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“The internet has enriched family life it is a lifeline for me. | use it for everything from
finding out about my pregnancy, to finding recipes for meals to locating fun days out
for our family or finding showing times for the cinema, we would be lost without it.”
Natalia, Il

Media and communications technologies in the modern family

It is practically impossible for most parents to imagine family life without today’s media and
communications technologies. Busy lives, working parents, longer commuting times and
endless other trappings of modern life have brought us to a world where media and
technology play important and disparate roles. From babysitter to security guard,
information source to impetus/excuse for “family time” together, media and
communications technologies form the backbone of much of family life.

Of course the ever-changing nature of families, i.e. growing children, moving through
lifestages, make it the perfect setting for adopting and exploring the new and for
generations to learn from each other.

In the latest wave of Family Matters research, our families have confirmed what many (in the
digital media world at least) believe to be true, i.e. most families rely on digital technology
to keep the wheels of family life turning. What is particularly interesting is that on top of
the functional role the media and digital technologies play e.g. information source,
communications vehicle, source of entertainment, many parents have highlighted the
emotional benefits technologies can bring, from keeping in touch with children when they
are out and about to connecting with friends and other Mums via Facebook. At the same
time, families are also very aware of the potential hazards of over-dependence on new
technology, from the effects on social skills to the perceived potential health hazards of
mobile phones. Striking the balance is all important.

The latest research has focused on the roles and usage of media and communications
technologies in the modern family - through the lens of today’s recession. Our key findings
are:

e Families’ communications world: TV is indispensable, mobile is a must, the web
versatile and irreplaceable

e Recession has impacted a lot of things, but so far volume of media consumption is
not one of them

e Families are using media to compare retail prices more - primarily online
e Brands have a role to play to help families survive the recession

e TV time is cuddle time - for many of today’s families
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Families’ communications world: TV is indispensable, mobile
a must, the web versatile and irreplaceable

“Media and technology play a huge role in my family’s life. The television is on a lot.
We watch news, soaps, sport, films and current affairs programmes to name but a
few. Our hard drive has replaced the video recorder and is such a godsend. We never
miss an episode of Corriel...We have come to rely on our mobile phones for reminders,
phone numbers, text messages and good old phone calls. We use the PC and internet
every day to keep in touch via email and to find out information.” Sian, Gl

For today’s families technology is an established part of their lives. What was considered
‘teenage’ or ‘geek’ in the past is now fully mainstream and adopted by families en masse.

From recording TV programmes on PVRs to communicating with friends via Facebook, most
parents today are fully at ease with new media and technology and find themselves ever
more dependent on it. And they have the kit for it. Today’s families have an average of 3.5
TVs in the home, 1.6 PCs (with 37% having at least one laptop), 80% broadband penetration
and virtually all family homes (97%) are multichannel.*

Penetration of technology in family homes

mAll Adults  mParent/guardian 0-15 yr old

52
42
39 37
32 33
26 26
21
15

Mobile Games Broadband DVD Player  Wireless  MP3/Digital Laptop PVR* Portable DVD
Console Bband Music Player Player

Source: GB TGI Q1 2009; Base; Q4 Jul - Sep 08
*Source: BARB

' GB TGI Q1 2009; BARB
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All our families recognise and relish how new technologies have enriched their lives.

“Media and technology have become an inseparable part of
today’s family life. Photographs [we] cherish, like here at my
son’s recent 1st birthday party. Without a camera or a computer
or disks to store them on these memories could not be captured
this way, video capture various memories we will now have
forever.” Natalia, Il

Having children around undoubtedly helps parents keep up to date with technological
developments. Children do not know of a time when computers were not common, or the
internet did not exist. Parents recognise that the world their children are growing up in is
changing quickly and are keen to keep abreast of technological developments for their

sakes.

“We try to keep up with new technology for the advancement of
our children. Helping to meet their thirst for knowledge, being
aware that these changes may become an essential part of their
lives and jobs in the future. We do find in our very busy lives
that trying to find the time to learn how to use a “new” highly
sophisticated device is somewhat daunting...Oh dear | am
beginning to sound old!!” Suzanne, Gl

“We embrace new technology as it comes along. We are always
interested in the latest mobile phone or the newest TV.” Sian, Gl

“My son’s ‘best friend’ is his PS3!” Caroline, Il

TV is tops

When we asked our respondents to tell us which two media or technologies they, (and
separately) their partner, their eldest and youngest children could not live without - TV was
the most popular by a margin of almost 2 to 1 (mobile came 2™ followed closely by the

WWW).

“If my husband could not sit down and watch football or a good movie, he would have
a meltdown.” Natalia, Il

“My husband could not live without the TV, especially the sports channels.” Kim, Il

“His little mind is fast learning the advantages and entertainment value of the big box
in the corner of the room. [He] Loves watching anything bright and musical although
he is becoming more choosy in his tastes, loving his cbeebies selection.” Natalia, Il

Of course, we know that ‘TV’ today can come through any number of different devices and
can be viewed at one’s own convenience, but the sentiment was clear - TV is indispensable.
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“We can watch what we want on TV at a time that is more convenient for us as
individuals. BBC | Player and ITV Player are increasingly playing a role in this way. You
no longer have to arrange your leisure time to fit in around your favourite TV
programmes.” Tracey, ACT

“The v+ box has been so useful since birth of my son, can watch things when | am
breast feeding that would normally miss and can pause them, how fab!!” Jane, EEP

Despite the fact that family members can and do make individual viewing choices and often
watch alone, family viewing occasions provide one of the few ‘bonding’ times for families -
especially with older children. (...more on that later)

Mobile a must...

“We have come to rely on our mobile phones for reminders, phone numbers, text
messages and good old phone calls.” Sian, Gl

...keeping in touch

Virtually all (96%) parents of 0-15 year olds have a mobile phone® as do 72% of 7-15 year
olds.> Of course the primary use of mobile phones is to communicate, allowing family
members to be constantly connected and co-ordinate their lives.

“We all use mobile phones, they are the modern way of keeping in touch - | am lucky
because my children do not abuse their phones.” Caroline, |

“The mobile phone is wonderful, it allows me to speak to my son and know what he is
doing even when | am at work, my mum can capture his new adventures and text me
or call me or send pictures via the phone and for that | am eternally grateful.” Natalia,
Il

“My husband texts me every morning from work saying good morning and then we
communicate through the day if he needs to tell me working over etc.” Jane, EPP

.. security blanket

Most parents say the mobile phone gives them a much greater sense of security when it
comes to keeping track of their children and knowing they are safe. As children grow
older and start to become more independent of the family unit, mobile phones provide
parents with a means of staying in touch, and provide peace of mind.

Many of our families reported that they insist their children take their mobile phones out
with them so that they can contact them if and when is necessary.

“Mobile phones are used as an emergency contact rather than a toy. | try to make
sure my children always take their phones with them when they go out, it makes me
feel a lot safer that | can contact them, or they can contact me.” Caroline, Il

> GB TGI Q1 2009

* Youth TGI 2008 (Autumn)
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“A quick text can be very reassuring if you are worried, it is cheap and you don’t feel
you are being too intrusive.” Tracey, ACT

“I know they weren't around when we were younger, but technology has moved on
and the media are always highlighting violence so it is just another security blanket as
far as your children are concerned.” Caroline, I

...social connector

While the life of a busy Mum is often hectic and rushed, many Mumes, particularly those with
younger children, can feel quite isolated from the rest of the ‘adult’ world. The mobile
phone can be a lifeline for many, making it easier for them keep in touch with friends and
feel connected.

“l use it during the day to text friends and then if | have gossip I'll use it too call friends
on the evening.” Emma, Gl

“My mom texts in week sometimes with news or gossip. my friends | use it all the time,
| probably communicate more with this than any other means and do 50 texts a day at
least.” Jane, EPP

“I text my friends when | am at work to make plans for the evening.” Natalia, Il

“My friends text me regularly during the day about meeting up/school matters/silly
jokes or messages/asking how | am (just about anything really)” Tracey, ACT

When should children get their first phone?

Feelings are mixed on this topic, though interestingly those with younger children now
estimate they will give their children mobiles a good few years later than those with older
children. Most parents think that children should get their first mobile phone when they are
about 11 or 12 as they start secondary school. As we know from the statistics, though,
many children get phones at a younger age perhaps because older siblings already have
them.

“I think the right age is about 12 when they start getting
independent. Both of my children had a phone for their 11th
birthday. My son was 11 in the June as he started senior school
in the Sept which is why he had one because | knew he would
start going out, however my daughter was 11 in the October and
didn't start senior school until 10 months later, but as she
correctly pointed out, Alex had a phone when he was 11, why
can't I? What do you say to that?” Caroline, Il

“I think as soon as they are allowed out on their own, this is vital too be able to
contact them if needed or visa versa so | think about 12-13” Emma, Gl

“Perhaps secondary for safety reasons but no if younger” )Jane, EEP
“As a safety precaution, but not until they are at least 14/15.” Natalia, I

“I think the best age to have one is 11 when they go to senior school and are travelling
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alone” Sian, Gl

“I think it is important to be able to make sure they are safe when they become more
independent (about 12)” Tracey, ACT

While texting is the most popular mobile activity for children, they are also much more likely
to use other features available on their phones.

“The children then to use theirs for taking photographs of each other and their friends
messing around and listen to music on their phones.” Caroline, Il

The web most versatile

Most families today have embraced the web (80% broadband penetration, 52% wireless
broadband®) and use it to a greater or lesser degree for all three of its key functions;
information retrieval, entertainment and shopping/selling. Though a qualitative sample, it is
interesting to note that 3 of the Family Matters panel read online product reviews; over half
go to news sites on the web or use social networking sites and almost half are reading
blogs.

“Becoming addicted! The more | use it the more | need to use it. | find it increasingly
indispensable in my life. | use the internet more now to research and review
everything, to shop and for entertainment.” Tracey, ACT

“The internet/www-all that information at the click of a button without even leaving
my home | can shop, read, learn, and gain unlimited information-now what is more
amazing than that?” Natalia, Il

“The internet has a huge role in our lives. It has enabled us to find fantastic holidays
at a reasonable price, to free up daytime hours at the weekend previously spent
shopping and to plan family activities and days out. The family finances have also
been boosted by buying and selling online.” Tracey, ACT

“Hubby is very good on the computer, and | surprise myself with what | know. Hubby
is into his music so downloads albums from the Internet onto his MP3 player. He also
listens to music a great deal, either using the stereo system with headphones or his
MP3 player.” Caroline, Il

“We do enjoy the speed in researching, and communicating with others that is now just
at the tip of our fingers. For example Skype is great for distant relative/friend
communications.” Suzanne, Gl

Researching, shopping, and using email and instant messaging to communicate with
others, with many selling items through eBay, are the main uses our families make of the
internet. Social networking is new to most and some have embraced it, while others are
less enthusiastic.

“You can keep in touch with alot of people in one place. | like them because | have
managed to get back in touch with people | haven't seen for years!” Sian, Gl

“It’s the socialising, the sharing of photos and catching up with friends. It’s easy and

*GB TGI Q1 2009
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it’s free” Emma, Gl

“I use them because my friends all contact me on them so end up answering their
questions or messages. | don’t really start anything off on them, however | have just
adopted a cat on it which | have to look after.” Jane, EPP

“I only signed up to Facebook to be nosy over somebody that | used to know, not
realising that you have to ask them to 'be your friend' so that backfired on me. | have
to say that | am signed up to Facebook but | don't really use it as | can't be bothered - |
would rather contact the people | know in my email address book and speak to them,
however, saying that, | do like looking at my nieces page as she is at college so puts
loads of pics on it of her having fun - oh, those were the days!” Caroline, Il

Concerns about the digital world

While admitting that technology is essential in their lives, parents still remember the world
without so many gadgets and gizmos. They have concerns about the affect technology is
having on their children, including their children’s reliance upon new technology, the
erosion of social values and interaction and their ever-diminishing attention spans.

“Family life does now often seem to revolve around our growing technological devices
and we find we need to put a limit on their use and try to encourage our children not
to rely too heavily on them so they can use other means of researching,
communicating and preparing /presenting information for homework, for example.”
Suzanne, Gl

“Family life suffers from the many interruptions from text messages, calls on the
mobile etc. We could choose to ignore these but we are so used to being contactable at
all times that are impossible to switch off.” Tracey, ACT

As has always been the case, children pestering for new technology can lead to family
disputes, where parents think their children always want more and struggle to accept how
quickly products become out of date. For children there is a lot of pressure to have the
latest gadgets.

“The two eldest would like unlimited technology at their disposal at all times i.e. in
their rooms on the phones etc although after discussion they can appreciate that it
does hinder social interaction inside and outside the home. Both my eldest children are
interested in new gadgets available and do get dragged into the consumer trap of
latest phone, console etc which often causes conflict.” Kim, Il

How do they keep things in balance? All of our families have rules in place to make sure
their children do not spend too much time with their technology, and try to maintain some
traditional activities in their children’s lives.

“The impact of technology is huge with my eldest children and can sometimes impinge
on family life. We have had to impose rules for use of computers and mobiles within
the home. i.e. no laptop in bedrooms, no mobiles after bedtime.” Kim, |
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What families want from technology in the future

Time-saving, earth-saving and health-preserving (with some fun thrown in!) seem to be the
main themes for families. Keeping family values intact in the digital future is also a
prevailing sentiment.

“I would like technology to provide us with alternative ways of doing everyday
mundane tasks. This would hopefully allow us more time to spend doing things
together as a family.” Tracey, ACT

“More things that will make my life easier and more fun like the changes the wii and
v+ have made to my life. Don’t want things that cause more work load like emails
have done!l! Now you have to check post, answer machine, mobile and emails!!” )ane,
EEP

“Care with the environment for our future generations. low use of energy and the
ability to recycle. Light weight, reliable innovative and exciting equipment with style to
please everyone! Virtual reality, how about interactive holograms to play with/learn
from.” Suzanne - Gl

“We will also look to technology to be more interactive and to help us to improve many
different areas of our lives our health, fitness, knowledge and experiences etc. The
younger members of the family will look to technology to provide them with ever-more
stylish and sophisticated ways of communicating with others and entertaining
themselves.” Tracey, ACT
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Recession has impacted a lot of things, but so far volume of
media consumption is not one of them

As we have seen from our previous Family Matters research®, families are switching, trading
down and cutting back their spending in order to preserve as much of their pre-recession
lives as possible.

TV - watching about the same amount as pre-recession days

Given the fact that people are spending less in the shops and in restaurants than they were
before, many have speculated that more time at home would mean more media
consumption, particularly TV. Speaking with our families, though, and looking at industry
data, it does not look as though the level of TV viewing has changed beyond normal
seasonal fluctuations as shown in the chart below.

On top of viewing levels staying about the same as 6 months ago, parents also say that the
type of TV programmes they watch are staying the same. In their eyes at least, neither
volume nor content has changed very much since the recession.

Internet - using more for researching purchases, offer hunting, buying and selling

If there is any major media that parents think they have been spending more time with in
the last 6 months, it is the internet. Although figures from ComScore suggest that the
increase in time spent online by parents is minimal (3% more time online in the 3 months
ending Feb 09 vs the previous 3 months (Sep-Nov 08),° p|
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