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Abstract

A new “ children’sdigital media culture” is swiftly moving into place on the Internet. In
thisarticle, the author describes the technological, demographic, and market forces
shaping this new digital media culture and the rich array of Web sites being created for
children and teens. Many nonprofit organizations, museums, educational institutions, and
government agencies are playing a significant role in developing online content for
children, offering them opportunities to explore the world, form communities with other
children, and create their own works of art and literature. For the most part, how-ever,
the heavily promoted commercial sites, sponsored mainly by media conglomerates and
toy companies, are overshadowing the educational sites. Because of the unique
interactive features of the Internet, companies are able to integrate advertising and Web
site content to promote “ brand awareness’ and “ brand loyalty” among children,
encouraging them to become consumers beginning at a very early age.

The possibility that a child’s exploration on the Internet might lead to inapﬁropr_i ate
content, aggressive advertising, or even dangerous contact with strangers has given rise
to a number of effortsto create “ safe zones’ for children—that is, places in cyberspace
where children can be protected from both marketers and predators. Federal legidlation
now requires parental permission before commercial Web sites can collect personal
information from children under age 13. Several companies offer filtering, blocking, and
monitoring software to safeguard children from harmiful content or predators. Generally
lacking in debates concerning children’s use of the Internet, however, is a more proactive
definition of quality—one that would help ensure the creation and maintenance of Web
sites that enhance children’s learning and development and not merely keep them from
harm. In the concluding section of this article, the author recommends actions to promote
development of a quality media culture that would help children become good citizens as
well as responsible consumers.

Inits 1993 report Agenda for Action, the Clinton administration presented avision of a
twenty-first century world transformed by a powerful new “information superhighway.”



Children figured prominently in this vision of the digital future. The Internet would
connect everyone in an electronic global village, bringing “the vast resources of art,
literature, and science” to all, and making the “best schools, teachers, and courses’
available to “all students, without regard to geography, distance, resources, or disability.”
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With this promise, the government announced its goal of linking every school and
library, every hospital and clinic to what it called the National Information Infrastructure
(NI1) by the year 2000. As the new millennium dawns, we are swiftly moving into this
digital age. Although few people still refer to the information superhighway or the NI,
the Internet itself—with the advent of the graphically rich World Wide Web in the early
1990s—has become a much more user-friendly tool, rapidly making its way into homes,
schooals, and libraries,(2) and playing a prominent role in the lives of many American
children.(3)

For the most part, surveys indicate that parents have embraced the new technology as a
positive influence in their children’s lives, but not without some serious reservations. (4)
Much of the public discourse concerning children and the Internet has revolved around
the possibility of online access leading to exposure to indecent and violent material,
predation, and similar harms in cyberspace. (5) However vital these issues may be, the
debate over online safety has in many ways diverted public attention from other
important devel opments in this new medium.

Although there are legitimate concerns about children’ s access to harmful and
inappropriate adult content online, paying attention to the content and services being
created exclusively for children also isimportant. It isin these areas, after all, that
children most likely will be spending the vast mgjority of their time online. Anditisin
these areas—from the most costly, elaborate corporate sites to the simplest, homegrown
online communities— that the full potential of the Internet, for both good and ill, will be
realized. Though it istoo early to assess the full impact this new digital cultureislikely to
have on children, it is not too soon to begin identifying its major features, the forces
shaping it, and the direction in which it is going.

This article begins with a brief overview of economic and technological trendsin the
emergence of the new digital media culture for children. Next, the article provides a
description of the types of Web sites being created for children and a more focused 1ook
at some of the key interactive features of the Internet and their implications for children.
The research is based on preliminary findings from a major study in progress. (6) As
such, it is at best a snapshot or afew frames in a moving picture that can only begin to
approximate conditions in this swiftly moving field. But precisely because this new
digital media system is still in its early, formative stages, we have an opportunity now to
influence its future direction. With this goal in mind, the article concludes with an
assessment of the actions needed to help ensure the development of a quality digital
media culture for children.

The Digital Revolution and Children: “High Tech IsNow My Tech”

Although the focusin this article is on new digital mediafor children, it is not entirely
possible to separate the devel opment of children’s media from the technological break-
throughs and market forces that are driving the formation of the larger digital delivery
system. Once distinct technologies (such as the telephone, television, and computer) are
being reconfigured and combined. Entire industries that were once considered separate
(such as publishing, entertainment, and telecommunications) are now vying for the same
audiences. Matching these centripetal developments at every step has been awave of
corporate mergers that give unprecedented market power to a handful of global



conglomerates. (7) At the eye of this cultural, technological, and economic hurricaneis
the Internet, itself the site of tremendous change. In its short history, the Internet has
undergone several critical transitions, evolving from a noncommercial, publicly funded,
closed network that connected government agencies and research institutions into a
privatized and increasingly commercialized global “network of networks.” From 1993
t01999, the number of Americans connected to the Internet grew from 3 million to 80
mil-lion. Families with children represent one of the fastest-growing segments of the
population using the Internet. By the end of 2002, some 58% of U.S. residents are
expected to access online services from the home via a wide range of devices, including
newer, more affordable personal computers, game consoles, video phones, and next-
generation television and digital cable set-top boxes that connect television to the Web.
(8) If these expectations are realized, a sizable minority of U.S. homes (approximately
40%) will remain outside the digital loop, but interactive services will have become a
communications, marketing, retailing, and cultural medium similar in scopeto cable
television and newspapers today. (3)

Although the ultimate shape of the new digital medialandscape is anything but certain, it
seems clear that three key elements—interactivity, convergence, and ubiquity—will have
important effects on children. First, the new media are more interactive, or participatory,
than the old media. The Internet increasingly offers several ways for children to
communicate with each other, interact with the material on a site, and create their own
content. Second, the new media combine existing technologies in new ways, a
phenomenon frequently referred to as convergence. Technologies that were once discrete,
most notably television and computer, are being combined to offer the power of digital
electronics with the simplicity of the television remote. Older delivery systems
(broadcast, print, and fax) are being similarly joined, as computer-mediated
communications gradually expand to include more and more of our personal and
professional exchanges. And third, the new media are becoming ubiquitous; that is,
touching all aspects of children’slives. Asdigital circuitry becomes smaller, cheaper, and
more plentiful, and as computer networks become larger and more pervasive, new-media
implementations are likely to show up any-where, including the nursery and the play-
ground. Just as automobiles, household appliances, and home entertainment centers are
being given onboard “intelligence” and networked connections to more powerful
systems, so are children’ s toys and games gaining new power and sophistication through
this new digital circuitry. (9)

Electronic media already are playing a significant role in the lives of children and teens,
many of whom enjoy access to their own personal media devices. (10) Generation

Y —the nearly 60 million children born after 1979—represents the largest generation of
young people in the nation’ s history. They also are the first to grow up in aworld
saturated with networks of information, digital devices, and the promise of perpetual
connectivity. (11) Although many adults struggle to understand the new media, children
are marching into the digital age with great alacrity. According to a 1998 Jupiter
Communications market research study, approximately 8.6 million children and 8.4
million teenagers were online, figures that are expected to grow to a combined 38.5
million by 2002, or 69% of children ages 5 to 18. (12) Time spent in front of the
television screen is declining, whereas time spent in front of the computer isincreasing.
(13) Television, however, remains the dominant media pastime for children (who watch
an average of 17.2 hours per week, plus another 5.5 hours watching videotapes).3 Rather
than displacing television as the dominant medium, new technol ogies have supplemented
it, resulting in an aggregate increase in el ectronic media penetration and use by
America’s children.(14)

Children are using new mediain amanner far different from the ways they interacted
with television, radio, and the print media, and they have a different relationship with the



mediathan their parents had. As observed by Idit Harel, a noted expert in the field,
children in the late 1990s have definite expectations for interacting with what’s on the
screen, and are enthusiastic about the compl exities and challenges, and about |earning
with the various technol ogies. She sums up the attitude of this new online generation with
the phrase “High tech is now my tech.” (15) Children and teens are in many ways the
defining users of the new digital media.

Web Sitesfor Children: Mapping the Online Terrain
The Internet is avast collection of inter-connected computer networks that allows

the intermingled transmission of text, graphics, and sound files. The low barriers to entry
to this new medium allow any individual or institution to create a site on the World Wide
Web, which has grown at a staggering rate over the past severa years, from about 26,000
sitesin 1993 to more than 5 million today. The sheer number of Web sites has
necessitated the creation of annotated lists, special search engines, and Web portals that
make it easier to organize and navigate this enormous body of content. Designed as
gateways to the rest of cyber-space, portals are intended to be the first destination on the
Web surfer’ s journey, gathering most of the resources that surfers want in one place,
including news and information, entertainment, e-mail, and instant messaging. (16)

The unique nature of the Internet—an extremely fluid, nonlinear, interactive
environment—creates a challenge for anyone trying to describe its content. Unlike
traditional media, the Internet can function on many different levels. For example, e-mail
can function as a telephone, search engines as alibrary, chat rooms as a public square,
product-based sites as amall, and downl oad-able movies and games as a theater or video
arcade. The experience of going online can be different for each user—personalized and
defined by each user’ sinterests and abilities. Despite the challenges of attempting to
capture the wide diversity and rapidly expanding content on the Web, it is possible to
begin mapping the terrain of the new digital media landscape for children and to identify
the key trends that are influencing its devel opment. What follows is a description of some
of the noncommercial and commercia players on the Web, and a brief glimpse of the
kinds of online content they are creating for children in “kidspace.”

Noncommercial Sites: The New Civic and Cultural Playground

Opportunities to engage children in culture, art, science, and education via the Internet
abound. Serving as atype of noncommercial portal, the American Library Association
maintains a Web site with links to more than 700 “great sites’ for children. (17) Many
non- profit organizations, museums, educational institutions, and government agencies
have opted to extend their missions to the Internet and are playing asignificant rolein
devel oping online content for children and teens by offering useful public interest and
educational sites as well as online community and civic networking projects. Although
the sites highlighted here represent only a handful of the hundreds of non-commercial
content areas for children on the Web, they illustrate the power of the new mediato
expand children’s horizons by encouraging them to explore, to create, and to form
communities with other children.

Nonprofit Sites

The Web’ s ability to connect children in their own communities and around the world has
spawned a number of nonprofit sites. For example, UNICEF s Voices of Y outh provides
online forums for children, global learning projects for classes, and conferences for



teachers to exchange ideas and strategies. (18) The children’s forums include sections for
images, stories, and interactive quizzes, discussions; and suggestions for turning ideas
into local actions. Similarly, the International Education and Research Network
(I*EARN) has member schools in more than 30 countries and features online and offline
activities drawing on an extensive network of partnersin the fields of education, youth
services, relief, and community development. (19)

Some of the most interesting and useful sites for children on the Web are the non-profit
sites that perform triple duty, offering resources for children, their parents, and the
professionals who work with children. Both the Nemours Foundation’s KidsHealth site
and the American Association of School Librarians' multifaceted ICONnect (including
Kids Connect and Families Connect components) are good examples. (20) Along with
the valuable health and curricular materials of their own, these sites also pro-vide useful
pointers to other worthy sites on the Web. Other examples include Teen Advice Online,
which offers frank, practical advice addressing awide variety of adolescent concerns, and
Y O! Y outh Outlook, the online version of a monthly newspaper by and about young
people that lets them speak for themselves. (21)

In addition, many highly acclaimed nonprofit sites are built on the success of popular
educational or “edutainment” television shows and CD-ROMSs. For example, Sesame
Workshop (formerly Children’s Television Workshop), the innovative creator of PBS's
Sesame Street), has a Web site for preschoolers that features educational games, stories,
and other adventures employing the familiar Muppets from the television show. Children
also can download stickers, art, and other items to engage in both online and offline
activities. (22) A leader in the transition to digital television, PBS offers parallel
television and online programming for such programs as Zoom, and is experimenting
with other kinds of programming in which broadcast video will be supplemented with
extensive resources available for downloading or online viewing. (23)

Academic Sites

Many of the Web sites for children and parents are maintained by educational
ingtitutions, with offerings that meet a variety of special interests and provide useful
references on avariety of topics. Typical of the carefully crafted, special-interest
collection is the Children’s Literature Web Site, assembled with great attention to detail
by the University of Calgary Library’s David K. Brown. (24) Less elaboratein its
construction, but extremely useful, isthe University of Massachusetts' s Ready Reference
service, an extensive A-to-Z listing of sitesthat provide reliable information on subjects
from abortion (world policies, by country, from the United Nations' population
information network) to zip codes (from the U.S. Postal Service). (25) Parents and
Children Together Online, the product of the Family Literacy Center at Indiana
University, is auseful example of asite that children and their parents can use together;
in this case, involving online storytelling. (26) On amore practical level, the University
Health Service at the University of California Berkeley maintains the Career Exploration
Links, a database of more than 700 sites offering vocational and educational information
in awide range of fields. (27)

Government Sites

Various agencies of the federal government, from the Federal Bureau of Investigation

and the Central Intelligence Agency to the Department of Veterans Affairs and the Social
Security Administration, have set up more than 50 sites specifically for children, many of
which are quite colorful and informative. (28) The most educational of these tend to have
scientific themes—often with messages about conservation and pollution, health and



nutrition—that most adults would find instructive, too. Planet Y outh, one of the newest
federal sites, isaso one of the most colorful, with material and links pertaining to Native
American culture, history, education, arts, and sciences. The siteis part of Code Talk, the
official Web site of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel opment’ s Office of
Native American Programs. (29)

Thisflourishing of educational, cultural, and civic content on the Web isavisible
demonstration of the new media’ s capacity to play a significant role in helping children
become informed and engaged citizens of the future. For the most part, however, these
educational and informative noncommercial sites have been overshadowed by the much
more heavily promoted commercial sites, many of them tied to popular television shows
and consumer products. Of the top 25 most popular children’s sites on the Web as of
March 2000, only four noncommercial sites were included: PBS Online, the Smithsonian
Institution, Thinkquest, and Sesame Street . (30)

Commercial Sites: The New Children’s M arketplace

Children’ s value as a market creates a powerful opportunity to serve the youth audience
with a cornucopia of content, providing a variety of experiences tailored to different
interests, age groups, and tastes, and offering opportunities for new playersto enter the
digital marketplace. As more and more companies set up shop in the new “.com”
marketplace, children can find arich array of Web sites, tailored to specialized target
audiences.(31) At the 1999 Digital Kids conference, a trade show sponsored by the
market research firm Jupiter Communications, companies ranged from the largest and
most familiar traditional names in children’s media (such as Disney and Nickelodeon), to
newer ventures created for the Web (such as Headbone Interactive, MaMaMedia, and
Girl Games).

Some of the commercial Web sites for children created by these new players have been
received with great enthusiasm, not only by children, but also by their parents, their
teachers, and media critics. One example of such anew player isMaMaMedia, a
company founded in 1995 to create “ unique activity-based learning mediafor children 12
and under, their families, and educators.” (32) The MaMaMedia Web site, launched in
1997, has been recognized for itsinnovative use of new technologies and was given a
Computerworld Smithsonian Award from the Smithsonian Institution in 1999.

More common, however, are the media-and product-based commercial Web sites.
Surveys show that children and teens spend much of their time online at such commercial
portals as Y ahooligans!, Electronic SchoolHouse, Disney’ s Internet Guide, and GO
Network. (33) The GO Network portal, created by Disney and Infoseek (which Disney
now owns), serves as both a search engine and a destination where registered surfers can
receive their own GO Network Start Page, e-mail account, personalized data (news,
sports, stocks, and weather), and Web site construction kit (with unlimited pages), and
can participate in chats and message boards. When searching the Web through
commercia portals, as opposed to noncommercial portals such asthe American Library
Association’s (ALA) “700+ Great Sites for Kids,” children are lesslikely to find the sites
described above as part of “the new civic and cultural playground.” A comparison of
ALA’sgreat sites for children with the 100 most popular sitesisrevealing: As of March
2000, only about 20 of ALA’s 700+ acclaimed sites appear on the list of the 100 most
popular. Dominating the list of the 25 most popular children’s sites are commercia sites
sponsored by media conglomerates such as Nickelodeon, Disney, Fox, and Time Warner,
and toy companies such as Nintendo, eToys, Lego, and Mattel.




Media-Based Sites

Dozens of companies already involved in the children’s media business are staking their
claimsin therich, fertile landscape of the Internet. Many commercial television channels,
aswell asindividual programs, now have corresponding Web sites—and increasingly the
two are being developed in tandem. Promoting the Web site on television also has proven
to be ahighly effective way to drive traffic to the site. Children and teens who find it easy
to multitask (that is, watch television and use the Web site at the same time), are an
especially important target for promoting particular shows and related products. The
Dawson’s Creek Web site, one example of such atelevision-based Web site, reportedly
had 1.5 million visitors aweek in June 1999. (34) The Disney Channel, The Learning
Channel, The Cartoon Network, Nickelodeon, Nick Jr., HBO Family Channel, and the
Fox Family Channel have al debuted new children’s programming blocks within the past
year—promoted through both television and the Internet. (35)

Product-Based Sites

Almost al of the major companies that advertise and market to children have created
their own Web sites, designed as “destinations” for children on the Web. At the Digital
Kids conference, participants spoke proudly of “branded communities’ for teens—Web
sites built around products—invoking the slogan, “Love my community, love my brand.”
Many of these product-based Web sites are among the most popular sites visited by
children. Companies such as Hasbro, Mattel, Frito-Lay, and Lego are just afew that have
created Web sites for children. (36) Emblematic of thistrend is Mattel’ s Barbie.com site.
Positioning itself as a community for girls, with links to high schools and other “.orgs,”
the site offers a variety of online activities designed to appeal to girls. (37)

The Interactive Factor: Communications and Commer ce

Children’s Web sites, whether commercial or noncommercial, increasingly share
common features, including chat rooms, instant messaging, contests, downloadable art,
and games. Many Web sites are similar to CD-ROMs in that they allow a child to spend
time at the computer interacting with imaginative games, puzzles, and stories designed to
enhance skills, tap into achild’ s curiosity, and foster creative expression. But there are
also several major differences between interactive CD-ROMs and content areas on the
Web. Through the Internet, children can communicate in real time with other children,
explore in cyberspace, and send and receive e-mail. The possibility that such explorations
might lead to inappropriate content, aggressive advertising, or even dangerous contacts
with strangers has given rise to concerns about children’s unsupervised access to the
Internet.

Another major differenceisthat an increasing number of children’s Web sites—including
the Sesame Workshop and MaMaM edia sites—feature advertising and online sales. (38)
Marketers' direct access to children represents a different kind of interaction, one that
warrants much more attention. The sections below discuss how children are being treated
predominantly as consumers within the context of this new interactive environment, and
how branding has become a pervasive and dominant theme of these interactions. The
movement to use filtering software to create “ safe zones’ for children, placesin this new
digital landscape protected from both predators and marketers, is also discussed.



Children as Consumers

In anticipation of major profits, there has been a veritable land rush of companies seizing
the opportunity to create content areas for children on the Web. Although few, if any, of
these commercial Web sites have yet to make any money, (39) the growth of children’s
spending—coupled with the fact that children and teens are adopting new media with
such enthusiasm—suggest that the new children’ s digital marketplace is likely to become
very profitable in the future. Children’s spending power, as measured by parental
purchases influenced by children’s preferences, has risen dramatically during the past
several decades, doubling between 1960 and 1980, and tripling in the 1990s. Studies by
one marketing expert have found that children under age 12 now control or influence the
spending of almost $500 billion. (40) And one Industry Standard report estimated that in
1998, teens spent $141 billion of their own money in the retail market. (34) Although still
only atiny portion of the e-commerce market, teen spending online also is expected to
increase dramatically. According to eMarketer’ s eRetail Report, teens spent an estimated
$161 million online in 1999, but are expected to spend more than $1.4 billion in 2002.
(41)

The anticipated growth in children’s spending power has spurred the creation of an
infrastructure of companies studying the youth market, and produced a spate of new
products and services designed specifically for children and teens both on the Web and
off. These companies are engaged in avariety of market research—from focus groups to
online surveysto less orthodox methods—to determine children’s behavioral responses to
new media. The ad agency Saatchi and Saatchi, for example, had anthropologists visit
children in their homes to observe closely their interaction with digital technology. (42)
some companies maintain rooms in their headquarters for regular focus groups with
children; others use their online sites to conduct market surveys with children and teens.
(43) The intense focus on research within the new media industries has produced a wealth
of information about children’s preferences as consumers, much of it proprietary, which
is guiding the development of digital content and services for children. It has also raised
guestions about the appropriateness of some of the strategies being used to target children
as consumersin thisway. (44)

Branded Environments and Online M arketing

A firmly institutionalized system in television, advertising has migrated quickly to the
Internet and is now the most promising and increasingly prominent revenue model for
funding commercial Web sites, including those designed for children. (45) But the forms
of advertising and marketing on the Web differ significantly from the 30-second
television commercial. Utilizing the unique features of the Internet, companies can
integrate advertising and Web site content to promote brand awareness and brand loyalty
among children beginning at avery early age, in ways never previously imagined.

Developing brand loyalty among children has become axiomatic among marketersin
recent years, astrategy central to the principle of “cradle-to-grave marketing.” As
marketing expert James U. McNeal explains, “Children begin developing brand
preferences and store preferences in early childhood, even before they enter school. And
not just for child-oriented products, but also for such adult-oriented things such as
gasoline, radios, and soaps.” McNeal speculates that thistendency is strongly rooted in
children’ s developmental need to belong (affiliation) and have order in their increasingly
complex lives. (46)

Branding has become a pervasive and dominant theme in the digital media, used not only
as atool to market products, but also as a descriptive and organizing principle for all
aspects of media culture. As described earlier, the Web has spawned a new genre of sites




in which the brand, or product, isitself the focus of the content. Such sites turn the
concept of sponsorship and advertiser-supported programming on its head; the traditional
boundaries between what is advertising and what is program con-tent no longer apply.
Media companies refer to themselves as “brands’; even public television callsitself a
“brand.” Several innovative strategies to promote brand loyalty have emerged in this new
digital culture, generating concerns as well as sales. Three strategies that have raised
concerns, especially when targeted to children, include banner ads, one-to-one marketing,
and direct sales.

Banner Ads

Banner ads are the familiar flashing brand names at the top of many Web pages. They
function not just as a message from a sponsor, but as akind of gateway, beckoning the
user to the sponsor’s own Web site. One click on the banner and a child can be
transported through a* hotlink” to a sponsor’ s branded environment with its own games,
contests, and puzzles—the kinds of “sticky” content designed to encourage children to
stay for long periods and to return often. Because of criticisms from consumer groups,
many children’s Web sites now put “ad bugs’ or the word “ advertisement” next to a
sponsor’s hotlink; and sometimes place a“ bridge page” between the home Web site and
the sponsor’ s site. These devices require a child to click on an icon before seeing the
advertisement or being transported to a different site. Even with these modifications,
however, the goal of promoting brand awareness and brand loyalty through the
integration of advertising and content is still well served.

When speaking of strategic alliances and partnerships—such as those created through
banner ads—companies refer to the practice as “ sharing each other’ s brand space.” One
example of such shared brand space isillustrated by the partnership between
MaMaMedia, the innovative site described earlier, and Genera Mills. On the

MaMaM edia home page, an icon invites children to “Zap your friends with Wacky
DigSig cards sponsored by Fruit Gushers and Fruit Roll-Ups.” This sponsored activity is
designed to drive traffic to the General Mills Web site, Y ou Rule Schoal. (47) In
corresponding fashion, the packages of Fruit Gusher snacks feature the Web site address
for the MaMaMedia site.

One-to-One Marketing

Through use of the communication features of the Internet, commercial Web sites have
devel oped strategies for devel oping personalized one-to-one relationships with children
to learn more about them to better market their products. For example, many commercial
sites entice children into sup-plying their names, addresses, and friends’ names by
requiring them to provide such information to participate in activities on the site. A 1996
study documented many of the data-collection practices employed by children’s Web
sites and found that many of these sites were using games, surveys, prizes, and “product
spokescharacters’ to elicit personal information from children. (48) In December 1997,
an analysis of children’s Web sites conducted by the Federal Trade Commission found
86% of the sites surveyed were collecting personally identifiable information from
children.(49) In response to the concerns about such practices from parents and consumer
advocates, Congress passed the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act of 1998, which
requires parental permission before commercial Web sites can collect personal
information from children under age 13. Despite the efforts of consumer advocates,
however, the legidation covers only commercial Web sites targeted at children under age
13 and doesn’'t address those aimed at teens. Nonethel ess, the new law creates an



important legidlative precedent for establishing privacy safeguards for children on the
Internet.

Direct Sales

A growing number of Web sites for children and teens feature online stores or links
toWeb sites that are designed to make direct sales over the Internet. Although some
companies claim they are marketing only to parents, there is a clear strategy to encourage
children to ask their parents to buy the product. (50) A 1999 survey by a market research
firm, NFO Interactive, found that 52% of children between the ages of 5 and 17 have
asked their parents to purchase an item that they have seen on the Web. (51) Other
companies target children directly.52 According to Jupiter Communications, in 1999
many companies shifted from passive online advertising to actively targeting children for
digital transactions. A recent Jupiter/NFO Consumer survey of 600 children found that
67% of online teens (ages 13 to 18) and 37% of online children (ages 5 to 12) indicate
that they have researched or bought products online. Jupiter forecasts that teens will
account for $1.2 billion and children will account for $100 million of the total projected
e-commerce dollarsin 2002. (12)

Companies are employing various strategies to facilitate purchases online by children.
Web sites such as |canBuy.com and RocketCash.com are among the first companies to
offer online selling to children, through the creation of “digital wallets’ that allow parents
to use a credit card to deposit a set amount of money into a child’ s online account. Many
of the Web sites targeted at teens encourage online purchases. For example, react.comis
apopular one-stop-shopping site for teens. (53) Here teens can get news, acquire
information about their favorite celebrities, find out what stylesare “in,” play games,
share their concerns, and shop.

From Safe Zonesto Quality Zones

In the face of increasingly intense public concern over children’s safety on the Internet,
both the federal government and the online industry have come forward with a series of
measures to protect children from accessing material on the Internet that may be harmful
to them. What is largely lacking in these debates over children’s use of the Internet,
however, is an emphasis on a more proactive definition of quality, one that would help
ensure the creation and maintenance of Web sites that enhance children’s learning and
development, not merely keep them from harm.

Twicein recent years, Congress passed legidation prohibiting the distribution of indecent
content to minors on the Internet: first, with the Communications Decency Act of 1996
and, again, with the Child Online Protection Act of 1998. Both of these laws have met
with constitutional challenges, however, and have not been implemented. Meanwhile, the
private sector has initiated its own strategy to protect children using the Internet in an
attempt to ward off potential legislation—at the same time encouraging more families to
go online.(54) Companies have entered the market with filtering, blocking, and
monitoring software tools to protect children from harmful Internet content and predators.
Filtering software and ratings systems, such as CyberPatrol, SurfWatch, and Net Nanny,
which can be loaded directly onto the user’s computer, are designed to block Web pages
that contain “inappropriate” con-tent. (55) In July 1999, the Internet industry
corporations, in collaboration with public interest organizations, launched the site
GetNetWise, providing access to blocking and filtering software, tools for monitoring
children’s activities online, and safety tips for both parents and children. (56)




Nearly one-third of all parents with online access already use protective software of some
sort. A 1998 study found that “more than half of parents with online-savvy children
would be open to paying for subscription services that monitor content and chat for
children, with more than a quarter indicating a strong willingness to pay.” (57) Some
companies have seized upon these concerns as a market opportunity, creating safe zones
for children that are designed to make parents more comfortable with their children going
online. JuniorNet, for example, a fee-based service, promises to protect children from
guestionable content by monitoring chat rooms, screening material from other sites, and
providing an advertising-free space. Whether subscription services to provide
noncommercial online environments such as JuniorNet prove to be financially viablein a
digital world, where so much advertiser-supported content is available for free, remains
unclear. (58) Other companies have sought to provide safe zones for children through
“roped-off portions of the Internet” that do not attempt to screen out all advertising. (59)

The concept of protected online space for children has captured the attention of industry,
policymakers, and child advocates and will likely continue to be an important issue in the
coming years. (60) However, debates to date about safe zones for children on the Internet
have tended to frame the concept of quality around the absence of harm. If a product,
program, or Web site contains no violence, sex, or other inappropriate material, then its
very “benign-ness’ is often labeled “quality.” Alternatively, a much broader, more
proactive notion of quality could harness the unique features of these new technologies as
apositive forcein children’slives.

William Damon, director of the Center on Adolescence and a professor of education at
Stanford University, has suggested some key attributes that young people need to
participate constructively in civil society: “First, intellectual abilities such as reasoning
skills, literacy, and the knowledge of history and economy required for making informed
judgments. Second, moral traits such as dedication to honesty, justice, social
responsibility, and the tolerance that makes democratic discourse possible. And finally,
practical experience in community organizations, from which young people learn how to
work within groups, in structured settings.” (61) Although such major institutions as the
family, schools, and religious organizations will doubtless continue to be the primary
sources of achild’s civic education, the new digital media—with their powerful ability to
engage children in active learning, to foster community, and to enable children to become
creators and communicators instead of just passive recipients—could also play a
significant role in helping to develop thoughtful, active citizens.

Ensuring a Quality Media Culture

Asthe Internet enters its next phase of development, it is likely to become an extension
of television rather than an aternative to it. A merger of the Internet and television is
already under way. Increasingly, because technologies such as cable modems make audio
and video delivery more feasible, the Internet is taking on many of the features of
television. Merging television and Internet into one seamless package using a digital set-
top box (best exemplified today by WebTV) will likely become the standard
communications appliance in American homes. As one network television executive
predicted, “ As things move to a single appliance and what’ s available on the computer
becomes avail-able by remote control on the television set, what is an Internet portal
today may well evolve into the starting point for the television user tomorrow.” (62)

Whether or not the new digital media culture is harnessed as a positive force in children’s
livesin the twenty-first century will be determined in large part by developments taking
place today; the trends thus far reveal both promise and peril. On the one hand, the
interactive features of the digital media already have begun to empower children,
providing them with new tools for self-expression, communication, and education, and



offering them many choices of digital content. On the other hand, the rapid
commercialization of the Web, along with its impending convergence with television,
could undermine the Web'’ s democratic and educational possibilities before they even
have a chance to develop fully. Indeed, the new digital media culture is expanding so
rapidly that many health professionals, educators, policymakers, and parents may not be
ableto grasp its nature, its direction, or its significance in children’s lives. A special
effort is needed to raise public awareness of what is at stake. Critical steps needed to lay
the foundation for creating a quality digital media culture for children in the future are
outlined below.

First, acomprehensive, multidisciplinary research agendais urgently needed to guide the
development of digital children’s media, including systematic studies that begin to assess
the ways in which children interact with new media and the impact on children’s
cognitive, emotional, and social development. Unfortunately, although market research
for new media products and services for children and adolescentsis growing at afast
pace, formal academic research on the impact of this emerging new media cultureis
lagging behind. (23) Research exploring the beneficial uses of new media by children, as
well as the potential harmful effects, is needed. Also needed is independent research that
examines the economics and business practices of the new media, and in particular, the
new forms of marketing and advertising targeted at children. Both government and self-
regulatory policies will be necessary to ensure adequate safeguards to protect childrenin
the new digital market-place. For example, the marriage of direct selling and interactive
advertising with children’s content in the online “kidspace” raises serious concerns about
potential deception and manipulation. The increase in advertising and sales targeted at
children in the classroom raises similar issues that policymakers, parents, and educators
will need to address.

Second, development of a healthy, non-commercial civic sector must be assured in the
new medialandscape. Although many promising content areas for children on the Web
could provide the basis for such an “electronic commons,” there are serious questions
about whether they can be sustained over the long run and whether they can become a
significant and prominent part of the new media landscape. With the increasing
dominance of corporate “portals’ and the growing commercialization of the Web, the
viability of noncommercial civic mediafor children and teensis by no means guaranteed,
and may very well be threatened in the new environment.

And finally, athird and related goal must include an expanded notion of quality in the
media. Framing the concept of quality around the absence of harm isfar too limiting.
Given current trends, thereis little doubt that this emerging media system will play a
significant role in helping children become consumers, which will contribute to the
economy’s growth. But in atime of declining voter participation and growing cynicism
about the political process, the new media should also be challenged to play a significant
role in helping the next generation become more engaged as citizens, contributing to the
health of our democracy.

In sum, the goal of creating a quality digital media culture for children must be placed at
the forefront of public debate. If this debate is to be an intelligent and reasoned
discussion, however, it must be informed by a full range of research on the cognitive,
emotional, and social-development effects of the new interactive media, and it must strive
for anotion of quality that encompasses the development of responsible citizens for the
future. Moreover, it is a debate that must begin at once while the rules that will govern
the new media environment are still being formulated and while the technology itself is
still in the process of evolving. To allow the market-place alone to determine the winners
and losers of the new-media sweepstakes is not only an abdication of responsibility, but
also argjection of the power this new technology putsin the hands of its users. The new



digital media empower children to create their own online worlds. We must all help
ensure that at least a part of what children find there is devoted to the public interest.
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