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What Motivates Parents to Mediate Children’s
Use of Smartphones? An Application of the
Theory of Planned Behavior

Wonsun Shin and Hye Kyung Kim

Applying the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), this study examines parents’
attitudes, social norms, self-efficacy, and intentions regarding parental media-
tion of children’s smartphone use. A survey conducted with parents of young
smartphone users aged 10-17 shows that parents tend to perceive discussion-
based active mediation to be more desirable, as compared to rule-making
restrictive mediation. Findings also indicate that the extent to which parents
believe that they have control over their parental mediation practices plays an
important role in forming positive intentions to practice parental mediation,
regardless of the mediation domain.

Today’s children are active smartphone users. In the U.S., 73% of children aged
13-17 have access to a smartphone (Pew Research Center, 2015). Children aged
8-12 spend 48 minutes per day on smartphones, and the amount of time spent on
smartphones increases to 2 hours and 42 minutes when they reach adolescence
(Common Sense Media, 2015). According to Nielsen (2017), the top mobile activ-
ities among children aged 6-12 are text messaging (81%) and app downloading
(59%), followed by pre-installed game playing (53%), Internet use (53%), and video
calling (46%).

Smartphones are personal and portable devices. Children can use smartphones
anywhere and at any time, which increases the challenges that parents face when
supervising their children’s use of smartphones, compared to other types of media.
Heavy use of smartphones can expose children to various risks, including acciden-
tal or intentional exposure to child-inappropriate content, cyberbullying, and priv-
acy invasion (Stald et al., 2014). For this reasons, some parents are highly
concerned about their children’s use of smartphones (Ofcom, 2017);
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they discuss smartphone-related issues with their children (Dudley-Nicholson,
2018) or regulate children’s smartphone use (Lim, 2016).

Research suggests that children’s exposure to media can influence their attitudes and
behaviors, but that these media effects can be mediated by the degree to which parents
engage in media supervision and regulation (Collier et al., 2016). Prior studies on
parental mediation of children’s smartphone use have focused heavily on smartphone
addiction (e.g., Hwang, Choi, Yum, & Jeong, 2017; Hwang & Jeong, 2015; Lee, Lee, &
Lee, 2016). This study focuses on parental mediation of the risks associated with
children’s smartphone use. Specifically, the study investigates psychological factors
that motivate parents to engage in parental mediation of children’s smartphone use.

Parental Mediation

Parental mediation refers to a set of strategies that parents employ to control,
monitor, and supervise their children’s media use (Warren, 2001). This study
focuses on two general approaches to studying mediation of children’s media use:
active mediation and restrictive mediation. Active mediation refers to parents dis-
cussing appropriate media consumption behavior with their children. Restrictive
mediation refers to parents setting rules to control or limit children’s media usage.
Our study does not examine co-use mediation (i.e., parents sharing media with their
children) because shared media experience is less likely to take place with personal
media like smartphones (Hwang & Jeong, 2015).

Although both active and restrictive mediation can reduce negative media influ-
ence on children (Collier et al., 2016), research suggests that not all parents imple-
ment the same levels and types of parental mediation (Shin & Li, 2017). Thus,
scholars have examined various determinants of different parental mediation stra-
tegies (e.g., Hoffner & Buchanan, 2002; Warren, 2003; Youn, 2008). Prior research,
however, has predominantly focused on background (e.g., demographic character-
istics or family communication patterns) and media-related perception factors (e.g.,
perceived influence of media on children). Still missing from this stream of research
is a careful examination of the role that psychological and motivational factors play,
despite their potential utility in designing effective intervention strategies to promote
appropriate parental mediation behaviors.

Hwang and Jeong (2015) discovered that parents’ smartphone addiction levels,
risk perceptions, and several Big Five personality traits (i.e., openness, neuroticism,
and agreeableness) predicted parental mediation regarding children’s smartphone
addiction. Another study conducted by Hwang et al. (2017) found that parents’
engagement in smartphone mediation was predicted by their perceptions of the
severity of smartphone addiction and efficacy. The present study examines parental
mediation of a broader range of risks encompassing safety, content, and privacy,
guided by one of the most widely used behavioral prediction models—the Theory
of Planned Behavior (TPB).
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Theory of Planned Behavior

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is an extension of the Theory of Reasoned
Action (TRA) (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), which theorizes an intention to perform
a behavior as the most proximal predictor of the actual performance of that
behavior. The TPB has been one of the most influential theories for identifying
key beliefs underlying behaviors across different contexts. According to TPB, three
major psychological factors determine intentions to perform a behavior: attitude
toward the behavior, injunctive norms related to the behavior, and self-efficacy (or
perceived behavioral control) to perform the behavior (Ajzen, 1991).

Attitude refers to the extent to which an individual has a favorable or unfavorable
evaluation of a behavior. When individuals evaluate a behavior positively, they are
more likely to intend to engage in the behavior because people prefer to maintain
consistency between their beliefs and behaviors (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). In this
sense, intentions to engage in a parental mediation are likely to increase to the
extent a parent has a positive attitude toward the behavior.

Injunctive norms refer to social pressures that an individual perceives from sig-
nificant referents—or key individuals—regarding the performance of a behavior.
This involves perceptions about whether those figures morally approve or disap-
prove of an individual’s behavioral choices. On the other hand, descriptive norms
refer to perceptions of what is deemed typical or normal among others. Because
theorists of TRA/TPB have added descriptive norms to their recent models (Fishbein
& Ajzen, 2011), we address both injunctive and descriptive norms in this study and
broadly refer to them as social norms. As people tend to fear being rejected by their
social groups (Prentice & Miller, 1993), supportive social norms are likely to
increase parents’ intentions to engage in parental mediations. In the context of
children’s smartphone use, important referents could include a spouse or friends
who have children, or even the parent’s own child. Children’s approval of parental
mediation is likely to have a different influence on parents’ intentions to engage in
mediation, compared to those of a spouse or friends. We thus treat the former
(children’s approval) and the latter (spouse and friends’ approval) separately and
compare their roles in predicting intentions to engage in parental mediation.

Self-efficacy refers to perceptions about one’s own capability to exercise control
over behavioral performance (Bandura, 1997); it has been used interchangeably
with perceived behavioral control (PBC) in TPB (Ajzen, 1991). The more control
parents perceive themselves to have over parental mediation, the more likely it is
that they will intend to engage in parental mediation.

A few studies have examined TPB variables in the context of children’s media use
and parental mediation. Cingel and Krcmar (2013) found that parents’ beliefs about
the benefits and injunctive norms regarding their children’s media use were posi-
tively associated with their decision to expose their children to media. Focusing
particularly on parents’ attitudes toward active and restrictive mediation,
Rasmussen, White, King, Holiday, and Densley (2016) demonstrated that parents
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with positive attitudes toward active and restrictive mediation of children’s media
use in general were more likely to implement active and restrictive mediation of
television viewing. In the context of children’s social media use, Krcmar and Cingel
(2016) showed that parents’ attitudes, injunctive norms, and perceived behavioral
control regarding the regulation of children’s social media use were positively
associated with their involvement in active, restrictive, and co-use mediation of
their children’s social media use.

These prior studies demonstrate the utility of TPB as a theoretical framework
for parental mediation research. The application of the TPB model is somewhat
limited in those studies, however, especially in terms of the inclusiveness of
theoretical constructs and the consistency of behavior targets across measures,
both of which are critical to the theory’s application (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011).
Specifically, Cingel and Krcmar’s (2013) study did not assess parents’ attitudes or
perceptions regarding their parental mediation behaviors in predicting parents’
engagement in parental mediation. Rasmussen et al. (2016) did not include
perceived norms and self-efficacy as predictors of parental mediation. Krcmar
and Cingel (2016) examined parents’ attitudes, perceived norms, and self-efficacy
regarding restrictive mediation (i.e., controlling children’s social media use) to
gauge their impact on both active and co-use mediation. Addressing the limita-
tions of their research, Krcmar and Cingel (2016) argued that future research
should examine “the entirety of the TPB model as it relates to mediation” (p.
259). Our study aims to address those shortcomings by investigating all of the
components of TPB and by keeping the behavior target consistent across mea-
sures regarding both active and restrictive mediation.

Studies have shown active mediation to be more effective than other forms of
mediation, notably in inducing critical orientations toward media messages and
mitigating negative media influences on children (Lee et al., 2016; Youn, 2008).
Much less is known, however, regarding parents’ attitudes toward, perceptions of,
and engagement in different types of parental mediation. One possibility is that
parents deem active mediation to be more desirable than restrictive mediation,
because the former involves parent-child reciprocal discussions without restricting
children’s freedom to use media (Shin, 2015).

Similarly, parents may be more likely to believe that their significant referents,
particularly their own children, would approve of their engagement in active
mediation and that active mediation is more typical than restrictive mediation
among other parents. Because children can use their personal devices any time
and anywhere without parents’ presence, restrictive mediation may be a less viable
option for the parents in dealing with their children’s smartphone use. If active
mediation is considered more desirable, normative, and viable—as compared to
restrictive mediation—parents should report more positive attitudes toward, suppor-
tive social norms about, and greater self-efficacy in active mediation. This would
collectively lead to greater intentions to engage in active mediation (Fishbein &
Ajzen, 2011). Thus, we predict that:
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Hq: The levels of parental mediation attitude, social norms, self-efficacy, and
intention will be greater for active mediation than for restrictive mediation.

The TPB has been tested for its predictive utility in a variety of contexts, from health-
related behaviors (Andrews, Silk, & Eneli, 2010) to pro-social behaviors (van der Linden,
2011) and to environmental behaviors (Koger & Winter, 2010), to name a few. In meta-
analytic studies, 27% to 39% of the variance in behavioral intentions is explained by
attitude, injunctive norms, and self-efficacy (PBC), while descriptive norms account for
an additional 5% (Armitage & Conner, 2001; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003).

The relative strength of the TPB components as predictors of behavioral intention
is thought to differ by the behavior and the population under investigation (Fishbein
& Yzer, 2003). Scholars have thus emphasized the need to understand the nature of
the behavior of interest in order to understand the relative importance of psycho-
social factors in predicting intentions (Johnston & Dixon, 2008; Kim, Kim, &
Niederdeppe, 2015). In a recent study, the relative strength of the TPB components
differed across the types of parental mediation (Krcmar & Cingel, 2016). Notably,
this study found that American parents’ active mediation was determined primarily
by self-efficacy in and attitude toward parent control of children’s social media use,
whereas an injunctive norm about control was the only factor associated with
restrictive mediation. Building on this line of work, we attempt to identify psycho-
logical factors that motivate engagement in active and restrictive mediation, using
measures more compatible with the behavior target. Based on the premise of the
TPB (Ajzen, 1991), we expect that positive attitude, supportive social norms, and
higher self-efficacy would collectively lead to greater intentions to engage in
parental mediation, although the strength of the associations may vary by the type
of parental mediation.

Hy: Parents’ attitude, social norms, and self-efficacy regarding active and restric-
tive parental mediation will be positively associated with their intention to
engage in each corresponding mediation.

Method
Sample and Procedure

An online survey was conducted with parents of young smartphone users in the
United States. The sample of parents was drawn from Qualtrics’ online panel of
adults identified as parents who were at least 30 years old and resided in the United
States. Qualtrics invited selected panelists to participate in our survey via an email
invitation that included the URL to the survey questionnaire and instructions. A total
of 509 individuals accessed the survey site to participate and answered two screening
questions: (1) whether the participant is a parent of at least one child aged 10 to 17,
and (2) whether the participant’s child uses a smartphone. They were then randomly
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asked to think about either their youngest or oldest child—when answering the survey
questions—if they had more than one child who used a smartphone and whose age
was 10-17. Out of 509 individuals who accessed the survey site, 60% (N = 304) were
eligible to participate, and 303 participants completed the survey.

The pool of respondents was 69.6% female, 76.2% Caucasian/White, with an
average age of 41 (SD = 8.79). 42.2% had at least a Bachelor’s degree, and the
median annual household income fell in the $50,000-$74,999 range. Ninety-five
percent of respondents reported that their child uses his or her own smartphone,
while 5% stated that their child borrows and uses a family member’s smartphone.
Using the U.S. Census data as a reference (http:/www.census.gov), the profile of
our parent sample is similar to that of the U.S. population in terms of ethnicity
(White = 76.9%) and income (median household income = $55,322), though our
respondents had a higher average level of education than the general population
(Bachelor’s degree or higher = 30.3%). Table 1 presents demographic characteris-
tics of the survey respondents.

Measures

This study examined parental mediation of a broad range of risks, guided by the
TPB. We measured six categories of parental mediation practices, focusing on two
types of parental mediation (active and restrictive) encompassing three types of risks
(safety, content, and privacy). Specifically, three categories addressed active media-
tion, on safety (“explain to the child how to use a smartphone safely”), on content
(“explain to the child why some mobile apps and contents are suitable or unsuitable
for his/her age”), and on privacy (“explain to the child how to protect personal
information s/he can share or give out on a smartphone”). The other three assessed
restrictive mediation regarding safety (“prevent the child from talking to or chatting
with strangers on a smartphone”), content (“limit the types of mobile apps that the
child can use or websites s/he can visit on a smartphone”), and privacy (“limit the
types of personal information that the child can share or give out on a smartphone”).

For each type of parental mediation across three types of risks (safety, content,
and privacy), five TPB variables were measured, following procedures and question
wordings recommended by the theoreticians of TPB (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011).
Intention to engage in parental mediation was measured by asking how likely the
respondents were to implement each of the six parental mediation practices (e.g.,
“In the next few years, how likely is that you will explain to your child why some
mobile apps and contents are suitable or unsuitable for his/her age?”), on 5-point
scales anchored on extremely unlikely (1) to extremely likely (5). Attitude was
measured by asking how respondents feel about each of the six parental mediation
practices (e.g., “How do you feel about explaining to your child why some mobile
apps and contents are suitable or unsuitable for his/her age?”), on 5-point scales,
anchored on negative (1) to positive (5).
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Table 1
Sample Characteristics (N = 303)

n %
Gender Male 90 29.7
Female 211 69.6
Other 2 0.7
Ethnicity African American/Black 27 8.9
Asian/Pacific Islander 13 4.3
Caucasian/White 231 76.2
Hispanic/Latino 20 6.6
Native American/American Indian 2 0.7
Other 10 3.3
Education Did not complete high school 4 1.3
High school/GED 67 22.4
Some college 103 34.0
Bachelor’s degree 94 31.0
Master’s degree 24 7.9
Advanced graduate work or PhD 10 3.3
Prefer not to answer 1 0.3
Annual household Under $25,000 31 10.2
income $25,000-$49,999 78 25.7
$50,000-%$74,999 84 27.7
$75,000-%$99,999 56 18.5
$100,000-$124,999 22 7.3
$125,000-$149,000 12 4.0
$150,000 and over 12 4.0
Prefer not to answer 8 2.6

Injunctive norm was measured by asking how three different referent groups
(child, spouse/partner, and close friends) would feel about their engagement in
each of the six parental mediation practices. The items used 5-point scales, with 1
being strongly disapprove and 5 being strongly approve. Descriptive norm was
measured by asking how often the respondents think “a typical parent of an
individual your child’s age” engages in each of the six parental mediation practices.
Each item was measured on a 5-point scale, anchored on never (1) to all the time
(5). Finally, self-efficacy was measured by asking how much control the respondents
believed they had over each of the six parental mediation practices. The items used
5-point scales with responses ranging from no control (1) to complete control (5).

Injunctive norms regarding spouses and friends were combined, as they were
highly correlated (active, r = .65; restrictive, r = .64, both p < .001) and the results
did not differ between the two referents. Further, the results did not change between
the combined and separated variables. Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics for
the measurements used in this study.
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Results
Mean Comparison between Types of Parental Mediation

Scholars have emphasized the importance of understanding the nature of similarities
and differences amongst behaviors by grouping them into higher-level categories
(Johnston & Dixon, 2008). Active versus restrictive parental mediation is likely to be
an important category, as they differ critically by the extent to which parents accom-
modate children’s opinions in mediating their smartphone usage. Thus, to examine
whether parents have different levels of attitudes, social norms, self-efficacy patterns,
and intentions—depending on the type of mediation behaviors, we created composite
scores of active and restrictive mediation for TPB constructs. These composite scores
(a0 > .90 for all) were generated by averaging three risk items (safety, content, and
privacy) for each construct under active and restrictive mediation, after assessing each
construct’s internal reliability (using a Cronbach’s alpha) and ensuring that the mea-
sures tapped on the same central concept. We then compared the composite scores of
TPB constructs between active and restrictive parental mediation.

A series of paired-samples t-tests show that respondents were significantly more
intending to engage in active mediation (M = 4.08, SD = 1.06, a = .94) than restrictive
mediation (M =3.91, SD =1.18, a = .96), t (302) = 3.88, p < .001. Consistent patterns
were found on attitude and self-efficacy, t (302) = 2.08, p = .04; t (302) = 4.98,
p < .001, respectively: (a) attitude toward active mediation was more positive
(M = 4.52, SD = .66, o. = .90) than restrictive mediation (M = 4.43, SD = .80,
a = .92) and (b) respondents were more confident in performing active mediation
(M =4.25,5D = .84, o.=.92) than restrictive mediation (M = 4.02, SD = .96, o. = .92).

However, in regards to perceived descriptive norm, parents believed that other
parents were significantly more engaged in restrictive mediation (M = 3.71,
SD = .99, a = .93) than active mediation (M = 3.59, SD = 1.12, o = .93),
t (302) = -2.47, p < .05. In terms of perceived injunctive norm, parents also
perceived that their children were more supportive of active mediation (M = 4.03,
SD = .93, a = .92) than restrictive mediation (M = 3.65, SD = 1.12, a = .91),
t (302) = 8.11, p < .001. Perceived injunctive norms of spouses and friends did not
differ between the two types of mediation styles.

Taken together, the findings provided partial support for Hy. As predicted, the
levels of attitudes, self-efficacy, and intentions regarding parental mediation of
children’s smartphone use were greater for active mediation than for restrictive
mediation. However, the data revealed mixed results for perceived social norms.

Predictive Utility of TPB by the Type of Parental Mediation

To investigate how the TPB components predict parents’ intentions to engage in
parental mediation, we used stepwise ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. At Step
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1, we entered demographic factors (parent and child’s age, parent education level, and
parent ethnicity). At Step 2, we entered TPB constructs, including attitude, injunctive
norms (separately by referents), descriptive norms, and self-efficacy. Consistent with
the analytic approach of H;, we ran separate models with the composite scores of
active and restrictive mediation. Table 3 reports these results. To statistically test the
relative strength of the TPB predictors, we estimated their corresponding 95% con-
fidence intervals with bias corrected bootstrap (1,000 re-samples). The standardized
beta weights would be statistically different from each other (p < .05) when the
confidence intervals overlap by less than 50% (Cumming, 2009).

At Step 1, parent’s age (Bactive = —-15, p < .05; Prestrictive = —23, p < .001) and
child’s age (Bactive = —-23, Prestricive = —-26, both p < .001) were significant
predictors of both active and restrictive mediations. Demographic factors
explained 11% of the variance in active mediation and 17% in restrictive
mediation.

Step 2 of the active mediation model explained an additional 31% of the variance
in intentions to engage in active mediation. For active mediation, self-efficacy (8 -
.29, p < .001) and descriptive norm (§ = .11, p < .05) as well as injunctive norm
with reference to one’s own child (3 = .17, p < .01) and a spouse and friends
(f = .12, p < .05) were significant predictors of mediation intentions, but their
relative strength did not statistically differ. Attitude was not a significant predictor of
intentions to actively mediate risks (8 = .11, p > .05). Additional analysis indicates
significant interactions between ethnicity and attitudes toward both active and
restrictive mediation (B = .49, p < .05; B = —.46, p < .05, respectively). For active

Table 3
Hierarchical Regressions to Predict Parental Mediation Intentions

Active mediation Restrictive mediation

Step 1: Demographic factors

Parent age —-.15% —.23 %
Parent education .04 -.02
Parent ethnicity (1 = White; 2 = Others) -.02 -.02
Child age —. 23k —.26%**
Step 2: TPB factors
Attitude a1 19
Injunctive norm (your child) J7x* .09
Injunctive norm (spouse + friend) 2% .08
Descriptive norm (typical parents) A1 A1
Self-efficacy 29%xx 36%*
Step1 R? 11 17
Step 2 R? change 31 .36

Note. Standardized coefficients.
All Model F and F change significant at p < .001 level. *p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
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mediation, the attitude-intention relationship was stronger among non-White
respondents; the opposite pattern was found for restrictive mediation. The lack of
the effect of attitude on active mediation intention may be attributed to this ethnic
difference as the majority of our respondents were White Americans.

TPB constructs explained 36% of the variance in intentions to engage in
restrictive mediation. Self-efficacy (8 = .36, p < .001), attitude (8 = .19,
p < .01) and descriptive norm (8 = .11, p < .05) emerged as significant predictors
of restrictive mediation intentions. Self-efficacy was a statistically stronger pre-
dictor than descriptive norm, but not in comparison to attitude. The upper bound
estimate of descriptive norm (.22) was smaller than half of the average of the
overlapping Cls added to the self-efficacy’s lower bound estimate (.33) (p < .05).
Injunctive norm was not a significant predictor of intentions in reference to
either one’s own child (8 = .09, p = .052) or a spouse and friends (f = .08,
p=_.11).

Collectively, we found partial support for H,. Self-efficacy was a significant
predictor for both active and restrictive mediation intentions. Self-efficacy was
a statistically stronger predictor of restrictive mediation intention than was descrip-
tive norm. Active mediation was not predicted by attitude, and restrictive mediation
was not driven by injunctive norms, both of which represent departures from the
TPB predictions.

Discussion

This study set out to offer a better understanding of the psychosocial and motiva-
tional factors that guide the intention to employ active and restrictive parental
mediations to mitigate risks related to children’s use of smartphones. We first
investigated whether parents’ attitudes, social norms, self-efficacy, and intentions
differ by the types of mediation behaviors in which they engage. We further
investigated the extent to which the TPB components explain parents’ intentions
to engage in different forms of parental mediation.

Our findings suggest that parents perceive active mediation to be more desirable
than restrictive mediation. In keeping with a greater intention to engage in active
mediation (vs. restrictive), parents had a more favorable attitude toward active
mediation than restrictive mediation. They also tended to believe that they had
greater control over active mediation and that their children were more supportive
of their engagement in active mediation, compared to restrictive mediation.

According to the theory of psychological reactance (Brehm, 1966), one rejects or
moves away from a persuasive message if s/he feels that the message threatens or
attempts to reduce personal freedom. Smartphone use is often considered
a personal domain and smartphones have become indispensable parts of children’s
lives. Thus, children may view restrictive mediation—which centers around rules to
control children’s smartphone use—as a threat to their personal freedom, resulting
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in resistance to parent’s interventions. Even for less personal media like television,
restrictive mediation can cause negative feelings toward parents. For instance,
Nathanson (2002) found a negative association between parents’ restriction of
objectionable content on television and adolescents’ favorable attitudes toward
their parents. Parents in our sample seem to acknowledge that, believing that their
children would be more approving of active mediation than of restrictive mediation.
Due to possible conflicts with their children, parents may evaluate active mediation
more positively than restrictive mediation.

Interestingly, parents in our study estimated that other parents were more likely to
engage in restrictive mediation than active mediation. Considering that parents showed
more favorable attitudes toward active mediation than restrictive mediation, the result
may imply that parents think that other parents tend to engage in a less desirable form of
parental intervention (i.e., restrictive mediation). The observed pattern could be attri-
butable in part to third-person perceptions (Davison, 1983), as parents may believe that
smartphone use has a more negative impact on others’ children than on their own,
thereby implying that other parents require more strict interventions like restrictive
mediation. People tend to view both themselves and close others (like their own
children) in a more positive light than distant others (Regan, Snyder, & Kassin, 1995).
Moreover, prior research has shown that the tendency toward self-enhancement
applies to parents’ beliefs about negative media influences on their own children
compared to the children of others (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2002).

To identify key motivational factors, we also examined the relationships between
the TPB components and parents’ intentions to engage in active and restrictive
mediation. Self-efficacy emerged as a consistent predictor of both domains of
parental mediation. In other words, the extent to which parents believe that they
have control over their parental mediation practices to reduce smartphone-related
risks plays the most important role in forming positive intentions to practice parental
mediation, regardless of the mediation domain. This is in keeping with meta-
analytic studies that document self-efficacy (or perceived behavioral control) as
one of the strongest predictors of intentions, contributing 6% unique variance
above and beyond attitude and injunctive norms (Armitage & Conner, 2001),
particularly for detection and risk behaviors (Robin, McEachan, Conner, Taylor, &
Lawton, 2010).

Our results also demonstrate that attitude is a significant and positive predictor of
restrictive mediation intention, but not of active mediation. Setting aside self-
efficacy, active mediation intention appears to be more a function of social norms
than of attitude. For restrictive mediation, however, the injunctive norms with
reference to parents’ own children as well as a spouse or friends played no
significant role in explaining parents’ intention to engage in the same type of
mediation; among social norms, only descriptive norm appeared as a significant
predictor of restrictive mediation intention.

Active mediation involves parent-child conversations on media-related issues; such
reciprocal interactions require a person to consider the other person’s perspective.
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Therefore, in active mediation, perceived approval or acceptance of the other person,
in this case the child (i.e., an injunctive norm), would be more important than one’s
own evaluation of the behavior (i.e., attitude). On the other hand, restrictive mediation
is a parent-oriented, one-way system of rulemaking imposed on children without
entailing much deliberate discussion between parents and children. This form of
parental intervention is less likely to incorporate the child’s perspective, and thus,
parents’ perception of the behavior itself (i.e., attitude) becomes more important than
their perception of how their children would respond to it.

Injunctive norms with reference to a spouse and friends mattered only for active
mediation, but not for restrictive mediation. Parents may rely more on important refer-
ents’ opinions in deciding to engage in conversation-based active mediation than rule-
based restrictive mediation because the former requires greater effort to engage in
interpersonal communication with children (Shin, 2015). In fact, parents tend to consider
setting rules regarding media use more straightforward than engaging in conversation
with their children to explain and discuss media-related issues (Shin, 2015). Because it is
not an easy task to discuss and develop a consensus regarding the use of smartphones
with tech-savvy digital natives, parents may want to seek support and encouragement
from their spouse and close friends who are or have been in similar situations.

Descriptive norms were a predictor of both active and restrictive mediation
intentions, although weaker than the impact of other significant components.
Several scholars have suggested that descriptive norms serve as the most useful
heuristic in decision-making when the situation is novel or ambiguous (Cialdini &
Trost, 1998; Kim et al., 2015). In uncertain situations, people tend to observe
another person’s behavior to determine an appropriate and typical behavior for
that situation (“social proof,” Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p. 156). In this sense, parents
may rely on other parents’ mediation behaviors, because they are uncertain about
what is an appropriate practice in mediating their children’s smartphone use. It
would thus be beneficial to educate parents about effective mediation practices to
minimize the risks associated with children’s smartphone use.

Conclusion

This study provides meaningful contributions to the parental mediation and TPB
literature. First, the study advances prior research on parental mediation by exam-
ining an important but underexplored research area—how and why parents engage
in parental mediation concerning children’s use of smartphones. Second, we
adopted the TPB as a theoretical framework to identify important motivational
factors associated with parental mediation, moving beyond prior research that has
typically been limited to examining demographic or individual difference factors.
More importantly, by examining the entire range of TPB model components and
utilizing comparable measures for each of the behavioral domains, this study
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responded to the call for future research on parental mediation using TPB as
a theoretical framework (Krcmar & Cingel, 2016).

Findings from the study offer important insights for both educators and policy
makers. Our findings show that parents’ intention to engage in active mediation
increases when they believe that their children approve of their mediation (an
injunctive norm) and when they perceive greater control over their mediation
behaviors (self-efficacy). Research also suggests that parents with greater knowledge
of new technologies are more confident about their ability to engage in discussion-
based active mediation (Shin, 2015). Thus, in order to encourage parents’ involve-
ment in active mediation of children’s smartphone use, it may be useful to develop
educational materials and guidelines that enhance the quality of parent-child rela-
tionships as well as parents’ understanding of mobile technologies.

Future research should examine how parents implement various tactics to tackle
problems related to children’s smartphone use and how those tactics influence
children’s smartphone usage and exposure to various risks. In addition, future
research might explore whether parents have different presumptions regarding
different forms of parental mediation, and how such presumptions may influence
their attitudes toward their own mediation styles. Parents’ self-serving bias or third-
person perceptions could also be examined to determine what parents consider to
be typical of other parents’ mediation behaviors. Further research could also eval-
uate the impact of parents’ knowledge of smartphones and new technology on
parental mediation self-efficacy.

This study focused only on how parents try to mitigate the negative aspects of
children’s smartphone use, without looking at their roles in promoting the posi-
tive sides of smartphone use. In addition, current research only examined par-
ental mediation of children’s smartphone use motivated by perceptions of risks
associated with safety, content, and privacy, leaving unanswered the possibility
of mediating smartphone use due to other concerns including the potential of
smartphones to displace other experiences and opportunities through the sheer
devotion of time. Another limitation of this study is the overrepresentation of
mothers, with 69% female participants in the sample. Lastly, some of our mea-
surement items (e.g., explain how to use a smartphone safely) are too generic to
capture specific risk domains. In particular, we did not examine what kinds of
specific tools and tactics parents utilize to negate different types of risks. Future
research might investigate the role of parental mediation in both the positive and
negative aspects of smartphone use, and it may examine a wider range of parent
perceptions, concerns and barriers, using a gender-balanced sample of parents
and more specific measurement items.
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