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Families in our 
changing world  
of media 
Today, seeking information, learning, socialising and enter-
tainment is largely done through the media. We live in a media 
culture where messages spread quickly and new phenomena 
rise and fall in an instant. Media also plays a major role in the 
lives of children. 

While our media culture may change, raising 
children remains much the same. The adults 
in families with children are not required to be 
experts on all the media phenomena that children 
find fascinating. Most of all, media education 
requires personal presence, showing an interest 
in the child’s life, and being prepared to discuss 
topics related to media. 

The Internet in particular has changed the 
world. For example, social media, instant messaging, digital 
games, and smartphones have transformed how people inter-
act, spend their leisure time, and work. The world of online is 
not a separate space we have to enter – it is interconnected with 
our daily lives. The Internet has made the world a smaller place 
as news, innovations, and mobile apps now become available 
almost simultaneously all around the globe. Internet use is 
part of the main content of this guide as well. 

Most of all, media 

education requires 

personal presence, 

showing an interest 

in the child’s life, 

and being prepared 

to discuss topics 

related to media. 

Children & Media is a compact guide into media as part of family life.  
It dives into the media content consumed by children and its role in daily 
life. The guide includes links for further learning. The guide’s chapters 
include useful tips for discussing media use in your family and for finding 
good ways to enjoy media in your day-to-day lives. The target audience of 
the guide are the guardians of children under 12 years of age.
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What is media?  
Media channels include the traditional means of mass com-
munication such as newspapers, magazines, television, and 
radio. They are now joined by devices such as smartphones, 
digital cameras, games consoles, and computers (tablets, 
laptops, and desktops). 

 All messages consumed on and produced and conveyed 
by media tools are media content. For example, this includes 
instant messages, movies, photos, videos, apps, audiobooks, 
television and radio programmes, games, podcasts, news 
articles, and blog posts. 

 “Media” refers to the tools and content but also the media 
industry, including news desks and publishers, for example. 

 In today’s world, the different forms and content of media 
are mixed and merged freely. For example, the online version 
of a newspaper may include video, audio, and comments in 
addition to the article’s text and photos. The ability to find 
information and understand messages in many different forms 
is important. Smartphones are perhaps the best example of 
the merging of media forms and content. Aside from the basic 
phone functions, smartphones can be used like a computer, 
games console, music player, or camera. 

More than a phone 
– a computer, games 
console, music 
player, and video 
camera. 
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First steps into media  
Finnish children are born surrounded by media culture. 
Households already receive media aimed at newborns as part 
of the maternity package in the form of a picture book. Children 
grow up with the media devices and content in their homes as 
they participate in their family’s day-to-day life. 

From a purely developmental perspective, small children 
can do without digital media. However, children often enjoy 
children’s television programmes, games, and other media. 
The adults in the family are responsible for deciding what is 
appropriate media use for the children. 

 
A good start with adult guidance 
Children interact with others as they grow. Media devices 
cannot replace face-to-face interaction when it comes to devel-
oping speech and emotional control, for example. Media should 
also not be the first choice for calming down angry children, 
for example. Children should not be left alone with media for 
long periods of time. Children wish to primarily use media with 
their family and are happy to share their media experiences. 
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 The smaller the child, the shorter, clearer, and calmer their 
media experiences should be. Picture books and storybooks 
are important media for small children. Babies and toddlers 
in particular should be protected from the non-stop flow of 
digital media and overwhelming experiences. Once they reach 
preschool age, children are much more prepared to understand 
the plots of stories, for example. The active imagination of  
children increases the appeal of fairy tales and adventure 
stories. Children become better at differentiating fiction from 
fact as they approach school age. They will still need plenty of 
peaceful time with the family and for sleep, exercise, and play. 

 
Media is children’s culture of today 
 Adults should keep in mind that media plays a key role in our 
modern children’s culture. Children can experiment with 

different emotions, roles, events, and morals by 
identifying with characters and stories in media. 
Shared favourites from media are often impor-
tant topics when playing and talking with other 
children. Media also inspires children to draw, 
sing, and practise other forms of self-expression. 
The characters and stories presented in media 
are more than stories – they often become very 
meaningful for children. 

•	 What are the situations where you use media?  
Who does your small child use media with? 

•	 Routines and clear rules help children feel safe and often spare 
families from constant arguments. Does your family agree on 
when media can be used and when it is not appropriate? 

•	 How does your family make sure your home’s media 
environment is suitable for small children? How do you think 
children feel about the different situations of media use  
in your family? 

QUESTIONS  

FOR FAMILIES 

Children can 

experiment with 

different emotions, 

roles, events, and 

morals by identifying 

with characters and 

stories in media. 
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Age ratings are set based 
on harmful content 
The age ratings set for television programmes, movies, and digital 
games are intended to warn viewers of content that is harmful for 
children’s development. They are not a recommendation, nor 
do they indicate that the content is aimed at a certain age group.  
In Finland, the ratings are based on the Act on Audiovisual  
Programmes, which was enacted to protect children.  

All movies, television programmes, and digital games 
distributed in Finland must be marked with the age rating 
and content symbols. These symbols indicate the harmful 
content for which the age rating was set. For example, 
violent or sexual content or descriptions of drug use may 
be shown, or the content can cause anxiety. Age ratings 
are binding, meaning audiovisual programmes may not 
be shown, rented, or sold to anyone below that age. 

Age ratings help choose safe media content  
As children grow, they improve their ability to understand and process 
intense media content. Media content that is harmful for a child’s age 
or level of development may cause sleep disorders or anxieties, for 
example. 

Children develop individually, and their tolerance for different 
media content varies. This is why there is an exception to age ratings 
where audiovisual programmes may be shown to children who are at 
most three years younger than the rating as long as they are accompa-
nied by a familiar adult. This exception does not apply to the rating of 
18 years, however. As your child’s guardian, you know them best and 
can steer their use of media. 

In Finland,  

the ratings are 

based on the Act 

on Audiovisual 

Programmes,  

which was enacted 

to protect children. 
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Internet and smartphones 
 Age ratings are not set for all online content and smartphone apps 
in the same way as with movies and games. Media providers who 
operate abroad are also not bound by Finland’s age rating rules. 
The better you know the services your child uses, the better you 
can evaluate if they are suitable for your child. Many websites 
aimed at children publish an information kit for guardians, which 
we recommend reading. 

The “S” and “T” markings indicate 
that an audiovisual programme does 
not include violence, sex, distressing 
situations, or drug use harmful to  
the development of children. However,  
an “S” or “T” marking may not indicate 
a children’s programme – the topics  
may be aimed at adults. 

•	 Have you noticed the age ratings of 
movies, television shows, and games? 

•	 Did you know that age ratings do not 
indicate the age at which children are 
able to play or watch the content? 
Instead, they indicate the fact that the 
media may be harmful to children. 

 ikarajat.fi
Review the official age ratings and their justification and give 
feedback on the ratings.

The better you 

know the services 

your child uses, 

the better you can 

evaluate if they 

are suitable for 

your child. 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FAMILIES DID YOU KNOW? 

https://kavi.fi/ikarajat/
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Is this appropriate?
Children have the right to express themselves and access 
information from various sources. In other words, children 
do not have to be restricted to media that is aimed at children.  
As most of the media content is aimed at young people and adults, 
their suitability for children may at times be questionable. 

 
Our family’s rules   
Through media, children may find hate speech, 
sexual imagery, or terrifying news. Children may 
learn swear words or suggestive jokes that they do 
not fully understand. 

Much media content is outside the control of 
age ratings, leaving it up to guardians to permit or 
prohibit use. The views of families differ on what is 
considered harmful for children. 

It is important to discuss good manners and 
what is and what is not harmful for children. In 
the end, weeding out silly pranks picked up from 

media and discussing difficult questions is part of everyday 
child-raising. 

•	 What should we do if we see something troublesome, 
terrifying, or distressing?  
>> Turn off the media device where you saw  
      the nasty thing.  
>> Let an adult know about the trouble. Together,  
      you can talk and think about what to do. 

•	 Who do you think your favourite programme or  
website is suitable for? Why? 

Much media 

content is outside 

the control of age 

ratings, leaving it 

up to guardians to 

permit or prohibit 

use. Discuss good 

manners and what 

is and what is not 

harmful for children.

QUESTIONS  
FOR FAMILIES 
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Media, learning and 
hobbies  
There are many ways to use media to support learning and 
hobbies. Aside from school and early childhood education, 
media also helps us learn in our free time. You can practise with 
your child how to use media to find information, for example. 
Media can help us find tips and educational materials about 
interesting topics, look for information about our idols, and 
check timetables and match results. Many children follow 
topics related to their hobbies through media. 

Media supports hobbies 
Media may itself be a central part of a hobby as it lets us play 
games, watch movies, read, and listen to music. Online, we can 
also find other people who have the same hobby. 
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•	

•	 Does your child know how to find information online? 
Take some time together to try different search engines, 
for example. 

•	 Does your family have media-related hobbies such as 
movies, games, photography, or film-making?

•	 What makes that hobby interesting? What more does 
your child want to learn about their hobby? What more 
could the rest of the family learn about the hobby?  

•	 Where could your child meet others who share the 
hobby? Can you find clubs or online forums dedicated to 
the hobby? 

There are many ways 

to use media to support 

learning and hobbies.

 Children produce a variety of media. Nearly every primary 
school pupil has a phone that can take pictures and record 
audio and video. They are typically so easy to use that even 
small children can record things that interest them. 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FAMILIES: 
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How did we do today?
Good manners should be reviewed when a child 
is given their first personal phone or otherwise 
starts to use media independently. Children need 
advice and support in using media, just like with 
life in general. 

Adults can act as a good example 
for children in their use of media
By respecting other media users and following the law and each 
website’s rules of conduct, adults can demonstrate responsible 
media use. Good manners in media use and showing consider-
ation for others should be discussed. This is also an excellent 
time to bring up privacy. What are we allowed to record? What 
is okay to share about ourselves and others?  

 It is also important to act as a good example of moderate 
media use. Children require a great deal of attention from 
their family members. Children may feel dejected if adults 
are always focused on media. 

Respecting the time and 
place of media use is now 
part of parenting and good 
manners. Keeping a good  
balance between media time 
and the other things in our 
life is important for both 
children and adults. 

Keeping a good 

balance between 

media time and the 

other things in our life 

is important for both 

children and adults. 
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If someone you only know online wants 
to meet you face-to-face, talk about it 
with your guardian first. You can decide 
together if the meeting is okay. Your 
guardian should come with you to the 
first meeting at least.

Never bully others. Bullying can be, 
for example, taking pictures without 
permission, spreading gossip about 
others or excluding a classmate from a 
discussion group.

If anything bad like bullying or 
harassment happens to you online 
or on the phone, always let an adult 
know. Most services can help 
block unwelcome messages. 
Many services also employ 
moderators so users can report 
troublemakers. 

There is a time and a place for media 
use. When should media be used? 
Where should we turn off our devices or 
put them in silent mode? 

Keep your phone on silent at night 
– any messages for you or your 
friends can wait until morning.  
If you cannot resist the allure of 
your phone or other devices at 
night, remove them from your 
bedroom. 

Keep all passwords secret. 
Never let anyone know the code 
to your phone or your online 
passwords, and never try to have 
others reveal theirs. 

Not everyone thinks the same things 
are funny. Avoid sharing gross or 
frightening pictures and links to 
anyone if you are unsure how they 
would feel. Things banned from 
children should not be shared at all. 
Never invite anyone into a group chat 
without asking for permission first. 

Misunderstandings happen 
more often with digital 

messages compared to talking 
face-to-face because we miss 

the gestures and facial expressions 
of others. If you upset someone, you 
should apologise. Let your friend 
know if what they said hurt you. 

WHAT WOULD  
YOU DO? 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FAMILIES



16

Adults do not need 

to use all the social 

media their child 

finds interesting, 

but it is good to be 

aware of all the 

services your child 

uses. 

Social media brings 
people together 
Nearly all school-age children now use different social 
networking services and mobile apps. Particularly popular 
services include social media services that allow 
messaging between people who already know each 
other and video viewing services. Watching others 
play and commenting on it is also common on plat-
forms focused on videos and digital games. 

Adults do not need to use all the social media their 
child finds interesting, but it is good to be aware of 
all the services your child uses and talk about them 
regularly. This presents opportunities to instruct the 
child in good manners and taking other users into ac-
count. Some social media is only used among friends, 
but other services may have public messaging and 
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•	 What social media services are you aware of?  
What are they used for and what are their differences? 

•	 What age ratings do social media services have? 

•	 What should you do if you want to use a new online 
service or application?  

•	 Who should you add to your friends list? 

•	 What content is okay or good to share on social media?  
What is bad to share? 

•	 What should you do if you receive strange messages 
or find distressing content on social media? 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FAMILIES

allow anyone to participate. New ways of interaction require 
new people skills. Children should be mindful of who and how 
large the target group of their message is.  

If your child takes an interest in social media, you should 
advise them on what to do if strange or unpleasant messages 
appear or if an unfamiliar adult contacts them. It is important 
that children can use social media safely and turn to their own 
adult for help in different situations.
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What is this? Towards 
critical media literacy 
Critical media literacy is not a negative attitude to media but a 
curious, investigative, and questioning attitude. Children can 
practise this attitude from a young age by exploring media 
content with others and thinking about the truthfulness of 
the media and where the information comes from. These are 
important things to consider for the whole family, as media 
is used to convey a great deal of false or biased information. 
A good understanding of media allows us to better enjoy and 
benefit from media. 

Advertising must be recognisable as advertising. 
If a programme is sponsored or includes product 
placement, this must be made clear. The   symbol 
indicates product placement in television series. 

Critical media literacy is 

not a negative attitude 

to media but a curious, 

investigative, and 

questioning attitude. 

DID YOU KNOW? 
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True or false? When we use media, 
we have to consider what is true 
and what is false about the content. 
For example, children find it easier 
to understand that cartoons are 
not real, but they may think what 
happens in “realistic” shows is 
actually true. 

 
Has your child purchased something online  
by accident? Do you think that advertising  
aimed at children is inappropriate? 

See the Children as Consumers web page  
of the Finnish Competition and Consumer 
Authority for more information.

www.kkv.fi/en/consumer-affairs/
children-as-consumers 

Marketing and commercialism are good 
subjects to examine critically. Children also 
encounter advertising and often participate in 
their family’s spending decisions. Advertise-
ments are appealing, and children are only 
beginning to understand the value of money.  

Many digital games include an option to 
make purchases that help the player perform 
better in the game. Families should discuss 
advertising and how to use money. 

Does your child understand that some 
websites and digital games and services 
use real money? What rules does your 
family have about spending money online 
and in games?

Can your child identify advertisements 
online, on the street, in newspapers, and  
on television? 

Examine news photos and other 
images. What does the image 
illustrate? Has something been left 
out of the image? Are images always 
credible? Have some images been 
clearly manipulated? 

Can you trust this? Source criticism, or the 
evaluation of the reliability of information, 
can be practised by asking: Is this fact or an 
opinion? Who published the information? 
Can the same information be found in other 
sources? Is the information up to date or is 
there more recent information available?

What is the message? Media content 
is produced as a result of the choices 
made by the authors. Its purpose 
may be to convey information, 
entertain the audience, or make 
people buy different products or 
services. Identify different types of 
media with your child. 

The purpose of advertisements is to make 
a product appealing and attractive. What is 
the difference between wanting something 
and needing something? Can we have 
everything we want? 

QUESTIONS 
FOR FAMILIES

DID YOU KNOW?

https://www.kkv.fi/en/consumer-affairs/children-as-consumers/
https://www.kkv.fi/en/consumer-affairs/children-as-consumers/
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•	 If your child has an online profile, such as a social 
media profile: What data is shown publicly?  
What is shown to the people on the friends list?  
As little data as possible should be made public.  

•	 What user data is collected by the applications  
and social media services you use? Can you modify  
the collection by adjusting settings? 

•	 Is a family member’s credit card linked to a child’s 
device or user account? If yes, make sure that the 
device or account has a setting that only permits 
purchases confirmed with a password only the adult 
knows. 

Information security 
and privacy 
Online services and applications collect data about their users. 
Users add to this data themselves by participating in different 
tests and prize draws, for example. This data is used to target 
advertising, modify the user experience, and more. 

 
Safeguard your data 
It is important to look after our personal information security. 
The risk of abuse is increased if we make personal data public 
on social media or store it in other online databases. Bullies 
may pretend to be someone else on social media, and fraudsters 
may attempt to steal the personal data of legitimate users. 

 Get to know the privacy settings and terms of use of dif-
ferent online services with your child. Review the amount of 
personal details you are willing to expose in public and what 
data each service collects about its users. Privacy settings are 
best reviewed and adjusted together. 

QUESTIONS 
FOR FAMILIES

Get to know the privacy 

settings and terms of 

use of different online 

services with your child. 
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Adults should 

provide children 

with pleasant and 

meaningful media 

activities and guide 

and support the 

child’s participation 

and influence in 

media. 

Participation and 
influencing from an 
early age 
There are many opportunities in media for participation and 
making our voices heard. Active citizenship is not just for 
adults – children are also members of society. 

Through media, children can find information 
about the world and their local environment as well 
as make observations about what is happening in their 
daily life. Media also allows children to make their 
thoughts known to others and interact with people. 

Adults support the 
participation of children 
With media, it is easier than before for children to have 
their voices heard in society. Adults should provide 
children with pleasant and meaningful media activ-
ities and guide and support the child’s participation 
and influence in media. 

 The ability to participate and influence relies on healthy 
self-esteem and understanding that our personal opinions are 
valuable. Take an interest in what your child thinks: ask for 
their opinion and encourage them to investigate. 

 



HELP AND 
ADDITIONAL 

INFORMATION

Information about age ratings 

ikarajat.fi

Materials for media education 

mediataitokoulu.fi

Information about gaming education  

pelikasvatus.fi

Mannerheim League for Child Welfare 

parent hotline and chat (in Finnish)  

mll.fi/vanhempainpuhelin

Mannerheim League for Child Welfare 

media education (in Finnish)  

mll.fi/mediakasvatus

Nettivihje hotline  

by Save the Children Finland  

Report sexual violence against children 

nettivihje.fi

Finnish Safer Internet Centre (FISIC) 

saferinternet.fi

https://kavi.fi/ikarajat/
https://mediataitokoulu.fi
https://pelikasvatus.fi
https://www.mll.fi/vanhemmille/toiminta-lapsiperheille/vanhempainpuhelin/
https://www.mll.fi/mediakasvatus/
https://www.pelastakaalapset.fi/tyomme/mita-teemme/lasten-suojeleminen/nettivihje/
https://saferinternet.fi

