
CHAPTER 4 

CHILDREN’S TECHNOLOGICAL WORLDS 



CHAPTER 4.I 

WHY YOUNG CHILDREN DON’T PLAY: 
PARENTS’ ACCOUNTS OF NON-ENGAGEMENT 

WITH DIGITAL GAMES 

JANE MAVOA 
DEPARTMENT OF COMPUTING AND INFORMATION SYSTEMS, 

UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA 
BJORN NANSEN 

DEPARTMENT OF CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION, 
FACULTY OF ARTS, UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA 

MARCUS CARTER 
DEPARTMENT OF MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION,  

FACULTY OF ARTS AND SOCIAL SCIENCE,  
UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA 

MARTIN GIBBS 
DEPARTMENT OF COMPUTING AND INFORMATION SYSTEMS, 

UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA 

 
 
 

Abstract 

Young children increasingly have play experiences that transverse digital 
and non-digital spaces (Giddings 2014; Kervin, Verenikina and Rivera 
2015; Marsh et al. 2016). However, while many children play digital games, 
many do not. As conversations about children’s digital worlds shift from a 
focus on risks and harm, toward ensuring provision of opportunities for 
maximizing benefits associated with digital media (Livingstone and Third 
2017), there is a need to consider the permissive and restrictive forces acting 
on these opportunities. This chapter considers the views of parents of young 
(three- to five-year-old) children who do not play any digital games. Data 
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was collected through text responses to part of a larger survey about 
children’s digital gaming practices. The reasons parents gave for their 
children not playing any digital games are presented and discussed. This 
group of parents construct play in utilitarian terms and digital games, talked 
about as a form of “screen time”, are thought to either displace time away 
from more beneficial types of play, do not add anything of value to, or 
actively cause some harm to, children’s development. These findings are 
subsequently contrasted with current early years education frameworks 
which include the use of technology—for example, digital games—in 
learning tasks and outcomes. The researchers urge educators and media 
scholars alike to consider these parental constructions as influential 
components of the context of children’s informal experiences with digital 
games at home.  
 
Keywords: children, digital games, video games, screen time, Grounded 
Theory, mediation 

Introduction 

Play affords well established benefits to children’s cognitive, emotional, 
physical and social development (Singer 2013; Verenikina, Harris and 
Lysaght 2003). Digitally mediated play is a prominent feature of 
contemporary childhoods (Mavoa, Carter and Gibbs 2017a; Marsh et al. 
2015). Rates of digital play in young children vary, but range from 36% of 
1-4 year olds in Australia (Brand 2017) to 54% of 3-4 year olds in the United 
Kingdom who play some form of digital game at times (Ofcom 2015). So, 
while many children play digital games of some sort, many do not. In this 
paper, we look at the reasons parents give for their child not playing any 
digital games. Reasons include those related to parental assessment of the 
value of digital play, as well as their assessment of their child’s ability to 
play, or interest in digital games. 

Digital play offers many of the same opportunities for pleasure and 
learning as traditional play (Beavis, Muspratt and Thompson 2015; Granic, 
Lobel and Engels 2014; Marsh et al. 2016; Verenikina and Kervin 2011), 
and there is often great overlap between children’s traditional play and their 
virtual “gameworlds” (Giddings 2014). Whilst research linking digital 
gameplay to cognitive, social and emotional outcomes is in its infancy and 
largely correlational at this stage (though not entirely, see Granic, Lobel and 
Engels 2014 for a review), there are numerous theoretical links between the 
design and play of digital games and a range of positive outcomes. Problem-
solving, motivation, spatial and social skills are all core to many 
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contemporary digital games and may well foster skill development that 
transfers to other settings.  

Digital play also often involves practices that provide a unique “segue 
from childhood forms of play to wider literacies that are relevant in adult 
spheres” (Apperley 2015, 201). These literacies include skills related to the 
physical use of technology via gameplay, but they also include broader 
literacies which are fundamental to participation in online communities and 
many career paths. Practices such as watching gaming YouTube videos 
created by other players, use of apps which allow for child generated content 
such as photo and video upload, and exposure to “chat” features in some 
online games (for example Minecraft) are also likely to nurture gaming 
literacy and broader digital citizenship skills (Apperley 2015; Williamson 
and Facer 2004). Therefore, we can frame “digital exclusion” (Livingstone 
and Helsper 2007) in relation to digital play as more than a matter of access 
to technology alone, but crucially as access to, and active participation in, 
networked civic, cultural and vocational practices (Apperley 2015; Hayes 
2008).  

Digital inclusion and parent attitudes toward digital 
games 

As parents are ultimately responsible for the provision (and restriction, as is 
the focus of this paper) of opportunities for engagement with media 
(Livingstone and Third 2017), examining their attitudes towards varying 
kinds of media is crucial. Popular discourses surrounding young children’s 
use of “screens” is polarised (Mavoa, Gibbs and Carter 2017) and digital 
games in particular are prone to being constructed as either overly harmful 
or radically beneficial (Narine and Grimes 2009). These “contrasting 
narratives” inform parental beliefs about digital media, and in turn shape 
children’s experiences with media via parental mediation (Kucirkova, 
Littleton and Kyparissiadis 2017, 1). 

Existing research about parent attitudes towards digital games suggests 
that parents vary in the value they attribute to this form of play. Some studies 
report both positive and negative perceptions (Bourgonjon et al. 2011; Joan 
Ganz Cooney Centre 2017; Mavoa, Carter and Gibbs 2017b; Niemyer 
2016), while others find more negative associations (Kousari and Mehrabi 
2017; Kutner et al. 2008; Wartella et al. 2013).  

The link between parental evaluation of digital games and children’s 
opportunities for engagement with them is evident in literature focusing on 
parental mediation of gaming. Following Nikken and Jansz’s (2006) study 
that examines the ways parents think about and mediate children’s digital 
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play, several authors have consistently found that parents who hold 
predominantly negative attitudes toward the effects of digital games are 
more likely to use restrictive mediation strategies such as limiting children’s 
gaming time, and restricting play to certain titles (Eklund and Helmersson 
Bergmark 2013; Kousari and Mehrabi 2017; Schaan and Melzer 2015; Shin 
and Huh 2011). Conversely, parents who hold more neutral or positive 
views are likelier to co-play with their children and to apply fewer 
restrictions on gaming (Kousari and Mehrabi 2017; Nansen and Jayemanne 
2016; Nikken, Jansz and Schouwstra 2007; Schaan and Melzer 2015; Shin 
and Huh 2011). Age is relevant also—with parents of younger children 
more likely to use restrictive mediation overall (Eklund and Helmersson 
Bergmark 2013; Nikken and Jansz 2006).  

While the work mentioned above details parental attitudes towards 
digital games in general, it does not explicitly account for the views of 
parents of children who do not engage in any digital game play. In 
recognition of the reality that there are many “digital childhoods” (Willett 
2017, 325), it is important to consider the contextual factors surrounding the 
range of experiences children have with digital games, including those of 
children who do not play. Also, while existing literature regarding “digital 
inclusion” (Livingstone and Helsper 2007, 692) does take into account 
attitudes toward technology as a potential barrier to inclusion (Deursen and 
Dijk 2015), it does not consider very young users as a distinct group. This 
is important because young children’s engagement with technologies is 
heavily determined not by their own agency, but by their parents’ decision 
making (Livingstone and Third 2017; Marsh et al. 2015), and concern about 
media “effects” tends to be greater for younger children (Holloway, Green, 
and Livingstone 2013).  

Our study provides an analysis of parent accounts of why young children 
do not play any digital games. We propose that the way some parents 
construct “play”, particularly play that involves a screen-based device, and 
how they determine what experiences constitute a “good childhood”, 
potentially act as restrictive forces in young children’s opportunities for 
digital play. We report an analysis of responses given to one section of a 
larger survey about the engagement of Melbourne children with digital 
games and associated media.  
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Method 

Participants and Procedure 

Parents of children aged between three and twelve years living in 
Metropolitan Melbourne, Australia, completed the survey. The survey was 
advertised via primary schools and kindergartens, preschools and child-care 
centres, as well as through social media. The project was approved by the 
Human Research Ethics Committee of The University of Melbourne, The 
Victoria Department of Education and Training, and Catholic Education 
Melbourne. The survey was open between November 2015 and May 2016 
(this included the school holiday period when recruitment was paused). 
Here we report findings from an analysis of one part of this survey. 
Respondents who answered “no” to the question “does your child play any 
digital games?” were presented with an open text box and asked to “please 
write down the main reasons that your child does not play digital games”. 
Sixty-five responses to this question were entered.  

Data Analysis 

For analysis, responses were transferred into the rich text analysis tool 
“Saturate.app” (Sillito 2013) and were analysed using a constructionist 
grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2008). Codes were applied at the 
sentence level and emerged initially from subject matter (for example, the 
code “imagination” was given to any response mentioning imagination). On 
subsequent readings, codes were also applied to categorise the way that 
responses related to one another, or represented some position on a subject 
(for example, the code “time displacement” was given to responses that 
mentioned digital games displacing time away from a range of other 
pursuits). Multiple codes were attached to individual sentences as required. 
These codes then formed the basis of the themes we describe below. The 
first author initially coded all responses, and validity was established via 
regular meetings between all authors where data and coding were reviewed 
and discussed in detail. 

Results 

We will first present some quantitative information from the survey as a 
way of contextualising the responses reviewed subsequently in detail. A 
total of 753 completed responses were received to the survey. Respondents 
were predominantly between 36 and 45 years of age (67% of responses were 
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from this age range), and most were university educated (75% of the 
sample). The parents of children who did not play any digital games did not 
differ, statistically, significantly from those of children who did play digital 
games, in terms of education (p=.657), however they were statistically 
significantly more likely to be younger (p=<.001) with parents aged 40 and 
under more likely to have children who did not play any digital games 
compared to parents aged 41and over.  

Children in this sample who did not play digital games were, 
statistically, significantly more likely to be in the youngest age group, the 
three-to-five-year-old children. Within this age group, children three years 
old were most likely to not play, followed by four-year-olds then five-year-
olds. Children in the sample overall who did not play any digital games 
were, statistically, significantly more likely to be girls (p=.014). Although 
when comparing within age groups, this difference only remained for the 
six-to-eight-year-old age group (p=.046), but not the nine-to-twelve age 
group (p=.052) or the three-to-five (p=.475).  

Text Analysis: Why Children Don’t Play Digital Games 

There were two overarching categories of reasons given for non-play: those 
that gave child-centric reasons (purported lack of interest, ability) and those 
that gave parent-centric reasons (parental evaluation, choice). In addition to 
this top-level distinction, six themes emerged through the coding process. 
These themes are described below. The number of responses falling within 
each theme are given in brackets after titles, and examples from the 
responses are provided after each theme description. 

Unessential (n=12) 

This code was applied to responses which indicated that parents assessed 
digital games as not offering any enrichment to children’s lives or 
development, beyond that what is offered by more desirable, non-digital 
forms of play. Some responses did allude to digital games providing some 
benefit, though of a poorer quality and therefore value, than analogous non-
digital experiences. Others alluded to benefits that parents deemed not 
needed at this particular point in the child’s life. In this theme, then, digital 
games were seen as, at best, redundant and at worst harmful.  
 

I don’t think they are of any benefit to my child. (Parent of female child aged 
4) 
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We believe our child’s learning is full and complete at this age and stage 
without the need for digital games. (Parent of female child aged 3) 
 
I don’t feel any need for a 4 yr old to play computer games. I prefer outside 
& imaginary play. She'll have plenty of time when she’s older to get 
computer use/experience. (Parent of female child aged 4) 

Displacement (n=22) 

The “displacement” code was given to responses that expressed a belief that 
time is limited and therefore needs to be allocated by parents in ways that 
maximise opportunities for developmental or educational benefits. Throughout 
these responses, there are a set of activities suggested as desirable uses of 
time, and these are presented in contrast to playing digital games (which is 
an undesirable use of time). The kinds of experiences which parents in this 
sample talk about as being at risk of displacement by digital games are: 
those which foster creativity or imagination; those which provide 
educational value; those which provide opportunities for physical activity 
or motor development; those which involve being outside or otherwise in 
contact with nature and the “real world”; and those which support the 
development of social skills. In most of these responses, digital games are 
presented as not capable of offering these sorts of outcomes. In some 
responses however, it is not simply that digital games do not offer 
potentially valuable experiences, but that other pursuits are more 
“authentic” and therefore higher quality and more beneficial. 
 

… We are focused on encouraging her imagination and creativity which we 
feel are hindered by screen time and games. (Parent of female child aged 3) 
 
I do not consider this to be valuable use of her time … I do not believe that 
it provides authentic problem solving skills or situations. Any “learning” 
that a game provides can be introduced in more natural and sensory ways 
than a screen can provide. (Parent of female child aged 3) 
 
I want her out in nature as much as possible and directing and creating her 
own play. (Parent of female child aged 4) 

Age Appropriateness (n=21) 

Responses given this category represent the notion that there is an 
appropriate age for children to be allowed or able to play digital games. The 
age at which children can play digital games is defined differently by 
different parents. For those in this group of responses, their own child is 
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deemed not yet at the age these particular parents see as appropriate for 
digital gameplay. Eight of the responses with this code stated that the child 
was “too young” in a standalone manner, without further information given 
about qualities of the games, or the child. Other responses also mentioned 
either specific harms associated with digital games, such as “addiction”, or 
mention of activities the child should be doing instead at their current stage 
of development (those described above as desirable uses of time). Two 
responses indicated that the child would be allowed to play digital games in 
future, when deemed appropriate by parents. 
 

She is too young. (Parent of female child aged 3) 
 
We do not believe it is appropriate for his age. (Parent of male child aged 
4) 
 
I have not introduced him to games and infact [sic] I discourage him in 
doing so. I believe that young age is to play outside and kids this young do 
not understand this once they get hooked onto games. (Parent of male child 
aged 5) 

Prohibition (n=10) 

These responses specifically mentioned rules for children around digital 
games, or screen time in general. Some responses stated that children had 
had no exposure to digital games because of these rules, and therefore did 
not know what they are. Four responses did provide some qualification for 
the rules—such as comments about digital games being “addictive” or 
expression of a belief that children should be doing other activities instead 
(those described under the code “displacement”). Two responses mention 
rules about digital games in relation to other screen media use, where digital 
games were not allowed, but screens for educational purposes, or television, 
was. One comment mentioned that the child’s, presumably older, sibling 
was allowed to play games but the child being discussed was not. 
 

I don’t let him. He does not know of them, and is not exposed to it. (Parent 
of male child aged 4) 
 
I haven’t shown her any games on the iPad. I allow her a small amount of 
TV on the iPad (iView) but I do not allow her to play games. (Parent of 
female child aged 3) 
 
I consider her too young yet, although she will watch her brother sometimes 
on iPad games. For both of them I would not allow IPad game time of more 
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than 20 mins, as I am not a fan of “screen time”. I am happy to allow it in 
small amounts when it is educational (e.g Filamundus, Solar2) but I try to 
limit it. (Parent of female child aged 4) 

Child preference/ability (n=14) 

Responses given this code talk about the child not playing digital games 
because of the parent’s report that the child does not want to, they are not 
interested or they are not cognitively or physically able to. It is difficult to 
determine, however, in some of these responses how the assessment of the 
child’s ability or interest has been formed and whether the parent’s own 
views on the positives and negatives of digital gameplay have impacted their 
assessment of the child’s interest or ability. Four responses mention a 
preference of the child for other screen based activities, and three mention 
a preference for other non-screen based activities or types of play. 
 

He’s not into them. (Parent of male child aged 4) 
 
He enjoys activities that give a more tangible and tactile experience. (Parent 
of male child aged 3) 
 
She is too young to understand games. She is more interested in watching 
videos. (Parent of female child aged 3) 

Screen time (n=9) 

Nine responses mentioned “screen time” in relation to their child not playing 
any digital games. In this set of responses, digital games are presented as a 
form of “screen time”, which is thought to be harmful to children. Two 
responses mentioned “screen time” as being something requiring limits, 
without saying why limits were needed; others specifically gave reasons 
about why “screen time” was undesirable and therefore in need of limiting. 
Reasons given were: effects on the brain or behaviour; aggression; and 
“screen time” as unnecessary for children or as detracting from more 
beneficial experiences. One response mentioned the amount of “screen 
time” in educational settings as reason to limit “screen time” at home. 
 

I’m scared about screen time and what it can do to the brain, aggression. 
(Parent of female child aged 3) 
 
So much screen time at school we don’t like to use it at home. (Parent of 
female child aged 5) 
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We minimise all screen time. She watches no more than an hour of TV a 
week (usually more like 30min); and what she watches is managed carefully 
(no ads). We believe the negative of playing games (and even screen) time, 
outweigh the positives, and that she will be well able to pick up digital skills 
starting in a few years’ time. (Parent of female child aged 5) 

Discussion 

We have looked specifically at the views of parents who have children who 
do not play digital games. Whilst previous research has considered 
attitudinal aspects in relation to non-use of the internet (Deursen and Dijk 
2015), and parents views of digital game play in general (Jiow, Lim and Lin 
2017; Kousari and Mehrabi 2017; Kutner et al. 2008; Nikken and Jansz 
2006), we believe that the present study is the first to consider parents’ 
perspectives on non-use of digital games specifically. We have also 
captured the views of parents of younger children, those aged three- to five-
years in particular, than previously considered in both digital inclusion and 
parental mediation literature.  

Our data gives an insight into the views of parents who have children 
who do not play digital games in relation to the way that play is constructed, 
its role in development, and how digitally mediated play aligns (or rather, 
does not align) with these constructions. We are also able to present the 
ways in which this group of parents constructs what digital games are and 
what they do or do not do, particularly in comparison to “traditional” forms 
of play, and broader notions of what constitutes “good parenting” and “good 
childhoods” (Willett 2015). Below, we discuss each of these insights with 
reference to examples from our data and existing literature. 

Play 

The responses entered consistently construct play as something beneficial 
and valued as part of positive child development. However, not all play is 
equally desirable. “Good” play is constructed in these responses as that 
which parents assess as positively contributing to some developmental 
outcome. Examples of “good” play given by parents in this sample include: 
being outdoors; having contact with nature, and with other people in face-
to-face settings; manipulation of concrete objects such as puzzles; and 
activities that parents assess as involving imagination and creativity. On the 
other hand, “bad” kinds of play are those which do not add anything of value 
to the development of the child; those that actively detract from 
development via displacement of time away from more valued types of play; 
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or those that actually damage the process of development in some way—by 
causing changes to the brain or causing aggression, for example. Digital 
games are constructed by many of the parents in the current study as 
undesirable for these reasons. In fact, as we shall discuss shortly, it is 
questionable whether many of the respondents considered digital games as 
play at all. 

This range of comments aligns with “educational and psychological 
theories” which establish a “temporal taxonomy of development” (Giddings 
2014, 39). In this sense, childhood is viewed as the progression through 
stages of cognitive development and maturation. The fact that almost all of 
the parents in our overall sample who did not allow digital game play were 
parents of children aged three- to five-years concurs with the common 
understanding that younger children are at greater risk of harm from digital 
devices (Holloway, Green and Livingstone 2013; Kucirkova, Littleton and 
Kyparissiadis 2017). Parents make decisions about what kinds of play and 
media are suitable for their children based in part on ideas about what is 
appropriate developmentally. As Aarsand (2011, 322) notes, this view of 
childhood, when applied to decisions about media use, posits that “upon 
reaching certain ages, children are seen as being able to learn, use, and 
understand different media”, making the provision of digital play, for 
instance, contingent on parental assessment of their child’s developmental 
stage. The responses analysed for the current study, when viewed in relation 
to rates of digital play amongst young children (Brand 2017; Ofcom 2015), 
and in comparison to the benefits that other parents associate with digital 
play (Mavoa, Carter and Gibbs 2017b), indicate that parents differ in the way 
they assess and make conclusions about the developmental appropriateness of 
digital games.  

The dominance of developmental concerns is evident when considering 
the views of parents in relation to older children’s use of digital games 
investigated in other studies. While our respondents frequently mentioned 
the need for free and creative play (albeit of the right kind), and development 
of fine motor skills, parents of older children talk about the need for time to 
be spent on schoolwork (Jiow, Lim and Lin 2017; Kousari and Mehrabi 
2017; Kutner et al. 2008), organised sports (as opposed to free, self-directed 
play) (Jiow, Lim and Lin 2017) or concerns to do with the content of digital 
games, risky contact with strangers online, or representation of values that 
do not align with the family’s (Jiow, Lim and Lin 2017; Kousari and 
Mehrabi 2017; Kutner et al. 2008). Nevertheless, there is some crossover 
between these groups. Both mention addiction (Eklund and Helmersson 
Bergmark 2013; Jiow, Lim and Lin 2017), aggression (Kousari and Mehrabi 
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2017), and overall physical activity levels being reduced due to digital 
gameplay (Kutner et al. 2008). 

The responses reviewed in this study consistently constructed play as 
instrumental. In this sense play should actively contribute to a child’s 
development in order to be valued. Even when not linked directly to 
“educational” value, parents in this group construct play itself as a means to 
some developmental ends (creativity, imagination, or some un-named 
outcome) rather than a legitimate use of time for pleasure or enjoyment. The 
responses given the code “unessential” highlight the dominance of this 
perspective on play, and indeed use of time in early childhood in general. 
Enjoyment, pleasure or fun are not mentioned in this particular set of 
responses. It may not be the case that parents see little value in children’s 
pleasure, but that when asked about their parenting decisions in relation to 
one particular possible use of time, educational and cognitive outcomes are 
what comes to mind as necessary to include in their explanations.  

Narine and Grimes (2009, 230) note the dominance of this “productive” 
valuing of play in broader discourses about contemporary childhoods. They 
lament that “the privileging of purposive play results in the systematic 
omission of the possibility that children’s play has value on its own as a 
source of pleasure and leisure”. Glenn et al.'s (2013) study of how children 
themselves see play, including play with digital games, suggests that 
children do not prescribe such functionality to play. Instead, the children 
aged seven to nine-years who participated in their focus groups talked about 
play as a use of time “where the means is more important than the ends” 
(190). Further research regarding young children’s (particularly those aged 
three to five) own construction of digital play would provide a 
complimentary perspective to those of parents. 

Digital Games 

Digital games are constructed in this group of parents as primarily a form 
of “screen time” rather than a form of “play”. Sobel et al. (2017) also note 
that parents in their study about Pokémon Go, while valuing the physical 
activity and social aspects of the game, talked about it as “still screen time” 
(1489). So even when problematic aspects are accounted for, fear of 
“screens” permeates parental construal of digital games. This is in contrast 
to findings where children’s perspectives have been considered. Gee, 
Siyahhan and Cirell (2017) note that young children in their study 
“frequently talked about gaming in relation to other, non-digital play 
activities (e.g., imaginative play)” (2).  
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Many parents in our sample wrote about digital games in terms that gave 
precedence to medium rather than activity. Some parents specifically gave 
“screen time”, particularly too much of it, as the reason that their child did 
not play digital games. “Screen time” was constructed in these responses as 
potentially damaging to development and therefore digital games were 
positioned as primarily antagonistic to “good childhood”. While some 
parents indicated that screen time was acceptable in small doses, or when 
used for explicitly educational purposes, others talked about it in relation to 
harm to “brains” or the cause of aggression or poor behavior. Additionally, 
our results indicate that, for some parents, not all screen time is created 
equal. While all parents included in the current analysis shared the fact that 
they had children who did not play any digital games, some mentioned that 
they did allow the child to watch television, use FaceTime or take photos 
using an iPad. 

So, for some parents, concern about digital games goes beyond their 
primary construction as a form of “screen time”. The most frequently 
mentioned concern associated with digital games in particular in the 
responses was their perceived inherent “addictiveness”. Some parents 
recounted personal experience with “addiction” to games, some used 
examples of a child’s poor behavior on cessation of play as evidence for 
“addiction”, and others simply stated in a matter-of-fact manner that digital 
games are “addictive”. This view of digital games as pathologically alluring 
has long been a feature of popular and political discourse (Messenger 
Davies 2010) and has been noted in other recent studies of parent 
perceptions of digital games (Eklund and Helmersson Bergmark 2013; 
Mavoa, Carter, and Gibbs 2017b; Sobel et al. 2017). 

In addition to this kind of direct effect of digital games, there was also 
the construction of digital games as not providing “creative”, “imaginative”, 
“self-directed”, “beneficial” experiences, thereby, as we discussed earlier, 
displacing time away from pursuits that do fulfill these functions. It should 
be noted, however, that this view is not universal. Indeed, many parents do 
see some digital games as offering opportunities for creative and 
imaginative play (Marsh et al. 2015). Our own study of responses to another 
part of the current survey showed that many respondents saw the game 
Minecraft as particularly well-suited to creative and imaginative play 
(Mavoa, Carter and Gibbs 2017b).  

The degree to which digital games provide educational value was also 
questioned by some parents in our sample. Two expressed open skepticism 
about claims that such games can be of educational value, and others that 
they felt the educational value offered by digital games was more 
appropriately provided by other activities. In this way, these parents 
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acknowledged one kind of purported benefit of digital play, but had 
personally assessed these claims of benefits as inaccurate, or not enough to 
tip their cost-benefit analysis in favour of allowing their young children to 
play.  

Implications 

We have shown that some parents construct play, childhood and digital 
games in ways that mean that they do not “mix” in “ideal childhoods”. 
While it would be too strong to suggest that the children of these parents are 
somehow disadvantaged by this, it is perhaps less of a stretch to propose 
that such constructions may present a point of conflict with current and 
emerging early education and primary school curricula and pedagogies. 
Digital technologies, including digital games, are now a common feature of 
early years and primary education, with Australia having a relatively high 
number of primary schools adopting a one-on-one iPad component to 
classroom practices (Softlink 2015). The Victorian Early Years Learning 
and Development Framework says that children should “use digital 
technologies and multimedia resources to communicate, play and learn” 
(Victorian Department of Education and Training 2016, 22).  

Given the place of digital technology in early years education, and the 
links between home use and attainment of formal education outcomes 
(Neumann 2014), educators should consider the wide ranging and complex 
ways that parents think about such technologies. As we have seen, 
considering attitudes in relation to digital gaming is particularly fruitful 
given the optimism and concern surrounding young children’s play with 
them. Likewise, scholars interested in understanding the permissive and 
restrictive forces acting upon young children’s digital inclusion should also 
include the views of parents of children who do not engage with specific 
digital technologies.  

Limitations 

Our sample consisted largely of University educated parents, and this 
reduces the extent to which our findings can be generalised to other 
populations as issues of class are likely to be highly relevant to views on 
digital gaming (Nikken and Jansz 2006; Willett 2015). Also, as this was an 
online survey, requiring parents to enter answers into text boxes, there is the 
possibility that answers given were not as “deep”, or nuanced as if we had 
collected information by way of semi-structured interviews or some other 
means. Our survey was not longitudinal; however, it would be valuable to 
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track how individual parent attitudes toward digital gaming change over 
time. Lastly, we have only sought the perspectives of parents here, but there 
is a need to hear how young children themselves think and talk about play 
using digital devices.  

Conclusion 

As young children increasingly have play experiences across both digital 
and non-digital spaces, research must also consider how parent, and wider 
community, beliefs and attitudes shape children’s 21st century play. The 
current study adds an explicit account of some of the beliefs that parents 
have about digital games. We have detailed six themes that emerged from 
parent responses to a survey question asking them why their child does not 
play any digital games. These six themes demonstrate how some parents 
construct digital games as incompatible with the kinds of childhoods they 
wish to provide for their own children. We have also shown how, for this 
group of parents, play is talked about in terms of its contribution to healthy 
development. Digital play is not perceived to fulfil this role sufficiently and 
is therefore seen as either expendable or something to be specifically 
avoided. Furthermore, we have shown how digital games are constructed 
primarily in relation to the device that they are played on rather than for 
their ludic properties.  

This information is relevant both to scholars interested in the permissive 
and restrictive forces acting on children’s digital inclusion (in this case via 
gameplay), as well as educators interested in links between home experience 
with digital games and use of these games in pre-school and early primary 
settings.  
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