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Abstract

Digital gaming is a major part of the current media landscape. Parents employ a variety of practices, such as limiting
gaming time and discussing games, when addressing their childrens’ gaming. Yet, there is still a notable gaming-related
generational gap between adolescents and their parents. In this qualitative study, gaming-related parenting practices and
parents’ and teenagers’ views are examined through a thematic analysis of reports from Finnish, 16—-19-year-old, active
game players. The results suggest a core tension between elements of protection and understanding. Perceived parental
attitudes towards gaming ranged from excessively negative to indifferent to very positive. These attitudes were not static,
but instead changed according to life situations and parents’ familiarity with gaming. Young game players’ perceptions
and views were also not uniform. Respondents indicated the need for both parental understanding of games and gaming,
and parents’ responsibilities in limiting gaming, particularly in the case of younger children. Implications for parenting and

future research are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Digital gaming is an established pastime globally. While
enjoyed by people of all ages, digital gaming is often
addressed in the context of children, adolescents, and
emerging adults in both research (e.g., Brus, 2018; Chai,
Chen, & Khoo, 2011; Russell & Johnson, 2017) and pub-
lic discourse (e.g., Gregory, 2020; Stuart, 2020). This is
unsurprising considering the popularity of the activity:
In the author’s native Finland, 36.4% of young people
under 20 report playing digital games daily, while 69.8%
do so at least weekly (Kinnunen, Lilja, & Mayra, 2018).
While it is a common activity, the role of digital
gaming is contentious: Since the 1970s, digital gaming
has been the subject of both moral panics (Pasanen,
2017) and more legitimate concerns focusing, for exam-
ple, on problematic or disordered gaming (see Aarseth

et al., 2017; Billieux et al., 2017), and the conver-
gence of gaming and gambling (Macey & Hamari, 2019).
Despite digital gaming also being an activity common
to adults (Entertainment software association, 2019;
Kinnunen et al., 2018), studies on gaming as part of fam-
ily life reveal a notable gaming-related generational gap
between adolescents and their parents (e.g., Brus, 2018;
Russell & Johnson, 2017). As gaming can be an inten-
sive, time-consuming activity, it has become a challeng-
ing parenting issue in some families (Brus, 2018; Chai
et al.,, 2011; Russell & Johnson, 2017).

This article explores teenaged boys’ experiences of
parental views and practices, as well as their own views
on parenting in respect to digital gaming. This is achieved
through a thematic analysis of qualitative survey reports
from Finnish boys who actively play digital games.
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2. Background

In this study, the expressions gaming-related parenting
and parenting digital game players are used interchange-
ably to discuss the different practices parents adopt
when addressing their children’s digital gaming. Despite
the topicality of the issue, research on parenting adoles-
cent digital game players, especially older adolescents, is
sparse. A considerable part of the research literature has
approached the subject through quantitative methods,
utilizing some variant of the parental mediation model
(e.g., Eklund & Bergmark, 2013; Martins, Matthews, &
Ratan, 2017; Nikken & Jansz, 2006), originally developed
for studying television mediation (Valkenburg, Krcmar,
Peeters, & Marseille, 1999). The three practices listed in
the parental mediation model, i.e., limiting gaming time
or the games children are allowed to play, discussion of
gaming and game content, and co-playing games with
their children, are often employed by parents address-
ing their children’s gaming (e.g., Jiow, Lim, & Lin, 2016;
Martins et al.,, 2017; Nielsen, Favez, Liddle, & Rigter,
2019). Different styles of mediation may co-occur in fam-
ilies, with suitable methods being chosen according to
the situation (Jiow et al., 2016; Nielsen et al., 2019).

There is limited qualitative research on the ways in
which parents address young game players’ digital gam-
ing. This can be considered a weakness in the existing lit-
erature, as both qualitative (e.g., Kutner, Olson, Warner,
& Hertzog, 2008) and quantitative (e.g., Martins et al.,
2017) approaches have revealed the subject of digital
gaming, and gaming-related parenting, to be complex
and nuanced. The subject lies at the intersection of three
phenomena, parenting, gaming, and youth, all of which
are already complex and diverse topics.

While the amount of qualitative research into
gaming-related parenting is limited, a growing body
exists. Enevold and Hagstrom (2008) have studied how
mothers negotiate their own digital gaming with par-
enthood and gender expectations, reminding us that in
the context of digital gaming parents can also perform
the role of an active player, not simply that of a media-
tor. Furthermore, Enevold (2012), Aarsand and Aronsson
(2009), Brus (2018), and Gregersen (2018) have exam-
ined how gaming is situated at home, both physically
and as a part of family politics and power struggles, and
how both parents and children demonstrate agency in
the context of gaming.

Interviews with 12-14 vyear-old boys and their
parents about digital gaming, conducted by Kutner’s
research group (Kutner et al., 2008; Olson, Kutner, &
Warner, 2008), demonstrated both parents’ concerns
related to gaming, and that their children accurately
perceive those parental concerns. Most of the adoles-
cents interviewed indicated that they considered their
parents to be ignorant about video games, either in gen-
eral terms, or in respect to their child’s gaming habits.
Madill’s (2011) study of the ways in which parents experi-
ence and view adolescents’ gaming revealed insecurities

and internally conflicting views on gaming and related
parenting. As in Kutner et al. (2008), parents recognized
both risks and benefits in gaming, yet found it challeng-
ing to balance these in their parenting.

Russell and Johnson’s (2017) study of parents of
emerging adults (aged 23-25) who had been labelled
as excessive gamers, highlighted the difficulties par-
ents face when addressing gaming that they perceive
as problematic—a situation made especially challeng-
ing when their children are already adults and, conse-
quently, no longer dependent on their parents to the
same degree. The lack of understanding of gaming dis-
played by parents in previous studies (e.g., Kutner et al.,
2008; Madill, 2011) was also evident in Russell and
Johnson’s study.

Although an exhaustive review of qualitative
research on parenting and video gaming is not possi-
ble in the confines of this article, the studies above
highlight the complex interplay of gaming and domes-
tic life, with family dynamics affecting gaming, and vice
versa. Gaming at home is not contingent on the individ-
ual game player alone; instead, it is physically, mentally,
and socially shaped by the home environment.

Examples from the domain of problematic digital
gaming (e.g., Bax, 2016; Nielsen, 2015) have shown that
qualitative approaches can illuminate crucial facets of
both parent-child interaction and family dynamics, while
also allowing young game players to voice their own
views in research concerning them. A considerable por-
tion of the research on young people’s gaming con-
cerns the risks involved (e.g., Choo, Sim, Liau, Gentile, &
Khoo, 2015; Festl, Scharkow, & Quandt, 2013; Gabbiadini
& Riva, 2018), rather than exploring other facets of
a common, and often important (e.g., Lenhart, Smith,
Anderson, Duggan, & Perrin, 2015) pastime. This is poten-
tially due to a long-standing tendency to, somewhat erro-
neously, view youth as a period of inevitable problems,
of risky behaviour, and of so-called Storm and Stress
(e.g., Arnett, 1999; Collins & Steinberg, 2008; Steinberg
& Morris, 2001).

3. Method and Data

This exploratory study examined teenaged game play-
ers’ (aged 16-19) views and experiences of gaming-
related parenting; a qualitative approach, focusing on
detailed reports from a small number of respondents,
was adopted in order to better capture nuances of the
phenomenon. The study was part of a larger, multi-
method study (Merildinen, 2020) that examined gaming
motives and adverse consequences in addition to views
on parenting.

The study addresses the following research question:

How do teenaged digital game players describe and
perceive their parents’ approach to digital gaming
and gaming-related parenting, and how does it com-
pare to their own views?
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By addressing this question, the study renders visible
everyday interactions around digital gaming, as well as
normative views young game players hold of parenting
in the context of digital gaming. It adds to a limited body
of research which considers young people’s gaming from
a perspective centred on their own views, with a focus
on older adolescents.

A survey questionnaire was administered to male stu-
dents (N = 22) participating in a voluntary course on
gaming culture at a general upper secondary school in
the spring of 2018. In Finland, general upper secondary
school is typically attended by students aged 16 to 19
in preparation for further studies (Finnish Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2020). The questionnaire consist-
ed of background questions (age, weekly gaming time
[WGT]) and four open-ended questions, while gaming
times were collected in order to retain comparability
with other sections of the larger study, and to ensure
that the respondents could be considered active game
players based on their gaming activity. The open-ended
questions consisted of several sentences (e.g., “How
do you think guardians should address their children’s
gaming? You can consider the question in regard to
both your own age group and that of game players
younger than you”). In addition to questions on views
and experiences of game-related parenting, the ques-
tionnaire included questions on gaming motives and
gaming-related adverse consequences as part of a larger
study. While responses to these questions were includ-
ed in the analysis, findings not related to parenting are
not discussed in this article. The total size of the Finnish
language data was 3613 words.

A thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke
(2006), was conducted on the data; thematic analysis
is a qualitative method in which the researcher seeks
to identify broader themes in data, based on either
their own interpretation or existing theory. In this study,
the former approach was adopted. The conducted the-
matic analysis was descriptive, focusing on what was
explicitly said rather than possible underlying structures.
Initially, | identified 110 individual codes in the data, 46
of which related to parenting. Through an iterative pro-
cess, the codes were grouped into larger sub-themes,
which were in turn interpreted to form broader, overar-
ching themes.

The themes discussed in the results section explicit-
ly concern parenting. Other important themes, address-
ing issues such as motives for gaming, and adverse con-
sequences of gaming, have been discussed in a separate
publication (Merildinen, 2020).

4, Results

The results section is organised according to the two
main themes identified: Protection, focused on limiting
gaming and addressing problems; and Understanding,
which addressed the need for parents to understand and
accept games and gaming. Each theme is examined indi-

vidually below. Example quotes have been used to illus-
trate the main themes and sub-themes. Quotes have
been translated from Finnish by the author, and minor
editing work such as grammar and punctuation, as well
as clarification of some sentences, has been performed
during translation. To provide context, the respondent’s
age is reported in parentheses after each quote, as well
as their self-reported WGT.

All but one of the respondents reported playing dig-
ital games for at least two hours per week. More than
half of the respondents (n = 13, of 22) reported playing
over 14 hours per week on average, the average WGT for
their age group in Finland being 10,8 hours per week at
the time the data was gathered (Kinnunen et al., 2018).

4.1. Protection

The main theme Protection included the sub-themes:
Rules and limits are needed, Age matters, and
Problems in gaming should be addressed. These are dis-
cussed below.

4.1.1. Rules and Limits are Needed

Respondents both considered that parents should limit
gaming in some ways and had experiences of their par-
ents doing so. Different limits on gaming, based on time
or age ratings, were usually justified by the protection
point of view. Negative impacts of gaming were explic-
itly and implicitly discussed in many of the responses,
especially in the context of younger children, and were
presented as justification for limiting gaming. The sub-
theme indicates that the concept of limiting gaming in
different ways is something that young gamers general-
ly agree with, although not to an unlimited extent, as
explored in the second sub-theme:

| think guardians should limit gaming in some way,
because nothing good will come out of it if a child just
plays and plays and plays. (16, 14-20h WGT)

Parents should talk about gaming with their children
and set rules, like that they need to do their home-
work before they’re allowed to play, and if they’re
playing despite not finishing their homework, then
parents should take away the controllers. If this con-
tinues, then set a rule that gaming is only allowed on
weekends. The age ratings of games should also be
given a look. (18, 14—20h WGT)

There must be limits, especially for preteens and
small children. Otherwise gaming will get out of con-
trol and that will be reflected in poor school per-
formance, among other things. As a child grows
and understands the importance of school, they
can be given more leeway with their gaming. (18,
14-20h WGT)
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4.1.2. Age Matters

Players were given more responsibility for their own
gaming with age. As with many other parenting-related
views, this was presented both as descriptive and as
normative: this had been done and it should be done.
The sub-theme reflects the role of development and mat-
uration, as parents appear to acknowledge the differ-
ence between teenagers and children, and teenagers
in turn wish to set themselves apart from children and
young adolescents, possibly also by adopting a stance
imitating that of their parents and other adults:

When | was younger (approximately 6—12 years old)
| had a certain amount of “gaming time.” | could get
more of this gaming time if | went outside to do
something else for a few hours. Nowadays my par-
ents assume that | can limit the time | spend on gam-
ing myself, if necessary. (18, 2-=7h WGT)

When | was young, there were strict time limits set
on my gaming, but nowadays | play according to my
own wants...Time limits need to be set for young
gamers, and [parents need to] make sure that too
young players don’t play too distressing games. (17,
14-20h WGT)

Before, | had a given time that | could play, but
these days my parents don’t restrict it in any way....Of
course it would be good to pay some attention
to younger kids’ gaming, but obviously | think that
the gaming of my age group doesn’t need to be
addressed in any way. (17, 7-14h WGT)

4.1.3. Problems in Gaming Should Be Addressed

Responses included wishes for fewer restrictions to
gaming, but respondents also mentioned addressing and
preventing problems as being important. Addressing
problems was typically seen necessary if gaming start-
ed causing problems in other areas of life. Importantly,
this view did not conflict with an overall positive atti-
tude towards gaming. Responses also revealed some of
the issues teenagers identify as risks associated with
gaming, such as problems related to school achieve-
ment, inadequate sleep, and negative impacts on
social relationships:

If gaming starts to impede e.g., studies or friendships,
I think it should/has to be reduced. (18, 2-=7h WGT)

Guardians should adopt as positive a view of gaming
as possible and allow it just like other hobbies....Of
course parents also have to take responsibility for ful-
filling a child’s or a youth’s needs and make sure that
they [children and youth] handle their responsibili-
ties, to prevent for example marginalization or poor
school performance. (18, 14—20h WGT)

Parents shouldn’t limit gaming, because limits invite
breaking them. Parents should accept that their chil-
dren are interested in games. This doesn’t mean,
however, that parents shouldn’t monitor sleeping.
If a child plays deep into the night, this should be
very quickly addressed because it can become a habit.
(17, 20-40h WGT)

4.2. Understanding

The main theme of Understanding consisted of respons-
es which mentioned the need for parents to under-
stand digital gaming, as well as responses in which par-
ents’ views were criticized for a lack of understand-
ing. The theme included sub-themes Stereotypical
negativity, Gaming-positive parents, and Differing
parental views.

4.2.1. Stereotypical Negativity

Responses in this sub-theme indicated that teenagers
perceived, or assumed, parents’ attitudes towards gam-
ing as being predominantly negative, disinterested, or
both. This appears to be a notable stereotype, with the
assumption that parents viewed gaming as “a bogey-
man,” “a vice” or “a waste of time.” Some responses indi-
cated that this perception was based on personal experi-
ence, while others were more general:

My guardian views gaming with a crooked eye, like
the stereotype assumes parents to do. Everything
that | do wrong or skip doing is magically the fault of
“video games.” (17, 2-7h WGT)

Gaming should also be discussed with children, and
not just from a negative perspective, but so that you
have clearly set rules. Of course, every parent should
also observe what kind of an effect gaming has on
their child and even play together with them some-
times. (17, 20-40h WGT)

Guardians should be open-minded towards gaming,
and not see it as a bogeyman excluding children from
society. Parents should be present in children’s gam-
ing and be interested in it, especially at a younger age
[presumably the child’s]. (19, 7-14h WGT)

In my opinion guardians should discuss gaming con-
structively, and not just set time limits and consider
games a waste of time. While younger children are
not as responsible as those around my age, | still think
that their gaming shouldn’t be limited all that much.
Parents should also discuss gaming and be at least a
little interested, so that gaming doesn’t just feel like
avice. (18, 2-7h WGT)
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4.2.2. Gaming-Positive Parents

There were many reports of positive interactions with
parents around gaming. These reports mentioned, for
example, playing games together with parents, parents
supporting the respondent’s gaming hobby or parents’
attitudes becoming more positive with time. This con-
trasts directly with the previous sub-theme; despite
the stereotype identified, many parents held predom-
inantly positive views of gaming, whether grounded
in their own gaming hobby, the perceived benefits of
gaming, or observation of their children’s gaming over
the years:

My parents are really relaxed in regard to gaming.
If gaming is not impacting other things in my life, such
as schoolwork, I'm free to play as much as | want.
My parents have supported my gaming especially
when | was younger. Gaming was a hobby for me, and
my parents supported me in it just as much as they
did in my football playing. (19, 2—7h WGT)

When | was younger, my parents weren’t fans of my
gaming. They were afraid that it would disturb my
schoolwork and/or friendships. Now that school is
going well, my parents have started to understand
my gaming and realized that gaming doesn’t impact
my schoolwork, at least not to any meaningful extent.
My father plays FPS [first-person shooter] games
occasionally, my mother plays FB [Facebook] games.
(18, 14-20h WGT)

We've always had a relaxed approach to gaming at
home. Since | was little there have been no attempts
to limit my gaming apart from age restrictions when
| was younger. When | was younger, my parents
played games together with me, which | think helped
them better understand my gaming. These days gam-
ing is normal in our house and my little brother has
also started gaming. | see my parents adopt a similar
approach as they did with me: They play games with
my brother and view it as a good way to learn English.
(19, 7-14h WGT)

4.2.3. Differing Parental Views

Two of the respondents commented that their parents
have differing views on gaming from one another; in one
case the respondent’s mother held the more positive
view, in the other case it was the father. The respons-
es do not reveal whether parents were separated, or if
the family was living together, but simply that parents
endorsed different views. This theme reminds us that
whether co-habiting or separated, parents are still indi-
viduals in terms of their views and parenting practices,
although parents often likely seek to align the latter to
some extent:

My father holds a very negative view of gaming,
because he doesn’t see anything beneficial in it. In
contrast my mother hasn’t really addressed my gam-
ing other than by saying, that | should do something
else as well. Still, my mother sees that gaming keeps
me happy and that | do it with my friends. My father
always makes this old classic connection: gaming is
the problem that causes poor school performance.
(16, 14-20h WGT)

My mother’s perspective is almost a polar opposite of
my father’s. My father loves technology and games,
whereas my mother has never fully understood this
interest. It’s the same thing with my gaming. She was
strongly against me ever gaming for more than two
hours per day, and for many years she tried to get
me to stop gaming. She was also very strict with age
limits, and if | ever wanted to get games, | had to get
them through my father. (17, 20-40h WGT)

5. Discussion

This study examined teenaged digital game players’
descriptions of how their parents addressed digital
gaming, and how these descriptions compared to the
teenagers’ own views. In line with previous qualitative
studies, results revealed a heterogenous selection of dif-
ferent parental practices and attitudes (e.g., Brus, 2018;
Chai et al., 2011; Kutner et al., 2008). Mediation strate-
gies outlined in previous quantitative research (e.g.,
Eklund & Bergmark, 2013; Martins et al., 2017), as well
as other approaches, could be identified in the data.

Two key themes, Protection and Understanding,
were constructed from the responses, and formed the
core of the respondents’ descriptive and normative
views of gaming-related parenting. Although they were
two distinct themes, there was overlap: protection and
risk mitigation, and understanding gaming were not
seen as mutually exclusive, but instead often seen to
be complementary.

Gaming-related parenting was often perceived to be
reactive, focusing on the protection aspect: limiting gam-
ing in a variety of ways rather than engaging with the
activity or seeking to foster skills such as game litera-
cy (e.g., Klimmt, 2009; Squire, 2005). Although parents’
negative approach to gaming is a stereotype, the stereo-
type does not appear to be completely unfounded. While
many of the respondents reported their parents worry-
ing over gaming, this worry often did not translate into
interest in gaming but, instead, manifested as setting var-
ious limitations on gaming. Based on teenagers’ reports,
in addition to the explicitly negative attitudes, there are
still significant gaps in many parents’ understanding of
games, gaming, and gaming culture. This is similar to the
results obtained by both Kutner et al. (2008) and Madill
(2011) around a decade previously, suggesting that while
parents’ knowledge and understanding of gaming may
be increasing, the situation is still far from ideal.
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Serious conflict in families over gaming (see Brus,
2018; Chai et al., 2011; Russell & Johnson, 2017) was not
present in the reports. While minor conflict situations
were mentioned, these did not appear to differ from typi-
cal arguments occurring between parents and teenagers
during youth (Collins & Steinberg, 2008; Steinberg &
Morris, 2001). In contrast, several respondents men-
tioned their parents having a positive approach and par-
ticipating in their children’s gaming in different ways,
such as by co-playing or helping them go to LAN par-
ties (see also Brus, 2018). According to the respondents,
some parents were active game players themselves (see
Enevold & Hagstrom, 2008), although this was rare.

Parents’ views on gaming were often interpreted to
be pragmatic, sometimes even indifferent, in situations
where parents did not address gaming unless it was per-
ceived as visibly interfering with issues such as school
or sleeping patterns. Similar experiences were report-
ed by adolescents in earlier research by Kutner et al.
(2008). School performance was repeatedly raised in the
responses as a source of parents’ worry; sometimes par-
ents would ascribe problems at school to gaming, a view
that some of the respondents did not share. However,
school disruption due to gaming was also one of the
main issues the respondents considered important for
parents to address, and to prevent. While there is consid-
erable variation between individuals, moderate gaming
has been associated with better school performance in
Finnish youth (Merildinen, 2020).

Parents appeared to become more accommodating
of gaming as children matured, an observation in line
with previous research (e.g., Eklund & Bergmark, 2013;
Shin & Huh, 2011; cf. Brus, 2018). This is likely due to the
higher degree of autonomy afforded to older teenagers
(e.g., Steinberg & Morris, 2001), as well as to parents’
observations of gaming. In several respondents’ interpre-
tations, parental worry had decreased with time as no
negative changes in their children were noticed, despite
years of digital gaming.

The respondents’ normative views of gaming-related
parenting followed the two main themes discussed
above. The balance between elements of the two var-
ied, with some respondents stressing the need to under-
stand, and others the need to protect. Individual quotes
suggest that some of the respondents may have turned
a descriptive account of their own experience into a nor-
mative view on parenting: if something had worked for
them, it could, and possibly should, also work as a gener-
al rule. According to Hirsjarvi and Perala-Littunen (2001),
the beliefs of older children often resemble those of their
parents, suggesting a transmission of beliefs from one
generation to another.

It is notable that several of the respondents
expressed surprisingly conservative views regarding
game-related parenting, conservative in this case mean-
ing views stricter than guidelines suggested by actors
such as the APA (American Psychological Association,
2019). These views were typically brought up when dis-

cussing younger children’s gaming. While respondents
did not explicitly mention ages, it can be assumed from
the context of their answers that they meant pre-teen
and younger children, approximately aged 7-12. Similar
results of young game players expressing worry over
younger children’s gaming, but not their own, have been
obtained from early adolescent respondents in previous
studies (Scharrer & Leone, 2006; Olson et al., 2008).

Strict or relaxed rules on gaming, whether descrip-
tive or normative, did not appear to be obviously con-
nected to reported amounts of gaming. According to the
respondents, parents sometimes complained of exces-
sive gaming despite the actual amounts of gaming being
reasonably low, while some respondents who spent con-
siderable amounts of time gaming, and held very posi-
tive views on gaming, considered limitations important.
This reinforces previous findings that time spent gaming
is, in itself, an insufficient measure of the role gaming
plays in an individual’s life, and by extension that of their
family (see e.g., Brunborg, Mentzoni, & Frgyland, 2014;
Lemmens, Valkenburg, & Peter, 2011).

5.1. Study Limitations

There are some limitations of the study. First, the results
are based on adolescent reports, instead of parent-son
dyads (cf. Kutner et al., 2008); thus, they are the respon-
dents’ perceptions and interpretations of their parents’
views and motives, and as such may differ from how their
parents view the situation (see Nikken & Jansz, 2006) or
the actual reality of the situation. That which a respon-
dent considers to be an unfair and categorically negative
view of gaming may, from the parent’s point of view, be
a lenient, if cautious, approach. In addition, there is the
potential for social desirability bias to be present (see
Nederhof, 1985). While respondents were assured of the
confidentiality of their responses, and explicitly informed
both in text and verbally that the research did not have
an agenda to paint gaming as positive or negative, some
respondents may have provided what they assumed to
be a “correct” or desirable answer. Although the data
was rich overall, a few individual responses were brief,
consisting of only a few sentences.

While the course had several female students, they,
as well as several male students, were unfortunately
absent on the day the survey was administered, thus
necessitating the focus of this study on male digital game
players. As data collection occurred during the school
day, and on the final session of the course, scheduling
constraints prohibited a second round of data collection.
Existing research shows that gender and gender expec-
tations may considerably impact an individual’s experi-
ences of digital gaming cultures (e.g., Lopez-Fernandez,
Williams, & Kuss, 2019; Salter & Blodgett, 2012; Taylor,
Jenson, & de Castell, 2009), and may additionally influ-
ence related parenting (Enevold & Hagstrém, 2008).
Gender differences have also been observed in parental
influence on problematic gaming (Bonnaire & Phan,
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2017; Choo et al.,, 2015). Although a meta-analysis
by Endendijk, Groeneveld, Bakermans-Granenburg, and
Mesman (2016) suggests minimal differences in parent-
ing regarding control and autonomy support between
boys and girls, parents’ worry over gaming appears
to focus on boys (e.g., Madill, 2011), implying poten-
tially different parenting approaches based on gender.
Further studies are required to explore the gaming,
and gaming-related parenting, of female and non-binary
game players.

The qualitative nature of the study provides detailed
and contextualized data, but also limits its generalizabil-
ity. This is a common feature of qualitative research
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2010). The themes described in
the results section, as well as the codes they consist of,
are constructed by the researcher; they do not sponta-
neously emerge but represent the author’s interpreta-
tion and abstraction (see Braun & Clarke, 2006). Other
themes could be interpreted from the same data, based
on an individual researcher’s interests, views, and disci-
plinary background, as well as the abstraction level of
the themes.

The study features a small, predominantly white,
group of Finnish young men attending the same gen-
eral upper secondary school. Although not representa-
tive of young Finnish game players, it illustrates some
of the diversity of teenage boys who play digital games,
and the variety of their experiences and views of parent-
ing. While demographic information was not collected
from participants, their attendance of a general upper
secondary school indicates a moderate level of academ-
ic achievement, as there are grade requirements for
entrance. It should be noted, however, that the grade
requirements for this individual school were low com-
pared to city averages. In terms of interest in games
and gaming cultures, the collaborating teacher respon-
sible for the course described the respondent group as
diverse, with variation in motives for participation (some
were intensely interested in gaming cultures, others
chose the course for schedule reasons) and engagement
with course content. The written responses to the ques-
tionnaire support this observation of a diverse group of
participants, with heterogenous views and experiences.

5.2. Implications for Parenting and Future Research

Taking the aforementioned limitations into account, this
study offers new insights into how older teenagers
(cf. Chai et al., 2011; Kutner et al., 2008; Olson et
al., 2008) view parenting related to digital gaming: a
qualitative approach enabled teenaged game players
to voice their views on an issue that directly concerns
them. In previous research, qualitative approaches have
allowed young game players to challenge prevailing nar-
ratives about issues such as problematic gaming (e.g.,
Brus, 2018; Nielsen, 2015).

Results suggest that tension between protecting
youth and children from perceived risks related to gam-

ing, and understanding games, gaming, and gaming cul-
tures, appears to lie at the core of parenting related
to digital gaming. This tension was apparent both in
the teenaged respondents’ descriptions and perceptions
of parenting, and in their normative views. While pro-
tection and limiting gaming, especially in the case of
younger children, was viewed as necessary, the respon-
dents also considered parents’ understanding of gam-
ing to be important. Parents’ perceived lack of under-
standing, as well as their negative attitudes, were seen
to be problems.

Rather than framing gaming as primarily positive or
negative, an approach common in media discourses of
gaming (Kimpel & Haas, 2016), many of the reports
from the young respondents were nuanced, and the
respondents perceived their understanding of the phe-
nomenon to be more advanced than that of their par-
ents. As data in this study and previous research (Bax,
2016; Brus, 2018; Madill, 2011; Nielsen, 2015; Shin &
Huh, 2011) inform us, tension and conflict over gam-
ing may result from the fact that parents have difficul-
ties understanding or accepting gaming; a considerable
disconnect between parents’ and their children’s under-
standing of gaming still exists in many families. Although
adults make up a large portion of digital game play-
ers (Entertainment software association, 2019; Kinnunen
et al., 2018), it is apparent that this does not mean that
most parents are familiar with games and gaming, or
that they can address them constructively in their parent-
ing. Also, as evidenced by some of the teenagers’ views,
understanding of, and participating in, gaming culture
does not automatically equate to a particularly under-
standing approach to parenting digital game players.

While the generation gap regarding gaming is men-
tioned (e.g., Squire, 2005) in existing literature on games
and gaming literacy, the importance of parents’ gam-
ing literacy is addressed to a very limited extent, with
the focus mostly on formal education contexts (e.g.,
Apperley & Beavis, 2013; Buckingham & Burn, 2007;
Squire, 2005; cf. Chuang & Tsai, 2015). This can be con-
sidered surprising, as demonstrated by both the current
study and existing research (e.g., Brus, 2018; Li, Lo, &
Cheng, 2018; Su et al., 2018), while they are living at
home, young people’s gaming is closely tied to the rela-
tionship between them and their parents. It follows that
instead of focusing only on youth or their parents in iso-
lation, families should be examined as a system of inter-
connected actors (see Aarsand & Aronsson, 2009; Brus,
2018; Steinkuehler, 2015).

Despite negative aspects commonly attributed to
both digital gaming (Pasanen, 2017) and adolescence
(Arnett, 1999), parenting adolescent digital game players
did not appear to be a continuous, inevitable struggle,
nor were the opinions of teenagers and their parents in
polar opposition (see also Kutner et al., 2008). Although
some respondents reported minor conflict around gam-
ing, serious incidents were not present in the data.
In most responses, digital gaming was framed as an
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everyday activity which did not trouble parents as long
as it did not interfere with other life areas, especially
health and schoolwork. This finding is supported by previ-
ous research (e.g., Chai et al., 2011; Madill, 2011; cf. Bax,
2016; Brus, 2018), although the possibility of either an
especially conflict-free sample or gaps in reporting can-
not be ruled out.

Both this study and much of the literature discussed
previously suggest that parents’ approaches to parent-
ing digital game players are mainly formed around pro-
tection and reactive action, rather than understand-
ing. This is understandable, for example as a result
of parents’ limited resources, fears, and uncertainties
(Madill, 2011), negative media portrayals of gaming
(Kiimpel & Haas, 2016; Pasanen, 2017), and actualized
adverse consequences from gaming (e.g., Brunborgetal.,
2014). However, the approach appears to have limit-
ed impact in reducing problems associated with gam-
ing (Choo et al., 2015; Merildinen, 2020), and may even
add to them by increasing family tension and conflict
(Madill, 2011; Nielsen, 2015; Shin & Huh, 2011). More
research, both qualitative and quantitative, is needed
to discern the motives and causes leading to different
approaches to parenting digital game play, as well as
their impact on gaming-related adverse consequences
and family dynamics.

To keep gaming-related parenting from becoming
merely reactive and protection-focused, parents might
adopt a more active and conscious approach, one
grounded in an understanding of both gaming as a
phenomenon, and the personal and family dynam-
ics involved. Based on teenaged game players’ experi-
ences, this could constitute a viable means of allevi-
ating parental concern, helping to bridge the gaming-
related generation gap and reducing conflict around
gaming, thus promoting well-being in both parents and
youth. Gaming-specific media education with the goal
of increasing parents’ game and gaming literacy (e.g.,
Klimmt, 2009; Merildinen, 2020; Squire, 2005) has been
suggested as a way to address this (Merildinen, 2020;
Schott, 2010), an argument that finds support in this
study (see also Madill, 2011).

This study adds to a body of research which under-
lines the need to move discussion and parenting practice
away from simplistic approaches based on limiting so-
called screen time and, instead, towards a more nuanced
view of youth well-being and participation in digital cul-
tures (see Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2018). Youth reports
suggest that the broadly criticized idea of young people
as passive media victims (Hobbs, 2011) still lingers in
parenting practices. Contrary to this view, many of the
respondents held nuanced and critical views on gaming
and related parenting. These views are best described as
responsible, and in some cases even conservative.

The dual aspects of protection and understanding
raised by the young respondents strongly suggest that
gaming-related parenting should involve more than just
protection and setting limits, namely the dimension

of seeking to understand and support gaming, and by
extension youth autonomy and agency. This approach
does not mean that parents should forgo the protec-
tion dimension of gaming-related parenting, which was
also considered important by young game players, but
rather that protection should be one aspect of a broad-
er whole, not its entirety. The result reflects a broader
discussion on gaming-related parenting and gaming in
general. The needs to protect and to understand have
been previously highlighted by both parents (e.g., Madill,
2011) and researchers (e.g., Klimmt, 2009; Merildinen,
2020), and suggest a key source of tension not only in
the context of parenting, but for example in the ongo-
ing discussion of problematic or disordered gaming (see
Aarseth et al., 2017; Billieux et al., 2017). While this
tension has been explored previously (e.g., Brus, 2018;
Madill, 2011), more empirical research is needed to dis-
cern how this tension is perceived and negotiated in
both everyday domestic situations and in gaming cul-
tures more broadly, and how it is affected by variables
such as power dynamics and gaming behaviour.

As a final note, gaming-related parenting, as well
as adolescent gaming in general, has received limited
attention in game studies, despite the discipline’s explic-
it focus on digital games and gaming (Aarseth, 2001).
Considering that digital gaming is a highly prevalent
activity among teenagers, and that parents considerably
shape youth involvement in gaming, this can be seen
as a deficiency in the literature. With the prevalence
of problem-focused research and the dearth of studies
grounded in nuanced understanding of gaming cultures,
there is a risk of research consciously and unconscious-
ly framing youth gaming as primarily a risk for both the
players and their parents, thus reinforcing existing nega-
tive narratives.

6. Conclusions

The study suggests a core tension between elements of
protection and understanding in teenaged game players’
descriptions and normative views of gaming-related par-
enting. Considerable variance in both youth views and
reported parenting practices highlight the importance
of qualitative approaches when addressing the subject.
Teenaged boys’ digital gaming, and parenting related to
it, are both heterogenous phenomena, contingent on
a wide range of situational variables. This complexity
should be acknowledged when addressing games and
parenting, whether conducting research, devising guide-
lines, or engaging in public discourse.
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