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Socially disadvantaged children are at risk in a 
double way. On the one hand they suffer from the 
effects of their parents’ socio-structural problems, 
on the other hand they use media very intensively 
which means that their socialisation is dominated 
by media. 

Social disadvantage must not be seen as being 
mono-causal, but is multi-dimensional. Socio-
economic “hard facts” such as family income and 
parent´s educational level are important but 
research should also emphasise socio-emotional 
conditions within a family, especially the youngest 
children, because the family remains the most 
important environment in which children are 
socialised.  

Children in socially disadvantaged families as well 
as their parents, need support in coping with their 
everyday lives in general. This includes efforts to 
fight poverty, social exclusion, and unequal 
opportunities in our societies. 

In particular, children who grow up in socially 
disadvantaged families often find it difficult to take 
advantage of the opportunities offered by media or 
to cope adequately with the risks that they might 
encounter while using them. Therefore every 
societal stakeholder needs to develop approaches 
that enable all citizens to use media for actively 
participating in society. 

Although we have taken social disadvantage as 
one category we have to acknowledge that there 
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Introduction – why research on 
social disadvantage is relevant 
Europe has been exhibiting increasing rates of poverty 
and social exclusion since the mid-1980s caused by 
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progress of children than the impact of socio-economic 
factors (Paus-Hasebrink & Kulterer, 2014b)1.  Socio-
emotional factors address the importance of stable and 
trustful relationships at home and the feeling of not 
being alone in the world. These factors are especially 
important for children, helping them to become strong 
and resilient individuals. Evidence for this can be found 
in a German study showing that poor migrant 
adolescents can better deal with economic problems 
than poor German non-migrant teenagers, in part 
because they are supported by stronger social 
networks through strong family
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Table 1: Internet use (age and time) 

Internet use 
Low 
SES 

Medium 
SES 

High 
SES 
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New media are seen as “digital babysitters”. Fathers in 
particular prefer to use digital media for this role while 
mothers tend to use more traditional media to entertain 
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oriented. Furthermore, digital literacy is influenced by 
the parents’ educational and socio-economic 
background: Children whose parents have a higher 
level of education achieve significantly better test 
scores. 

Turkey – Children from high-income families 
experience more risks 

Akbulut, Sahin and Eristi (2010) interviewed 1,470 
representatively chosen teenagers (aged 15 to 18) in 
Turkey about their online experiences and 
cyberbullying victimization. One of the key results 
should be emphasised in our context: “The 
victimization scores of the high-income group were 
significantly higher than those of the middle-income 
group, whereas the low-income group was in between 
and did not differ from other groups significantly” (p. 
199). The greater amount of internet use by high-
income group children was not identified as an 
explanatory factor. However, the latter have better 
skills in foreign languages and “the high-income group 
surfed foreign websites more often, which made them 
more vulnerable to cyberbullying” (ibid.). This result 
may be seen as a negative example of the correlation 
between opportunities and risks; it outlines the 
importance of having a dialogue that brings both 
aspects – risks and opportunities – together. 

Internet addiction was the research topic of another 
Turkish study by Batigün, Kiliç, Akün and Özgür in 
2010. They identified 18% of the adolescents they 
surveyed as being addicted to the internet. Boys are 
affected more often than girls. Moreover, they 
concluded that persons with a higher socio-economic 
status are more often affected by internet addiction 
than those with a lower socio-economic status. One 
reason may lie in the greater online opportunities of the 
former. 

Conclusion: Social disadvantage and internet 
use  

To conclude, it becomes very clear from these studies 
that it is a rather difficult task to measure differences in 
socio-economic status cross-nationally. Although one 
family´s income and parents’ educational status are 
seen as key factors, it is striking how different social 
disadvantage is operationalised within the studies 
collected (cf. Tab. 3). Countries differ heavily in terms 
of income, education, social welfare and other factors, 
leading to different perceptions of what counts as being 

socially disadvantaged between, and even within, 
countries and regions. 

 

Table 3: Understanding of social disadvantage 

  

Country 
Understanding of Social Disadvantage 
outlined in the study 

Portugal 
integration in a social inclusion center for 
vulnerable children  

Spain 
parents' low educational level, low family 
incomes, different forms of migration 
backgrounds, bad housing areas 

Cyprus 
part of the country (economic facts, 
unemployment rates), family income, 
adolescents ´ level of formal education 

The 
Netherlands 

Family‘s socio-economic status (income), 
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Social disadvantage in the context of 
socialisation – general findings  

Our study shows that social disadvantage has many 
different faces – the circumstances of families differ 
greatly and depend on many factors, so one should be 
careful to avoid generalisations. When discussing their 
subjective perceptions of their demanding socio-
structural conditions and, when children talked about 
the special developmental tasks they face, children as 
well as their parents give their own answers and 
display their own ways of coping with everyday life. Our 
study identified different forms of coping with these 
challenging conditions wherein media play a central 
role. It shows that the circumstances in which the 
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Many parents are overwhelmed when they have to 
deal with the media education of their children. They 
actually do not want to control everything at all times 
and prefer not to have a closer look at the content their 
children use. Many of them still have a negative 
attitude towards screen and electronic media. At the 
same time parents recognise that nowadays competent 
use of computers and the internet is a key qualification 
for the future career of their children. Parents largely 
rely on schools to teach media literacy, especially 
when it comes to computers and the internet. Most of 
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use of the internet (Helsper, Kalmus, Hasebrink, 
Sagvari & de Haan, 2013, pp. 30f.). 

Socially disadvantaged parents mostly are overstrained 
to have a look at their children’s media use because 
they are overloaded with difficult everyday problems. 
Against this background, parental reactions are often a 
lack of interest, a denial of any problems or the 
excessive and unreflective use of prohibitions and 
restrictive measures. Beyond that their (media) 
education strategies are highly inconsistent. In 
addition, only a few socially disadvantaged parents 
actually see media education as one of their (key) 
educational goals. As one first important step these 
parents need to be sensitised to and to be made aware 
of media education issues (Wagner, Gebel & Lampert, 
2013, pp. 254ff.). Therefore these parents need 
particular support.  

Restrictive mediation strategies and prohibitions are 
still common among parents. However, they are 
problematic in two respects: On the one hand, only 
younger children can be protected by prohibitions and 
restrictions. Moreover, these might “enhance the child’s 
interest in ‘forbidden’ media content” (Sonck, Nikken & 
de Haan, 2013, p. 108). On the other hand, such 
measures may actually prevent risk and harm, but they 
also reduce online opportunities (Dürager & 
Livingstone, 2012, p. 4). 

Although we have taken social disadvantage as one 
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