in the evening), but 
the time together was more important for them than the screen time 
or the media content (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).

“Mummy and daddy do so much for me…but they are not 
friends.” (AT07, girl 6 years)

Despite enjoying the intensive time with their parents, all interviewed 
children between six and ten years missed their friends very much. 
Those who were used to regular contact with their grandparents, re-
ported missing them as well. The longer the lockdown lasted, the more 
they missed them, and the less activities with parents and siblings could 
compensate for the absence of play and communication with their peers.

“I don’t like it, I feel sad … it’s not real.” (AT06, girl 6 years)

Here a big difference between younger and older children and adoles-
cents emerged. While older girls and boys used digital devices, and in 
particular their smartphones, for video calls, chatting or playing online 
games together with friends and for staying in contact with distant fam-
ily members, this did not work for younger children. Even children that 
were used to video calls with distant family members before the lock-
down, did not experience this mediated communication as satisfying 
(e.g. AT06, AT07, AT08; Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).

Parents reported that their children either quickly lost interest when 
they started a video call with distant others, or hardly talked or reacted 
at all. In one family (AT03) that established a weekly video chat with 
grandparents living in another country and that had regular video calls 
with an older sister that was studying abroad, this kind of communica-
tion was very much enjoyed by the parents. They also reported that they 
planned to go on with these regular family video calls after the lock-
down. However, their ten-year-old daughter used these video calls just 
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for quickly saying hello and soon lost interest in a deeper conversation.

With regard to friends of the same age, parents reported that this 
effect was even stronger. Many told stories about trying to establish 
video calls between their children and their friends, or that some 
teachers or parents had organized a video conference with the whole 
class. All of the interviewed children mentioned these experiences 
as unsatisfying, demotivating or even sad. They did not like video 
conferences with the whole class because they often found it cha-
otic because everybody was talking at the same time, or because 
they were not able to say something while others were talking. Oth-
ers sadly mentioned not having been able to see their closest friends 
among all the webcam windows, or to talk to a specific friend. Some 
children just felt sad seeing their friends, but not being able to hug 
them and to play with them (e.g. AT02, AT03, AT07). The latter 
was also mentioned by parents as main reason why video calls be-
tween friends did not work well with this age group. They report-
ed that the children did not really talk with each other during video 
calls. Some parents noticed that it worked better for their children 
to send each other video messages instead (AT03, AT07). All of the 
interviewed children stressed, that it was at the one hand good to 
have at least some contact, but that it did not feel real on the other 
hand. What they missed most was not talking, but playing and having 
physical contact with each other – mediated communication was not 
a substitute for this (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).

“It is weekend every day.” (AT03, girl 10 years)

Even if children valued family time more than screen time, and if 
media could not replace their friends, six-to-ten-year-old chil-
dren spent much more time with media than they used to do be-
fore the lockdown. Children’s screen time increased in all of the 
interviewed families, even if most parents were concerned or even 
felt guilty about it. Particularly, the time for watching TV or videos 
was extended and children were more often allowed to play video 
games. Former special weekend regulations for screen time were ap-
plied every day. Often parents allowed their children to use screen 
media so that they were able to fulfil their tasks for their remote 
work. All interviewed children enjoyed having more screen time, but 
as mentioned above, spending more time together with their par-
ents was valued even more. In this respect, also having more fami-
ly screen time together was positively mentioned by some children.

A tendency could be found, that parents with higher formal education 
were more aware of their children’s use of digital devices as well as the 
content accessed, and more often established specific rules. Education-
al apps or games were hardly used and only two mothers (AT06, AT08), 
reported to have searched for apps that could support their children’s 
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learning. Many children between six and ten liked drawing apps. Some 
younger children (6-8 years) also discovered smartphones for making 
photos with filters and for creating slideshows (AT03, AT07). Older 
girls between nine and ten reported making many videos and photos 
of themselves and experimenting with different kinds of posing (e.g. 
AT03, AT04). However, the majority of children’s media use was rather 
receptive than creative (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).

“I had not expected that it would work that well.” (AT07, 
mother)

While digital media were used for remote learning activities 
in secondary schools, this was not the case in primary educa-
tion. There, teachers hardly made use of digital platforms or any 
other digital media. The interviewed parents reported that in 
most cases work sheets had to be picked up and returned phys-
ically at the school. Some teachers sent work assignments as 
e-mail to parents. Often work sheets had to be printed and the work 
of the children had to be sent back as a photo via email or instant 
messaging. This was different with regard to extracurricular activ-
ities. Institutions that offered after school classes like music or bal-
let used digital media also for younger children. Parents reported 
that video conferencing tools and video chat were used for instru-
ment lessons, or for continuing speech therapy; and videos were used 
for dancing classes (e.g. AT 01, AT07). It is interesting that, despite 
the reported difficulties regarding mediated communication with 
friends, children remembered these online interactions in a very pos-
itive way. A possible explanation therefore is that communication 
with teachers of after-school classes differs a lot from playing with 
friends. In this regard, children might not have felt that physical in-
teraction was as important as for the communication with girls and 
boys of their age. Hence, children perceived this kind of exchange 
with their teachers satisfying and as fun. Because of these positive 
experiences, parents criticised the rare use of digital technologies 
in primary schools (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).

“Every time she came and told me about cool things to buy.” 
(AT03, father)

As is known from other studies (Smahel et al., 2020) more media use 
can lead to more potential risks. Among the families that participat-
ed in our study, two kinds of potential risks could be identified for 
children between six and ten years. Children more often used screen 
media alone, while parents were busy with other tasks. In this regard, 
some parents reported that by accident children turned off the offline 
mode of smartphones and tablets and suddenly were confronted with 
in-app advertisements and advertising videos that were not suited for 
their age. However, this did not translate into harm because in all 
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reported cases, children reacted with confusion and consulted their 
parents to “make these things go away” (AT07, girl 6 years). Anoth-
er potential risk addressed by parents was that older girls from nine 
onwards enjoyed watching videos of influencers on YouTube and did 
this much more due to the extended screen time (e.g. AT 03). Parents 
recognized that their children were very vulnerable to hidden product 
placements and advertising in these videos; they reported that they 
were constantly asking to buy products they had discovered by watch-
ing videos. As this was a reason for concerned parents to talk with their 
children about advertising and the monetarization of influencers, these 
experiences did not result in harm but in enhanced media education.

Gaining new skills
There was some positive impact of the lockdown in 2020 on children 
and their families. As emphasised with regard to families with young-
er children, one of the most positive effects was that despite the man-
agement of remote working and schooling, families had more time 
together. Although remote schooling was perceived as demanding 
particularly by older children that attended secondary school, the ma-
jority of pupils between ten and 18 years felt they had improved their 
digital skills as an effect of digital learning activities. The majority re-
ported to have learned quickly to participate in online activities and to 
use new tools. Therefore, their motivation to participate in online ac-
tivities was high (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020a). In ad-
dition, half of the parents with children of this age group reported that 
their children gained more overall autonomy and more self-regulation 
with their school activities, and became better at using digital media 
for learning activities (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020a).
 

“He needed just a little help in the beginning. But then…it 
was astounding to watch him doing everything on his own.” 
(AT01, father)

Younger children gained new skills as well. Those children between 
six and eight years that had discovered photography using filters, pho-
to stickers, and creating photo slideshows, did this first and foremost 
on their own and surprised their parents with new skills. Other chil-
dren under ten were reported to have learned to use audio search on 
tablets and smartphones for finding their favourite videos as well as 
audio dramas without the help of their parents. Parents also reported 
that their children learned to draw on a tablet, or gained basic read-
ing skills in order to identify their favourite media content (mostly 
videos). Some primary school children gained basic computer skills 
related to their remote schooling like using an email programme, pro-
cessing a word files, printing material that had been sent to their par-
ent’s email address, or taking photos of their exercises in order to send 
them to their teacher (Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen, 2020b).
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Discussion
As media are an initial part of children’s lives, there is a long history 
of research on young audiences. International comparative studies in 
Europe have been conducted for older (e.g. EU Kids Online: nine to 
16 years; Smahel et al., 2020) and for younger children (e.g. Young 
children (0-8) and digital technology; Chaudron et al., 2018). This 
research attests that the use of digital devices and the internet by chil-
dren has risen during the last decade, and that the amount of use in-
creases by age. This general trend was boosted by several lockdowns 
causing social distancing, remote schooling, and spare time that was 
filled by using media, since other leisure activities were not possible 
anymore (Ofcom, 2020). Most research on how media were used by 
children during lockdown addresses children older than nine years 
(e.g. Ofcom, 2020; 2021), and many studies focus on media use for 
remote schooling (e.g. Bol, 2020; Wise et al., 2020; Helm et al., 2021).

Our paper adds the perspective of younger children that are at the 
beginning of primary school or attending the last year of nursery 
school. In presenting results of two studies (families with children 
from ten to 18 years; families with children from six to twelve years), 
we are also able to compare differences in how older and younger 
children used media to cope with challenges of the pandemic. We 
address media activities in the context of remote schooling but also 
beyond, and put them into a wider context of families’ daily lives 
during the pandemic in order to take account of social inequalities.

This paper gives insights into the situation in Austria. From the per-
spective of a European comparative project, which our national stud-
ies have been part of, we can state that the national results are in large 
part in accordance with the situation in other European countries. The 
information on families with children between ten and 18 years comes 
from a representative survey while the study of families with younger 
children was qualitative. Its explanatory power is therefore limited, 
but it gives more in-depth results on how the daily life of primary and 
pre-school children was affected by the lockdown periods of spring 
and summer 2020. Hence, this information is illuminating and rele-
vant for our discussion. In comparison with the qualitative data of the 
European project (Cachia et al., 2021) we can confirm that the Austri-
an results are in accordance with the information from other countries.

We are able to identify differences in the use of digital media during 
the pandemic. Particular children from ten years onwards, who at-
tended secondary school, spent a lot of their time with digital media 
for remote schooling activities. Hence, to some extent, digital media 
helped in coping with the situation of remote schooling as pupils were 
motivated in attending digital learning activities; but digital media 
were hardly used by primary school teachers. Nevertheless, teachers 
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of after school classes successfully used digital media with children 
that attended nursery or primary school. In line with Ofcom’s (2021) 
data for the UK, our study shows that although the majority was well 
equipped, access to digital devices and poor internet access was a 
problem for a quarter of families with children at school age. This 
is in line with other studies (Bol, 2020; Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022; 
Silva et al., 2020; Fisher et al., 2020) that demonstrate how families 
with low income, and in many cases also with a lower social-eco-
nomic status, were much more challenged by the effects of Covid-19.

The hardest challenge for children was not being able to meet friends. 
Older children, who were used to messenger apps before the pandem-
ic, employed these for staying in touch and communicating with their 
friends (also see Ofcom, 2021). However, this did not work for children 
under the age of ten, as meeting friends at this age is not so much about 
chatting, but rather playing and running around. Digital media were 
not able to compensate physical interaction for these younger chil-
dren and therefore only partly helped in coping with social distancing.

By using more digital media, older and younger children alike gained 
more skills. While for young people between ten and 18 years these 
new skills were mostly related to learning activities, children between 
six and ten learned to use digital media more self-determined and 
some of them started to use digital media in a creative way. This con-
firms that a more frequent use of digital media can potentially lead 
to more digital skills (Chaudron et al., 2018; Marsh, 2016). How-
ever, this potential was not used to full extent, because children 
had to learn these new things by themselves. In particular, parents 
of young children did not encourage them to try something new or 
to use media in various creative or explorative ways. Instead, their 
media use was in many cases extended for bridging the time when 
parents had to fulfil other tasks. Also, older children and adoles-
cents were not supported in their ways of using digital media or en-
couraged to try something new, besides tools for remote schooling. 

Previous studies illustrate that more use of digital media can lead 
to encountering more risks as well (which does not automatically 
lead to more harm (Smahel et al., 2020)). Similar to the results of 
Ofcom (2021), this can partly be confirmed by our data, although 
there was a great variety in children’s responses. Many have not 
encountered any potentially risky content and have not yet had ex-
periences, which are related to cyber bullying. However, among 
those, who have been confronted with such experiences, near-
ly 20% had the feeling that this has happened more often during 
lockdown. From this, we are not able to conclude whether a more 
intensive use of digital media as a result of Covid-19 has affected 
vulnerable children with negative experiences to a greater extent.
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Legitimate concerns regarding a successful return to pre-pandemic 
media rules exist among parents. Our data shows that older children 
suffered from too much screen time due to remote schooling. Younger 
children enjoyed weakened media rules and more screen time, but 
most appreciated shared family time. In addition, face-to-face contact 
with friends was sadly missed. We can only speculate in how far these 
experiences will influence their media activities and amount of use af-
ter overcoming Covid-19; maybe they will be more able to reflect pos-
itive and negative sides of using digital media. In this regard it would 
be stimulating for future research to study how children evaluate their 
screen time in retrospective before, during and after the pandemic.

Recommendations
Experiences during the pandemic have demonstrated the potential of 
digital media for education. Nevertheless, our data show that teachers 
would need more training to be able to make a better use of these – in 
particular with regard to younger children. However, Covid-19 also il-
lustrated the potential risk of losing children from low-income house-
holds and with less support from their families. Hence, promoting the 
use of digital media for education also needs social awareness and 
guarantee that no child will be excluded from educational activities. 
Also parents need more support in media education. This was 
stressed by many fathers and mothers that participated in our stud-
ies; if they had got more recommendations or examples of how dig-
ital media could be used for supporting their children in different 
ways (Daneels & Vanwynsberghe, 2017), or how they could help 
them to gain new skills and develop media literacy, children might 
have been able to make more use of the potential of digital media. 
Also after the pandemic, parents’ media literacy will become a cru-
cial factor in mediating children’s media activities and the use of me-
dia for (lifelong) learning. They could be helped in two key ways; 
they often are not aware of material and support of institutions that 
are active in the field of media education and, therefore, more in-
formation about such institutions should be provided and distrib-
uted. In addition, special material for parents has to be developed 
and provided via schools and other public and private institutions.
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