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Abstract

The contribution aims to present a critical analysis of Circle—a screen time management and parental control device—
through the lens of parental mediation, children’s surveillance, and children’s rights to online participation. Circle promis-
es to sell parents peace of mind by allowing them to monitor their children’s online activities. In order to investigate
how parents themselves understand Circle, we conducted a quantitative and qualitative content analysis of a sample of
154 parental reviews about the device on Amazon and Searchman by parents of children from early childhood to ado-
lescence, with respect to perceived advantages and disadvantages of the device, parenting styles, and (the absence of)
children’s voice and agency. Results suggest an ambivalent relationship between parents and the device. Most reviews
adhere to the dominant discourses on ‘screen time,” framing children’s ‘intimate surveillance’ as a good parenting prac-
tice, and emphasize the need for the ‘responsible parents’ to manage their children’s online experiences with the aid of
Circle. Others, in turn, criticize the device for failing to enable fine grained monitoring, while few reported the device could
dismiss children’s voice and cause conflicts in the households. Overall, findings suggest that parental control devices may
promote restrictive mediation styles hindering children’s voice and their exploratory and participatory agency online.
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1. Introduction

Mobile media are an integral part of family life today
in the Global North. According to the Common Sense
Census (Rideout, 2017), 98% of American households
with offspring aged 0-8 hold at least one mobile device
accounting for a third of children’s screen time, with
the average child in that age range spending 48 min-
utes a day on it. Nationally representative data from over
16,000 8- to 18-year-olds in the U.S. found that by age
11.53% of children possess their own smartphones, with
a rise to 69% by the time a child turns 12, with time
spent on screen media for entertainment purposes rang-
ing from 5 to 7 and a half hours a day (Rideout & Robb,

2019). Additionally, data from EU Kids Online report that
among European children aged 9-16, 80% go online with
a smartphone or mobile device, with the average child
spending approximately 167 minutes a day connected
(Smahel et al., 2020). Taken together, these studies sug-
gest that using mobile devices is common practice for
many children today in industrialized countries.

A peculiar characteristic of mobile media is their
ubiquity, as users can access them ‘anywhere, anytime,’
crossing traditional boundaries of media usage within
specific rooms in the domestic environment and con-
tributing to “the geographical migration of technolo-
gies” in the household (Caron & Caronia, 2001, p. 43;
Radesky, Schumacher, & Zuckerman, 2015). This means
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that media use and Internet access can become increas-
ingly privatized experiences for children who live far from
their parents’ supervision, potentially fostering a perva-
sive and unsupervised use at every moment of the day
and night. In this regard, survey findings, for example,
show that the 39% of teens owning a mobile device keep
it within reach when sleeping. Of these, the 70% check it
within 30 minutes before falling asleep, while 51% tend
to wake up at night to check social media, and 54% wake
up because of a notification (Robb, 2019). Such ubiqui-
ty of mobile media in the life of youth seems to worry
many parents of children from early childhood to ado-
lescence (Lauricella et al., 2016; Rideout, 2017; Rideout
& Robb, 2019), for traditional parental mediation strate-
gies are hindered by smaller screens and more person-
al devices. A national-representative study of U.S. par-
ents with children aged 8-18, for example, found that
53% of them fear their kids may develop some addiction
to their screens, while 85% agree that monitoring chil-
dren’s media usage is important for their safety, and 67%
believe that it is more important than respecting their
privacy (Lauricella et al., 2016). As children’s screen time
has been framed as a social, yet private, problem calling
for parents’ responsibility in handling it, many tools have
been developed in the past few years to help parents in
this task. In this regard, Common Sense data report that
31% of parents use third-party tools to govern their chil-
dren’s device use, such as Internet filters, Net Nanny, and
Circle (Lauricella et al., 2016). These findings are further
supported by children themselves, as among over 16,000
youth from the abovementioned study from Rideout and
Robb (2019), half of all tweens and a quarter of teens
with a smartphone or a tablet stated their parents use
some apps or other tools to monitor what they do and
how much time they spend online.

On such basis, the present exploratory study seeks
to investigate parents’ perceptions of and experiences
with parental control technological tools as means of
parental mediation of children’s technology use. As an
example of these devices, we specifically focus on Circle,
a small box that connects to the home network for par-
ents to monitor and regulate children’s Internet use from
all devices in the house, promising “to make families’
lives better, online and off” (MeetCircle, n.d.). According
to the website, its features allow parents to: limit chil-
dren’s online activities by filtering contents, setting time
limits and pause the navigation; check pattens of indi-
vidual Internet usage, visited websites, and trace chil-
dren’s location; keep balance, by setting a bedtime for
children’s devices, scheduling off times from the Internet,
and giving motivational rewards by granting extra time
online to give kids a “little boost for good behavior”
(MeetCircle, n.d.).

Drawing on a broader project on the domestication
of parental control tools, here we report on a quanti-
tative and qualitative content analysis of users’ reviews
of Circle posted on Amazon and Searchman in order to
explore how parents understand and rate Circle within

the household, with respect to parents’ perceived advan-
tages and disadvantages of the device, parenting styles,
and (the absence of) children’s voice and agency in the
monitoring process.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Leisure Time, Screens, and Parental Accountability:
What’s New?

Media panics surrounding the relationship between chil-
dren and the media have long historical roots, with every
medium being cyclically considered a potential threat
to moral order (Drotner, 1999), and worries about digi-
tal media use being a topical and daily source of dilem-
mas for many families in the digital age (Blum-Ross &
Livingstone, 2020).

According to Furedi (2016), the emergence of com-
mercial publishing during the 18th century and the
increase in the number of books’ readers led to the fear
of a ‘reading addiction’ in terms of potential alienation
of the consumers and, especially for the youth, copy-
cat effects to emulate characters’ behaviors and deeds.
Similarly, the rise of penny newspapers in the 19th cen-
tury spurred similar controversies, echoing concerns that
came with every 20th century new medium in terms of
their potential disruptive effects on children, from films
to smartphones and tablets. On such bases, it has been
argued that every medium has been accompanied by
broader social discourses on its peculiar advantages and
disadvantages, with society putting particular emphasis
on parents as primarily responsible for their children’s
media-related opportunities while also protecting them
from potential risks (Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2016;
Wartella & Jennings, 2000). This narrative contributed
to a ‘Jekyll-and-Hyde’ phenomenon, where, on the one
hand, parents receive social pressure to incorporate the
media in the household in order for their children not
to miss out on educational benefits, but on the other,
they are invested with the burden of protecting their
children’s safety and wellbeing. Such an expectation is
in line with the intensive parenting framework, accord-
ing to which parents are to deterministically be deemed
accountable for all of the functional or dysfunctional
outcomes in their children’s lives (Shirani, Henwood, &
Coltart, 2012). When applying this risk-benefit ratio to
govern media ‘effects,’ parents have been asked to focus
both on the amount of time children spend using the
medium, and on the effects of children’s exposure to
media content in terms of knowledge, values, and moral
conducts (Caronia, 2010). In spite of policies aimed at
controlling the access to, and the quality of media for chil-
dren, society has historically framed parents as the pri-
mary gatekeepers for safeguarding children from media’s
potentially harmful effects.

Furthermore, as historical discourses on media tend-
ed to recognize their educational opportunities for kids
(e.g., for school-related activities), questions of media
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governance have always paid particular attention to chil-
dren’s leisure time, where the media could be used by
kids on their own mainly for entertainment purposes,
against socially accepted expectations on how this free
time should be spent (Wartella & Robb, 2008). Governing
children’s time with the media, though, progressively
became a complicated task due to the growing privati-
zation and individualization of media use in the house-
hold (Wartella & Jennings, 2000). Once again, same pat-
terns of social worries and reactions have been seen with
new mobile technologies (Wartella, 2019), where oppor-
tunities for privatization of media use reach a whole
new level.

In light of broader social discourses framing parents
as accountable to find private solutions to public ‘prob-
lems’ (i.e., children’s relationship with media and its
broader societal impacts), specific parental mediation
strategies have been developed to govern (digital) media
in the household. The next paragraph will build on that,
specifically on how new technologies themselves—such
as Circle—can be used to surveil children’s relationship
with mobile media.

2.2. Digital Parenting: Extending Parental Mediation
and Parenting through Space and Time

Since most media use in childhood takes place at home
(Lemish, 2015), as noted above, parents have always
been called upon to regulate their children’s relation-
ship with the media by disciplining both time and con-
tent. The practices, values and norms through which
parents attempt to regulate their children’s use of
media—for example, trying to find a balance between
media use and outdoor activities or encouraging posi-
tive uses of technology—have been traditionally labelled
as ‘parental mediation.” Parental mediation materializes
parents’ attitudes and imaginaries—hopes and fears—
towards digital media. However, parental mediation
practices reflect more largely the overall parenting and
childrearing cultures of each household (Clark, 2013).
While the study of parental mediation started in rela-
tion to television (co-)viewing, research is in agreement
in pointing out how digital media complicate parental
mediation. First, as anticipated above, digital and mobile
media favor further privatized access to and use of the
Internet and technology, as opposed to shared activities
of co-viewing and a communal family-centered media
experience, which in turn hinders the simple transfer
of traditional parental mediation strategies from tele-
vision to digital media (Valkenburg, Krcmar, Peeters, &
Marseille, 1999). Second, and most importantly, is the
double-faced nature of digital media, that simultane-
ously represent both the object of parental concerns
and their regulatory attempts, and resources for par-
enting through anxiety-reducing devices (Ribak, 2009).
Indeed, digital parenting (Mascheroni, Ponte, & Jorge,
2018) indicates the profound incorporation and natural-
ization of digital tools in the everyday practices of par-

enting, including forms of remote parenting (Clark, 2013)
and micro-coordination of family life, up to the emer-
gent practices of transcendent parenting (Lim, 2020) and
intimate surveillance (Leaver, 2017). Transcendent par-
enting refers to the mobile-based and online-based prac-
tices through which parents transcend physical distance,
and the boundaries between online and offline interac-
tions, in order to be always ‘there’ for their children.
Mobile media and digital media, then, support an exten-
sion of parenting across space, by transcending the limits
of physical proximity, and across time, enabling an inten-
sive and timeless enactment of parenting and a continu-
ous provision of care at a distance (Lim, 2020).

Newer technologies, like mobile media, online plat-
forms, apps and wearable devices become then part
of the household’s moral economy (Silverstone & Hirsh,
1992), by being acquired, domesticated, adopted and
made meaningful in the context of the relation of care
between parents and their children in line with the
house’s moral values and parents’ orientation on par-
enting and the role they (feel they) are supposed to
play in order to manage the relationship between tech-
nology and the offspring. In this way, the monitor-
ing of children’s lives—including their biometrics and
health—becomes normalized as a good parenting prac-
tice. While providing parents with feelings of empow-
erment for adopting a caring and responsive parent-
ing style, such emergent forms of ‘intimate surveillance’
(Leaver, 2017) or ‘caring dataveillance’ (Lupton, in press)
situate business models and logics—namely datafication
and ‘surveillance capitalism’ (Zuboff, 2015)—at the very
heart of the intimate relationship between parents and
children. The ambivalence of digital and mobile media
as tools for empowerment, anxiety-reduction, and con-
trol within the parent—child relationship, first noted in
studies of mobile communication (Ribak, 2009), is now
turned into an everyday dilemma for parents (Cino &
Dalledonne Vandini, 2020). In fact, the digital surveil-
lance of children through various technologies of datafi-
cation is aimed at ensuring children’s safety on and
offline, while actually putting children’s rights to privacy,
protection and participation at risk (Mascheroni, 2018).

3. Methodology

Informed by the abovementioned literature, the present
article investigates parents’ use of and opinions about
Circle through a quantitative and qualitative content
analysis (White & Marsh, 2006) of reviews posted on
Amazon and Searchman. Our approach was informed by
previous studies researching parents’ appropriation of
smart assistants like Alexa or pregnancy apps using the
same platforms as sources of data collection (Barassi,
2017; Purington, Taft, Sannon, Bazarova, & Taylor, 2017).
The rationale behind combining a quantitative and qual-
itative approach rests on our intention to both quanti-
fy basic descriptive information concerning how Circle
is incorporated in the family environment, while also
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interpreting these reviews to consider how they may
reflect or resist broader social discourses on parents,
children, and the media (Mascheroni & Holloway, 2017).
This exploratory research aims to provide the basis for
further inquiry on the topic in order to take a first glance
at Circle’s integration in the household. To this end, we
seek to answer the following research questions:

RQ1l: How do parents’ reviews evaluate Circle as a
(digital-)parenting tool in the household?

RQ2: What types of parenting styles and parental
mediation strategies, if at all, do these reviews reflect
and how do they intertwine with broader social dis-
courses on parents’ media governance?

3.1. Data Collection

Data for this study were collected on the U.S. Searchman
and Amazon reviews’ section of Circle Home Plus, the
currently available device which substituted the first
generation of Circle with updated features (such as an
upgraded hardware and a feature to monitor children’s
mobile device use even outside the home). As such, the
reviews are reflective of American users’ experiences
with the latest generation of the device. After an initial
screening of the reviews, a total of 154 posts were col-
lected on December 2019, 11 of which were manual-
ly removed as under-detailed, for a final sample of 143
reviews (66% from Amazon and 34% from Searchman).

3.2. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed following a mixed inductive-
deductive coding approach, where codes were either
derived from the reviews or informed by specific theoret-
ical concepts. After a preliminary analysis of the sample,
the authors prepared a provisional codebook which was
tested by two external coders. Following an initial train-
ing, the research assistants independently coded 20%
of the sample, with Cohen’s Kappa levels of agreement
ranging from .71 to .92. Once disagreements were dis-
cussed and resolved, the sample was split in two parts,
and each coder coded one.

Where available, coders coded for background vari-
ables in order to try to contextualize our findings. These
include: authorship (with four codes being inductive-
ly derived from the reviews of parent, child, grandpar-
ent, and other—« = .90), author’s gender (female, male,
or other—«x = .83), presence of author’s age (present,
not present, and if present specify—« = .92), and pres-
ence of child’s age (present, not present, and if present
specify—x = .91).

Four other variables were included in the coding
scheme. First, the perceived advantages of the device.
The coders coded for presence or absence of advantages
reported in the review through a binary code (x = .81).
The list of advantages was inductively derived by the

authors when creating the codebook. As advantages
were not mutually exclusive, coders coded each pro with
a binary code to indicate the presence or absence of that
specific asset. Seven codes were used: easy setup, possi-
bility to tailor the device to children of different ages, pos-
sibility to monitor different devices, setting online time
limits, checking websites’ history, filtering inappropriate
contents, and preventing arguments. Levels of agree-
ment ranged from .73 to .80.

Second, the perceived disadvantages of the device.
Coders followed the same procedure as above, coding
for presence or absence of disadvantages in the review
(x = .84). Nine codes were inductively developed: diffi-
cult setup, slows down the Internet, crashes often, not
flexible enough (used when the device would filter too
many contents, even ‘appropriate’ ones), not enough
monitoring, privacy risks in terms of data clouds, easy to
circumvent, compromises parent—child relationship, and
causes conflicts. Levels of agreement ranged from .75
to .82.

Third, the parental mediation. In line with
Livingstone and Byrne (2018) we understand parental
mediation as the strategies adopted by parents to man-
age the relation between children and media. Following
the authors, reviews were coded as reflecting either a
form of ‘restrictive mediation,” ‘enabling mediation,” or
‘neither’ The ‘restrictive’ code was applied when the
reviews’ orientation pointed towards “restricting or ban-
ning or...supervising” (Livingstone & Byrne, 2018, p. 23)
certain online activities. The ‘enabling’ code was used
when, in turn, reviews spoke for an orientation towards
“undertaking active strategies such as talking to a child
about what they do online or encouraging their activ-
ities” but also “activities that might seem restrictive
(use of technical controls and parental monitoring)...so
that positive uses of the Internet can be encouraged”
(Livingstone & Byrne, 2018, p. 23). The ‘neither’ code
was used when none of the previous codes was pertinent.
Agreement was high (kx = .79). While many frameworks
on parental mediation are available—generally based on
active, restrictive, and co-using strategies (Livingstone &
Helsper, 2008; Nathanson, 2001; Valkenburg, Piotrowski,
Hermanns, & De Leeuw, 2013)—the one provided by
Livingstone and Byrne (2018) and Livingstone et al.
(2017) was particularly relevant here, since not only it
clearly recognizes the use of parental monitoring devices
(in line with the focus of this article), but also that such
an use should be understood in situational and con-
textual terms, as parents’ intentions may in fact be to
enable their children’s Internet experience instead of
hindering it.

Fourth, the parental ‘ethic’ towards digital media.
This variable was conceptualized following Clark’s (2013)
notion of ‘ethic’ as a complex set of principles helping
parents adopt certain courses of action when it comes
to managing digital media within the home. As such,
reviews were coded as reflecting either an ethic ‘of
expressive empowerment,’ of ‘respectful connectedness’
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or ‘neither’ Reviews were coded as ‘expressive empow-
erment’ when reflecting an orientation toward encour-
aging children’s media use and respecting their indepen-
dence and privacy. The ‘respectful connectedness’ code
was applied when reviews would speak for an orientation
towards children’s use of technology that would respect
parental authority. The ‘neither’ code was used when
none of the other codes was pertinent. Agreement was
substantial (x = .76).

4. Findings

The first step of this analysis was to look for posters’ back-
ground information in order to better contextualize our
findings, though this is not always feasible when working
with natural online data. With respect to authorship, 67%
of reviews were coded as authored by a parent, 4% by a
grandparent, 2% by children. While contextual cues sug-
gest that the remaining 27% of reviews were authored
by parents as well (among the other reasons because
Circle is specifically marketed as a parental device and
targeted to parents), they were coded as ‘other’ since
no explicit indications were present. Most of the time
authors’ gender was not clear (51%). When it could be
inferred by nicknames or pronouns used in the review,
though, 25% of the reviews were coded as authored by
a man, and 24% as authored by a woman. Authors’ age
was never reported, while children’s age was only report-
ed for 11 children, 7 of which were teenagers, 2 were
pre-teens, and 2 primary schoolers. Below, we report on
parents’ perceptions of Circle and parenting orientations
and approaches to digital media in the household.

4.1. Posters’ Perceptions of Circle

Of all the reviews, 52% indicated at least a perceived
advantage, while 72% at least a perceived disadvantage
of Circle. In terms of advantages, 39% of reviewers appre-
ciated the opportunity to set time limits to their chil-
dren’s Internet use, followed by 35% who indicated as a
positive asset the possibility to use Circle’s functionality
with different devices. 34% liked the device for its abil-
ity to filter contents by limiting access to specific web-
sites, 31% reported the device was overall easy to set-
up, another 31% appreciated the opportunity to check
kids’ navigation history. Furthermore, 20% indicated as
an advantage the ability to tailor the device’s functions
according to children’s age (so to differentiate settings
for older or younger siblings), and 10% reported Circle
could help preventing arguments about Internet use.
When it comes to disadvantages, in terms of technical
problems, 27% of reviewers lament the device is not flex-
ible enough, as when using functions like the contents’
filter. It would risk blocking not only websites parents
found inappropriate, but also others they would have
allowed their children to visit. 26% of reviewers report-
ed the device was difficult to setup, with another 26%
lamenting it would slow down the Internet speed, while

19% reported the device crashes often and needs to be
restarted to function again. 18% of reviewers claimed
Circle failed to offer enough monitoring, as different
posters felt like they could not control their kids’ overall
online experience, while 11% stated children could easily
find a way to circumvent it. Only 5% of reviewers report-
ed that using this device could compromise parent—child
relationships, 4% thought it could cause conflicts within
the household, and just 2% thought it may lead to priva-
cy risks for the information the device could collect and
store in the cloud.

4.2. Parenting Orientation and Approaches to
Digital Media

Among the reviews analyzed, 73 made explicit reference
to a specific mediation style, of which 89% were cod-
ed as ‘restrictive mediation’ and the remaining 11% as
‘enabling.” With respect to the variable ‘parental eth-
ic towards digital media,’ after excluding the entries
coded as ‘neither, 55 reviews were left, of which 87%
reflected an ethic of ‘respectful connectedness,” while
13% an ethic of ‘expressive empowerment.” A Chi-square
analysis was run to investigate whether the two vari-
ables were related. Results suggest a significant asso-
ciation between the ethic of respectful connectedness
with a restrictive mediation style and the ethic of expres-
sive empowerment with an enabling mediation style,
X% (1, N =55) = 38.46, p <.001, ¢ = .83.

The qualitative analysis of the reviews led to the
emergence of two main parental figures associated
with the abovementioned mediation styles and ethics
towards digital media: the anxiety-reducing restrictive
caregiver (as in Ribak, 2009) and the reflexively enabling
caregiver. As we shall see, these social figures both
reflect and resist broader social discourses on the rela-
tionships between parents, children, and the media,
which also contribute to the construction of the child as
a passive or agentive actor in the process.

4.2.1. The Anxiety-Reducing Restrictive Caregiver

Reviewers echoing a restrictive mediation style and an
ethic of respectful connectedness generally expressed
enthusiastic views towards the device, framing it as an
‘answer to prayers’ and a ‘must in every house’ and
emphasizing its function of empowering parents in being
‘in control’ of their kids’ use of the Internet. These
reviews stressed the asymmetrical role between parents
and children, where the former has the right to decide
whether and how the offspring can access the web
while neglecting the latter’s voice in the process. This
excerpt from a father’s personal communication exem-
plifies that:

Kids not responding to you? Pause the Internet. | can
pause everyone or select an individual person or
device. This is helpful in our house....My kids don’t like
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Circle, but we feel more in control of their usage so it’s
a winner for us.

The words of this father are reflective of a recurrent
dichotomy we found across reviews, which can be con-
ceptualized as ‘Parent > Child.” While children have tra-
ditionally been framed as savvy users of technologies
who can deceive their parents when using media (Facer,
2012), these posters reclaimed their right of turning
the tables on their offspring, building on the monitor-
ing opportunity offered by Circle. A mother, for exam-
ple, praised the device for its being ‘life changing’ and
‘well worth every cent’: “No more haggling with the kids
over rules and enforcement. You can control everything.
| needed something to limit my kids multitasking on
our laptop when he was supposed to be doing home-
work. Success!”

Matters of ‘control’ were recurrent in our corpus of
data with the ability not only to monitor, but also stop
children’s use of digital media making feel parents con-
fident in this task. These agentive feelings contribute
to what we call the construction of an empowered par-
ent, who finds in Circle an ally to his/her parenting and
an anxiety-reducing tool. The above-mentioned excerpt
suggests that according to some the device would allow
parents to avoid traditional discussions on media use,
functioning as a ‘deputy’ caregiver. Such an idea was
reinforced by posters who praised the device for allow-
ing them to successfully ease the task of setting rules
with their kids. An example of that was having chil-
dren respect bedtime during schooldays, which was seen
as a ‘much more manageable’ effort thanks to Circle.
The following excerpt reports on a parent who stresses
that. As using technology would prevent the offspring
from respecting bedtime rules, the device allowed to
enforce this family’s policy by tackling the problem at
its root:

| could not stand constantly telling my children to get
off the computer and then arguing with them, ‘just 5
more minutes.” Now at bedtime, Circle just turns off
the Internet. Much better than my nightly attempts
to pry them off. If they want more time, they have to
come to me and ask....Unfortunately, we still have to
do some parenting.

Overall, Circle was framed as a needed solution to deal
with parenting challenges that these posters were no
longer able to face through mediation strategies involv-
ing dialogue and authoritative rules with their kids.
Conversely, the possibility to turn the Internet off and
on whenever they wanted, led some parents to embrace
a ‘behaviorist’ approach where allowing more or less
time online could be used either as a positive reinforce-
ment or a punishment. A poster, for example, stressed
she appreciates the ability to “monitor each device and
adjust rewards or punishments accordingly” in terms of
additional or less time online, or—as in the words of

another parent—to “give rewards like more time online
when they do their chores.”

Apart from parents’ right to set rules limiting screen
time, many posters emphasized the importance of mon-
itoring kids’ online activities and the contents they inter-
act with on the Internet as a necessary strategy in line
with their role of ‘good’ caregivers, stressing the need to
protect children from online dangers within the “reper-
toire of official reasons” (Caron & Caronia, 2001, p. 44) for
adopting Circle. This was evident in many reviews taking
a moral stance towards the use of the device which was
described as ‘amazing for a family, for it allows to “keep
children safe and their screen time to the right amount”
while giving parents peace of mind with respect to “the
contents they come across often” and, as in the words
of this mother, “sleep at night knowing that my kids
are being safe online.” Again, these example shows how
Circle is discursively constructed as an anxiety-reducing
device, which relieves parents from the burden of pro-
tecting children from exposure to online risks.

The topics of online safety and the ‘right” amount of
screen time work here as moral imperatives to justify
one’s parenting strategy as ‘good’ and ‘caring.’ The tech-
nologically enabled restrictions and surveillance through
Circle are legitimized as a practice of care. The follow-
ing excerpt exemplifies this ethical duty referring to the
alleged news stories about “naive” children victim of the
web, providing a morally oriented rationale for making
the adoption of Circle socially acceptable and even desir-
able for a caregiver:

Each day we are bombarded with terrifying stories
in the news about how children are exploited online
just because they are naive, and with Circle Home
Plus | am able to keep an eye on their online activi-
ty....I find this to be a wonderful tool for protecting
your children.

Overall, the reviews supporting an ‘anxiety-reducing and
restrictive caregiver’ discourse converged in disregard-
ing children’s rights to have a voice when making deci-
sions about their online access and use. Parents who are
enthusiastic about Circle seemingly found in the device
a precious ally to enact forms of restrictive- yet morally
informed-mediation while reinforcing an ethic of respect-
ful connectedness that emphasizes parental authority
when using the media within and outside the domes-
tic walls.

4.2.2. The Reflexively Enabling Caregiver

Although strikingly lower in number, reviewers echo-
ing an enabling mediation style and an ethic of expres-
sive empowerment took a more critical stance towards
the device, framing it either as a complementary means
which helped some parents “to surface a lot of deep-
er conversations with kids about why and how we all
use the Internet,” or as a tool to avoid conflicts in the
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family environment. While slightly counterintuitive at
first sight—if anything because one may wonder why an
enabling caregiver may want to use this device—such a
parental figure is theoretically in line with the enabling
mediation style highlighted by Livingstone and Byrne
(2018) and Livingstone et al. (2017) where seeming-
ly restrictive technologically-supported strategies, such
as adopting forms of technical controls, are not inten-
tionally aimed at preventing children from using the
Internet on their own. Rather, by ensuring that children’s
exposure to inappropriate content is minimized, tech-
nology restrictions are adopted within parental media-
tion strategies aimed at encouraging ‘positive’ and ‘con-
structive’ use of the medium, and promoting children’s
autonomous exploration of the Internet. Moreover, the
device is appropriated as an intermediator between the
child’s online experience and the parent’s mediating role,
so as to minimize parents’ supervision and control. The
following excerpt offers some insights on how Circle can
be incorporated in the family life while still respecting
children’s rights to online participation and privacy:

We're involved parents who understand the benefits
of video and the Internet but also recognize the exis-
tence of inappropriate content for our kids’ ages and
fact that it could become ‘all consuming.” We don’t
want to eliminate screen time altogether but simply
want to help manage our kids’ overall consumption.
So far Circle Home Plus offers the best solution we’ve
found to manage online access in the house.

In the words of this parent, while children’s right to go
online should be safeguarded, Circle could help manag-
ing this experience to promote a ‘healthier’ approach to
the Internet. This was also evident in the words of anoth-
er poster who claimed that children themselves appreci-
ated the role of the device for its being incorporated with-
in a broader framework of family rules and conversations
about Internet use that helped providing structure to
their relationship with digital media. As this father states:

Circle paved the way for conversations when I've seen
excessive use of certain social media/websites/video
streaming. The older teens have actually appreciated
having limits and bedtimes/off-times to allow them
play-time/break-time on their phones without the
stress of being sucked in and losing hours of study or
sleep time.

On the other hand, few reviewers denounced the fact
that using Circle could dismiss children’s voice in the pro-
cess, causing conflicts in the households, and warning
parents to “be ready for some major complaints and very
unhappy kids.” A parent, in particular, claimed: “If you
want to torment your children, purchase this app and
watch their hopes and dreams be flushed down the toi-
let,” alluding to a possible decay in terms of children’s
trust towards their parents and overall wellbeing. Such

a view was interestingly reinforced by a poster who
was allegedly a child reviewing Circle as a tool limiting
children’s ability to explore the Internet on their own,
denouncing the loss of privacy and overall unhappiness
this caused him/her:

| used to feel happy with what little privacy and
Internet time | had but you made the little into none.
If I could have rated a 5 stars then | would have. Now
| feel that | have no privacy. Thanks for ruining my life!

All in all, this corpus of reviews framed the child as an
active actor with the right of reclaiming agency against
the backdrop of restrictive mediation strategies.

5. Discussions and Concluding Remarks: Empowering
Parents, Disempowering Kids?

Taken together, our findings show that parents who
choose to adopt Circle broadly adhere to the hegemon-
ic discourses on children online, reinforcing the polar-
ized identities of youth as ‘vulnerable victims’ and adults
as ‘protectors’ (Facer, 2012). Circle offers a solution in
line with the idea that in order to keep children safe
from risks, their participation online should be restrict-
ed and controlled through strategies of ‘helicopter’ par-
enting (Clark, 2013). The alighment of parental imagi-
naries and practices with hegemonic discourses on chil-
dren and media is also reflected in the recurrent pre-
occupation with the amount, more than the nature, of
screen time (Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2018). Parents
who share their views on Circle appear to have fully incor-
porated the dominant advice on screen time, that sug-
gest regulating the use of media mainly, if not exclusive-
ly, with time limits. Moreover, the analysis confirms par-
ents’ ambivalent attitudes towards technologies, which
are perceived as both solutions to reduce parental anxi-
ety and provide temporary relief from intensive parent-
ing, and simultaneously as threats to parental authori-
ty and children’s safety. This explains why most reviews
are suggestive of a parenting style and childrearing cul-
ture that responds to online risks through an ethic of
respectful connectedness (Clark, 2013). However, antic-
ipating risks online is not straightforward, as opportu-
nities and risks are positively correlated. Limiting chil-
dren’s time on the Internet through restrictive mediation
is associated with lower skills, lower opportunities, and
lower exposure to online risks, but greater vulnerabili-
ty to the harmful consequences of online problematic
experiences, since lacking experience with the Internet
is associated with lower abilities to cope with situations
where risks translate into harm (Livingstone & Helsper,
2010; Livingstone, Mascheroni, & Staksrud, 2018).
Nonetheless, the analysis offers a more varied por-
trait of parents adopting technological restrictions such
as Circle, revealing that reviewers’ understanding of the
device speaks for different levels of consideration for chil-
dren’s agency. Indeed, the adoption of technical restric-
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tions can take place within a repertoire of enabling strate-
gies in contexts where parents struggle to find a bal-
ance between hopes for a digital future (Blum-Ross &
Livingstone, 2018), concerns for online risks, and anxi-
eties over societal pressure on parents, positioned as the
only gatekeepers to children’s wellbeing and safety.

In line with recursive historical trends of parental
worries about media (Wartella & Jennings, 2001), these
reviews suggest that Circle can help parents face “the
geographical migration of technologies” in the house-
hold (Caron & Caronia, 2001, p. 43). Whether the child
will be framed as an active or passive actor in the process,
though, depends first and foremost on parents’ inten-
tionality, which may reinforce or resist broader discours-
es on parental mediation. Thus, Circle’s adoption needs
to be understood as a situated interactional process tak-
ing into account not only the device itself but also the
actors’ context and background.

This study was limited in nature and scope, rely-
ing only on natural data providing little demographic
information, and a relatively small sample of reviews
reflecting North American perspectives on the matter
that may differ in other countries. Additionally, being
a parent who uses a device such as Circle suggests
some sort media literacy and technological skills, and
in general suggests an enhanced level of concern and
involvement with children’s media-related experiences.
This and the fact that these parents also went online to
provide their feedback on the device gives the idea of
an ‘elite’ sample of reviewers, whose experiences and
opinions should be understood situationally in relation
to this study. Future research, though, can be informed
by our findings to better investigate how the incorpo-
ration of devices like Circle impacts on family dynam-
ics and children’s wellbeing, triangulating these results
using other approaches that would help better contex-
tualize them. Furthermore, researchers can investigate
whether and how the unprecedent challenges caused by
the Covid-19 pandemic shaped parents’ perceptions of
and use of such devices: In a context where screen time
is required for children to attend classes, do their home-
work, and connect with family members and friends, how
do matters of time spent with technology evolve and
what role may devices like Circle play in family life? Last
but definitely not least, future inquiry on the topic should
actively include children’s voices in the research process,
in order to promote a multipart conversation and bet-
ter consider how devices thought for empowering par-
ents may, depending on their use, end up disempower-
ing children.
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