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ABSTRACT

Since the use of digital technology (DT) has become a significant part of children’s
everyday life, one of the main questions is why and for what purposes children use
DT. This paper aims to explore categories of motivation for DT use among Croatian
children aged 9 to 15 years, and their rate of occurrence, from the perspective of
children (18 boys; 13 girls; average age = 11) and their parents (3 fathers; 28 mothers).
Focus groups with children as well as their parents were conducted online via Zoom,
in spring 2021. Results show that both children and their parents state following
motives for children’s use of DT: fun and entertainment, interaction and
communication, relaxation, and rest, learning and seeking information. Furthermore,
children, but not their parents, state as their motives time pass and boredom, and
Fear of Missing Out. This research contributes to a better understanding of the
reasons why children use DT, provides a taxonomy of motives, and shows that
children’s motives for DT use are universal to different life circumstances.
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Introduction

Digital technology (DT) refers to all types of electronic devices and
applications (Sioshansi, 2019) such as tablets, smartphones, and digital activities
such as gaming, social media, etc. (Kardefelt-Winther, 2017). Recent research
points out that school-aged children spend around 5 or 6 hours a day using DT
(e.g, Spina et al. 2021). The research also states that school-aged children and
adolescents use DT for communication, playing, schoolwork, etc. (e.g., Ichhpujani
et al, 2019; Martin et al, 2018). The effects of DT can be both positive, and
negative. For example, DT can be a source of enjoyment, and help develop
cognitive skills, knowledge, and social and communication skills (e.g., Bae, 2019).
However, overuse of DT is usually associated with negative effects such as
depression and anxiety, headaches, neck pain, and sleep problems (eg.,
Abendroth et al, 2020).

When it comes to the context of the COVID-19 pandemic research points
to a rise in time spent on DT for entertainment (e.g, Lépez-Bueno et. al, 2022;
Nagata et al, 2022), and for schoolwork due to home confinement (e.g,, Andrew,
et al, 2020; Brom et al, 2020). Research also states that children used DT during
the pandemic to occupy themselves when they are bored, connect with friends,
find school information, and regulate their emotions (e.g, Langmeyer et al,, 2022).
However, little is known regarding specific changes in motivation for DT use that
happened in these circumstances since they have not been explicitly researched.
Koran et al. (2022) showed that the main purpose for DT use in children is playing
and communication with their friends, both before the pandemic and during the
lockdown, indicating that there was no change in motivation. Since the context
of the pandemic has led to the rise in time of DT use it would be useful to
understand the motivation for its use in order to be able to channel this
motivation to other activities besides DT, to minimize its negative effects.

Generally, the motivation for DT use can be separated into positive, and
negative. For example, Barker (2009) states that the motivation for school
children and adolescents to use DT is a different, fun, and attractive way to
communicate, play, and share information with their peers, but it also provides
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a way for them to pass time, entertain themselves and learn. Goh et al. (2015)
found that for children in the first and second grades of primary school two main
motives for computer usage are e-learning and playing games. Hundley & Shyles
(2010) investigated teenagers’ awareness of the functions DT serve in their lives.
They emphasized socializing and entertainment. In addition to the positive
aspects of motivation, some researchers emphasize negative motivational
aspects. For example, Throuvala et al. (2018) hypothesized that adolescent
motivational factors are also driven by dysfunctional mechanisms like FOMO
(Fear of Missing Out) or the need to be online to avoid feelings of apprehension
when one is absent from a rewarding experience that others may have. In
addition, motivation for DT use can also be related to the overuse of DT. For
example, Meng et al. (2020) examined the association between smartphone
overuse and smartphone motivation in adolescents and showed that hedonic
motivations are associated with problematic use while instrumental motivation
is not. Therefore, positive motivation can be associated with some good
outcomes such as learning (Goh et al,, 2015) but negative motivation could lead
to unwanted outcomes in children such as more time spent on DT use (Meng et
al, 2020).

Studies on general motives for DT use, as well as comprehensive
information about school children’s and their parents’ perception of motives
regarding children’s DT use, are scarce. Most research focuses on social media.
For adolescents, social media is a tool for communication with friends and family,
a source of information, learning and validation, a source of inspiration for one’s
interests, obtaining a positive mood, self-presentation, and self-expression, and
others (Jarman et al, 2021; Throuvala et al, 2018). Other research is focused on
smartphones. Young people use them because they are convenient to use, make
them feel like adults, help them to relax, express status and identity, etc. (Ahad
& Anshari 2017; Wilkinson & Saldafa, 2018).

One possible theoretical framework of the DT motivation research is the
Uses and gratification theory which explains how and why people use media in
general, stating that people actively choose the media they will use (Katz et al,,
1973). Also, the social and psychological needs or gratifications that are met when
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people use media (Blumler, 1979). Five basic needs obtained from media are
cognitive (acquiring information, knowledge), affective (acquiring pleasurable
and emotional experiences), personal (acquiring confidence, status, stability),
social (acquiring contact with friends, family), and tension release (escapism and
diversion) (Bayer et al, 2016; Katz et al, 1973). Following the theory Whiting &
Williams (2013) list the following uses and gratification for social media use in
young people: social interaction, information seeking, pass time, entertainment,
relaxation, communicatory utility, and convenience utility. To the best of our
knowledge, this theoretical framework has not been applied in the exploration
of general DT use motivation in children.

Current study

This paper aims to explore categories of motivation for DT use among
Croatian children aged 9 to 15, from the perspective of children and parents, the
rate of occurrence of these categories of motives in children’s and parent’s group
discussions, and to provide a preliminary taxonomy of motives. The research
questions are - what are the categories of motivation for DT use in children; what
are the similarities, and differences in children’s and parents’ perception and
recognition of children’s motivation for DT use, and what motives are most
dominant in both perspectives. Focus group discussions were chosen because
they allow researchers to obtain and increase understanding of the two
perspectives on motivation for DT use, the level of consensus within a discussion
group, and the possible differences between the two perspectives. The cultural
aspect of motivation for DT use is also important because previous research
points to cultural differences in the way children use DT (Jackson et al, 2008). To
the best of our knowledge, there are no previous studies regarding children’s
motivation for DT use in Croatia. When it comes to DT use in Croatia, 98% of
pupils and students use the Internet daily, and they mostly access it through
mobile phones (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). Finally, studies on various
aspects of DT use are not often focused on early adolescence and considering
the changes in DT use in life span it is important to monitor and further
investigate the motivation for DT use in early adolescence because it might
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provide valuable data for the development of practical recommendations for
children’s DT use before their entering to adolescence.

The data presented here are a part of a qualitative study which is
conducted under the research project “Digital technology in the family: patterns
of behavior and effects on child development”.

Materials and Methods

Design

The design of the research was made for a variety of themes that are in
the research focus of the project such as general DT use among children, parental
mediation, etc. For this paper, we focus only on the questions related to the
motivation for DT use in children. The research design included two sets of
structured questions, for parents and children, which were designed by the
project research team.

Children in group discussion were asked: What do you do on your digital
devices? What is your favorite thing to do? Which digital device do you use most
often? There are various reasons to use the devices. Which ones are yours? What
/s the most useful thing you have learned and how did you use the device? etc.

The questions for the parents were: Can you describe to us how it most
often looks like when your children use digital devices at home. (Where are they
in the apartment house, are they alone or in the company of others, do they
choose what they will do on the device orin agreement with you, and what does
it look like when they have to stop using the device?), etc.

Recruitment

The recruitment process started on February 3rd, 2021, with the first e-
mails sent to schools in Croatia and finished on May 4th, 2021. The recruitment
package consisted of the following materials: the Permission of the Ministry of
Science and Education of the Republic of Croatia to conduct the research, the
Permission of the Ethics Committee of the Catholic University of Croatia to
conduct the research; An Example of the Participant Consent for parents and
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children, and An Invitation to participate in the research for school websites.
These documents were sent to a pre-prepared list of elementary schools in
Zagreb and Osijek. The invitation was also published on the official website and
social media profiles of the Catholic University of Croatia and the project D. E. C.
l.D.E.

Sample and procedure

The parents who contacted the researchers were sent the Participant
Consent for parents and children to sign it. Parents were contacted to arrange
the date and time when they and their children were available. Before the
beginning of the session, participants were informed by the moderator about
their rights, that the session will be recorded, that the material will be transcribed
and destroyed after transcription, and that their names in the transcript will be
changed. In total, nine focus groups with children were conducted via Zoom
from March, 30th to May 5th, 2021 (number of participants ranging from 2 to 5),
and eight focus groups with parents were conducted via Zoom from March 30th
to May 4th, 2021 (number of participants ranging from 3 to 5). All participants,
parents, and children received a coupon to visit a local ZOO. The sample consists
of 31 children (18 boys; 13 girls; average age = 11) (Appendix A), and 31 parents (3
fathers; 28 mothers) (Appendix B).

Data Analysis

The organization of codes for the data analyses was inspired by the Uses
and gratification theory. The research team adapted the above-mentioned
Whiting & Williams (2013) list of motives. Motives for interaction and
communication were perceived as similar by children and parents and were
merged into one category. The same was with learning and searching for
information. Children’s and parents’ focus groups were analyzed separately,
according to the same categories. The unit of the analysis was one broad
statement. They were determined by a keyword approach (e.g.,, fun, rest, relax).
Two coders separately coded 159 statements. They agreed on a total of 126
statements (93 statements by children, and 33 by parents). The inter-rater
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reliability for children’s groups is 87.74%, and for parents' it is 62.62%. The final
inter-rater reliability is 79.25%. The final step was calculating the rate of
occurrence for each motive. This provided the researchers with a basis for a short
taxonomy that depicts each category of motives.

Results

The statements on children’s motives for DT use from children and
parents' discussions were organized into the six categories as followed: C1
(entertainment and fun), C2 (interaction and communication), C3 (time pass
and/or boredom), C4 (relaxing and rest), C5 (learning and searching for
information) and C6 (Fear of Missing Out - FOMO). For each category, we first
present findings from group discussions.

Entertainment and fun

One of the most often stated motives for DT use in children is fun and
entertainment. It was stated by children in 26 (2796%) statements. Here are
examples from focus groups.

F19 (girl, 14): Mostly for fun and communicating with the world, actually.
Sometimes, children gave examples of specific devices to better explain what is
used for fun:

F15 (boy, 10): / use PlayStation because it entertains me. I'm happy when I play.

For parents, entertainment and fun were present in 8 (2424%)
statements. The parental statements are more elaborate and reflect a
disagreement with their children’s use of DT for entertainment because they feel
other types of entertainment, are being neglected.

MF21 (mother of girl, 15): £ven fun, for them it is the only form of entertainment.
They don’t know how to have fun at all anymore, like we used to.
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Interaction and communication

The most often stated motive for DT use by children is interaction and
communication (32 statements, 34.41%). They frequently mention smartphones
which they use for texting with friends or for calling them.

F36 (boy, 10): My favorite /s my smartohone, (.) because | can use my
smartphone to communicate with my friends with calls and text messages.

They also mention apps they use in order to interact and communicate,
like WhatsApp and Viber.

F32 (boy, 10): / use WhatsApp the most because, | don't know, that's where
people send me the most messages. Friends, mom, dad.

Another aspect of communication that emerges from children’s
discussions is communication with the purpose of arranging a face-to-face
meeting.

FO9 (boy, 15): 7o have fun, or to arrange with someone to meet somewhere, see
each other, at basketball.

Parent’s answers confirm this motive (16 statements, 48.48%). They
emphasized that children’s motivation to use apps for communication is
noticeable in chat groups. They also make audio recording of the messages on
the apps:

MFO6 (mother of boy, 10): / figured out that on WhatsApp he has his own school
group, they often record themselves, they don't feel like typing, then they send
those recordings.

Also, children use apps for communication with friends. They emphasize
chat groups can be useful, as a source of information and even for socialization.

MF25 (mother of boy, 10): (...) c/ass groups which he uses as a good source of
information, so not everything they have on those smartphones is bad, some
groups they have are related to their sports (...)

Parents state the benefits of the DT use due to certain circumstances,
like living far away, and the COVID-19 pandemic.
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MF14 (mother of girl, 9): We are now in the circumstances that we are not in the
part of town where she goes to school. Well, she can't go out on her own when
she wants to, so she spends a lot of time communicating with her friends, mostly
on smartphone.

Time pass and boredom

Children state boredom as one of the motives for DT use quite often. This
motive is present in 20 statements (21.51%). The parents did not mention these
motives. One specific context mentioned when children use DT out of boredom
is morning.

FO1 (boy, 14): Instagram, when | wake up in the morning, or when I'm bored.

Furthermore, children state that they pick up a certain device because
they perceive there is nothing else to do. Therefore, the context of the situation
causes boredom.

FO2 (boy, M): Well I play more because I'm in the countryside there’s no one here,
and the weather isn't nice. And my brother doesn't really like being outside.

Relaxing and resting

To a lesser extent, children state relaxing and resting as one of the
motives. This is mentioned in four statements (4.30%). Their parents did not
mention those motives as much as children. There was only one reference to it
(6.25%).

MF19 (mother of girl, 14): For me, the first association is rest and relaxation, and
a smartphone.

Children state they use DT in order to relax and have a break from
schoolwork.

F16 (qirl, 10): After school | go on my smartphone for a while, to take a break and
then | write homework.
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Learning and searching for information

Children’s motive to use the DT is also to obtain information and to learn.
This motive is present in nine statements (9.68%).

FO1 (boy, 14): /f ] need to research something for school, | primarily work on my
smartphone because it's easier for me.

Parents state that children’s motive to use the DT is online schooling.
They refer to this motive in eight statements (24.24%), they use it for school and
to find information that interests them.

MF26 (mother of boy, 9): (...) he uses it for research through Google, let's say he
follows it very well - astronomy.

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)

Finally, Fear of Missing Out was not mentioned as a motive in parents’
discussions, but it was mentioned two times in children’s discussions (2.15%). This
is a very low occurrence rate, but it is important to consider that even children
in this age range do mention this motive for DT use. Children perceive it as a need
to be included in communication because of their high interest in what is being
said.

F14 (qirl, 9): Sometimes my friends send me messages, then | get so interested
that | can't contain myself.

Rate of occurrence of different motives for DT use in children

For both children and parents, the most often mentioned motive for DT
use in children is interaction and communication (25.39%), and also in parents
(48.48%). The second most-often mentioned motive in children is fun and
entertainment (20.63%), and also in parents (24.24%). For parents, the same
number of statements refer to learning as well (8, 24.24%). This is not the case
for children themselves (9.68%).

For children, the third most often mentioned motive is boredom (20,
2151%), which is not mentioned by parents. Finally, relaxing and resting were
mentioned only four times by children (4.30%) and one time by parents (6.25%),
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while FOMO was only mentioned two times by children (215%), and not at all by
parents. This provided the researchers with a basis for a short taxonomy of
phrasings that depict each category of motives. The results are presented in
Table 1.

Table1
Taxonomy of children’s motives for DT use based on study data
Paraphrased statements from children and/or

Motivation categor
gory parents reporting why children use DT

Entertainment and fun To have fun.
For entertaining.
Because it makes them happy.

Interaction and communication To communicate with others (friends and family)
with texts, messages, calls, or video calls.

To arrange with someone to meet somewhere.
Chat rooms with friends and/or teachers.

Time pass and boredom Because of boredom.

Relaxing and resting To rest after school.

To take a break.

To relax.
Learning and searching for To research something for school.
information To make presentations.

For school.

For homework.

FoMO The interest is so high that the person cannot
contain themselves.

Have to be reachable.
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Discussion

The results show that interaction and communication are the most often
mentioned motives in children’s and parents' statements. Children mentioned
devices such as smartphone, and applications like WhatsApp for texting with
friends. Other research also shows that teens use DT to communicate and
socialize (e.g.,, Barker, 2009; Ichhpujani et al, 2019). Both parents and children in
this study consider this to be a good and valuable motive for DT use. Children
communicate with friends through game apps or consoles, but this type of
communication is left unnoticed by parents, who report children using chat
rooms to communicate. This is a valuable observation because when parents
report other motives for their children’s DT use, such as fun, they talk about it
with a level of disapproval, while their children are enthusiastic about it. It might
be that if they had a better understanding that these motives are interrelated,
they would exhibit less disapproval regarding children’s use of gaming apps. Such
disapproval, resulting from differences in understanding motivation, might result
in more parent-child conflict, and a better understanding might help eliminate
that. The motive to use DT for interaction and communication in children at this
age is not surprising. Peer communication is vital during adolescence for their
mental well-being (Bianchi et al, 2020). Relations with peers in adolescents are
positively related to their life satisfaction (Proctor et al, 2009), and difficulties in
peer communication mediate the relationship between self-esteem and life
satisfaction in adolescence (Szczesniak et al,, 2022).

The study was conducted in the COVID-19 pandemic context and
although the research questions did not refer directly to the pandemic the
participants did mention it on their own. The motive for communication is
especially important in the context of the pandemic. Parents mention how due
to quarantines, children were unable to socialize with their friends in person, so
they regard DT as a kind of savior and form a positive perception of DT in the
context of communication and socializing. Children, but not parents, mentioned
the use of DT for communication with friends in order to arrange a face-to-face
meeting, which again points to discrepancies in understanding the full range of
motivation for children’s DT use between children and parents. One similar study
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also shows that the main purpose for children to use DT during the lockdown is
communication, and playing (Koran et al, 2022). In a study on adolescents’
psychological well-being after the second prolonged lockdown due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, Jusiene et al. (2020) found that the lack of face-to-face
communication with peers was very important for predicting depression risk in
adolescents.

As mentioned, parents expressed concerns regarding children using too
much DT, especially for entertainment and fun, which is the second most often
mentioned motive in both perspectives. Other studies also show that children
use DT for entertainment or non-school work-related activities (e.g, Anthony, et
al, 2021). Parents in this study also indicate that they are unhappy with the
amount of time children spend using DT for fun and entertainment because they
fear their children choose devices as a sole way of having fun. Some believe that
DT has replaced other ways of having fun, such as playing outdoors. Children do
not share their point of view. They use gaming consoles and apps to arrange to
meet in person with their friends which again shows that some motives for their
use of specific DT might be misinterpreted by their parents. While parents
believe that children prefer activities on DT over other types of entertainment it
seems the children resort to DT when other types of entertainment are
unavailable.

The occurrence of references to learning and informational motivation is
similar in both perspectives. Children use DT for school purposes which are in
accordance with previous research (e.g., Drouin, et al 2020). Parents also state
that children’s motive to use the DT is online schooling and to find information
that interests them. Considering the occurrence of online classes for at least
some of the children, it was expected that motivation for learning is mentioned
more often and elaborated in more detail. A possible explanation is that when
considering motivation for DT use, both children and their parents considered
primarily intrinsic motivation. Online classes are not the choice of children
themselves, but rather a result of specific circumstances.

Regarding other categories of motivation, the results show more
discrepancies between children’s and parents’ perspectives. For example, Fear of
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Missing Out was not mentioned by parents but was stated, although rarely, by
children. In adolescents increased need to belong and to be popular is associated
with increased use of social media (Beyens, et al, 2016). Parents in this study
seem to not recognize this need. It might be that for children some motives are
important and valid, and for parents, they seem less meaningful.

Time-pass and boredom are other motives for DT use mentioned by
children, but not by parents. While fun and entertainment seem to be related to
actively choosing to do something that entertains them, time-pass and boredom
are passively driven motivations. The time-pass motive to use DT in the morning,
at a wake-up time is mentioned several times. The context of not having
anything else to do, friends not being available, holidays, etc. usually leads to
children picking up a device (e.g., Iwanicka & Iwanicka, 2020). This type of use,
which is not motivated by a specific wish to use DT but rather by the need to fill
out time, might offer space for the creation of intervention regarding minimizing
DT use in children. By offering children activities to fill out shorter periods when
they feel bored, it would be possible to lower their DT use. Finally, children and
parents state relaxing and resting as one of the motives for DT use (e.g.,, Hidding
et al, 2017). It seems that children usually rest from schoolwork by using the DT.

Code frequency supplies researchers with an objective measure of the
prevalence of an attitude between and within groups (Breen, 2006). In this case,
the level of occurrence of specific motives can be regarded as a level of
importance showing that interaction and communication, and fun and
entertainment are considered by both perspectives as the most important
motives for DT use. It is also possible that the motivation for DT use varies across
different countries, but to investigate these hypotheses further cross-cultural
research is needed. Some motives may be important for a particular person or
group, or even be related to a certain context, however, the code frequency
gives good insight into what comes to mind first, and it shows a level of salience
within the discussion. Range of motives that both perspectives report points to
a conclusion that the motives for children’s use of DT are universal across
different life situations. The short taxonomy of phrasings that children and
parents used to describe children’s motivation for DT use provides researchers
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with the foundation for further research, specifically for the development of
scales aiming to further investigate this topic.

Limitations and suggestion for future research

Although this research contributes to a better understanding of the
motives for DT use in children, certain limitations are present. The sample in this
study prevents the conclusions to be generalized. Furthermore, focus groups are
a great way to gain insight opinions, but certain motives are possibly not stated.
This is also due to the design of the research, which covered several topics, and
the motivation for using DT is only one part. Future research on the motivation
to use DT should be examined with more complex survey questionnaires for
parents and children.

Conclusion

Regarding the motives for the DT use in children aged 9 to 15 years in
Croatia, this research identified several categories. Both children and parents
most often mention interaction and communication, followed by fun and
entertainment, learning, and seeking information, and finally relaxation and rest.
Two categories of motives were mentioned only by children, and these are time
pass and boredom, and FOMO. The Uses and gratification theory provided us
with a good framework for DT motives analyses in children. This research gives
an overview of the motivation for DT use among Croatian children thus filling in
the gap in the existing literature on DT use in the regional context. Providing
different perspectives allowed researchers to detect differences that might be
considered a source of child-parent conflict regarding children’s DT use. Research
that uses a focus group approach and a parent-child perspective is particularly
lacking. Furthermore, this research has pointed out a certain fear of parents
because children sometimes choose the DT devices for entertainment purposes
over other ways of having fun that they might see as better. Children recognize
a practical side of the DT since it helps them interact with friends and family, but
also more superficial ways of using DT due as time pass and boredom. These
results offer a starting point for the development of guidelines aiming to help
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parents to better understand the children’s motivation for DT use and to help
children to choose different activities when they are bored, besides using DT.

Note

Part of the results have already been presented to a public at the The European
Conference on Media, Communication and Film, London, 2021.
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Appendix A
Children’s group discussions data

Session Participant Gender Age

Session 1 FO1 boy 14
FO3 boy 13
F19 girl 14
F24 boy 13

Session 2 F10 girl N
F11 boy 1

Session 3 FO6 boy 10
F15 boy 10

Session 4 FO9 boy 15
F21 girl 15
F25 boy 10
FO7 girl 12
F12 boy 12

Session 6 F14 girl 9
F17 girl 10
F26 boy 9
F28 girl 12

Session 7 FO8 boy 14
F18 girl 1
F20 boy 14
F30 boy (l

Session 8 F16 girl 10
F23 girl 12
F32 girl 10

Session 9 F29 boy 9
F31 girl 10
F34 boy 9
F35 boy 10
F36 boy 10
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Appendix B

Parents’ group discussions data
Session Participant
Session1  MFO1
DF03

MF19
MF21
MF27
Session2  MFO2
MF10
MF11
MF18
Session3  MF06
MF14
DF15
Session4  MFO4
MFO09
MF24
MF25
Session5  MF15
DF17
MF26
Session 6  MF07
MF20
MF23

MF28
Session7  MF08
MF16
MF32
Session 8  MF29

MF31

MF34
MF35
MF26
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