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Abstract: This qualitative study aimed to explore the motivations and digital lives of children and adolescents in Saudi 
Arabia, highlighting their multifaceted engagement with digital devices, while also incorporating parents’ perspectives. Data 
were collected via semi-structured interviews with 35 participants, including 20 children and adolescents (both boys and girls) 
and 15 parents. Drawing on the uses and gratifications theory, the thematic analysis revealed that digital device use is deeply 
embedded in children’s and adolescents’ daily routines, emotional regulation, and social relationships. This embeddedness 
reflects underlying motivations that stem from diverse cognitive, affective, and social needs. Key motivations include 
entertainment and passing time, social interaction and communication, studying, learning, and information-seeking. 
Furthermore, the findings indicated that digital devices are commonly used in both shared and private spaces at home, with a 
tendency toward unsupervised use in bedrooms. Most children and adolescents used 1–4 devices, reflecting the complexity 
of their digital environments. In addition, the results showed that parental practices in digital content selection are not 
monolithic but instead reflect a range of attitudes influenced by cultural, economic, and technological factors. This study 
contributes to the limited body of research on digital media use within Saudi Arabia’s cultural context. Moreover, this research 
provides valuable information on usage patterns and motivations, informing parenting strategies and policy development in 
the Saudi context. 
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Introduction  

Digital devices (DDs) encompass a wide range of electronic devices and applications, 
including tablets, smartphones, and digital programs such as games and social media (Sioshansi, 2019; 
Winther, 2017; Žulec, et al., 2022). 

The use of DDs is widespread, and they play a significant role in the everyday lives of children 
and adolescents (Atske & Atske, 2024; Varga, et al., 2022; Žulec, et al., 2022; Qustodio, 2024).  
 Brody (2015) and Hopkins et al. (2013) have noted that preschool-aged children become 
familiar with DDs before they are introduced to or become familiar with books. International trends 
have also indicated a rise in technology use and a decrease in the age at which children initially gain 
access (Graafland, 2018). 
 Spina, et al. (2021) have emphasized that school-aged children spend approximately 5–6 h 
daily with DDs. Studies have also opined that children and adolescents of school-going age use DDs 
for communication, play, school-related tasks, and other purposes (Ichhpujani, et al., 2019; Martin, et 
al, 2018). According to Qustodio’s 2024 report, children in countries such as the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and Australia spend an average of 4–6 h daily on DDs, with a majority of that time 
devoted to video platforms and online games (Qustodio, 2024).  
 Furthermore, Atske and Atske (2024) have reported that 95% of teenagers in the U.S. have 
access to a smartphone, with nearly half of them stating that they are “almost constantly” connected. 
Data from the Desk (2025) report have shown that 80% of adolescents aged 14–16 in India are 
proficient in using smartphones, with the usage significantly extending beyond academic purposes to 
recreational activities (Desk, 2025). 
 According to study findings, during the COVID-19 pandemic, there was an increase in the 
time children and adolescents spent using DDs (López-Bueno, et al., 2020; Nagata, et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, DDs were used to complete school tasks and assignments due to the home confinement 
measures implemented by governments (Andrew, et al., 2022; Brom, et al., 2020). Moreover, studies 
have suggested that children and adolescents used DDs during the pandemic to occupy their free time, 
alleviate boredom, communicate with friends, and search for school-related information (Langmeyer, 
et al., 2022). Koran et al. (2022) have observed that the primary purpose for children’s use of DDs is 
playing and communicating with friends, both before the pandemic and during the lockdown, 
suggesting no change in motivation. As the pandemic has led to increased DD usage time, it is crucial 
to understand the underlying motivations to redirect this usage toward alternative activities beyond 
DDs, thereby minimizing its adverse effects. 
 Some studies have documented that the motivations for using smartphones, for example, differ 
by age and gender. Research findings have shown that the motivations for smartphone use may change 
as children grow older. Younger children (i.e., preschoolers and early elementary school students) tend 
to use smartphones more for learning and playing. In contrast, older children (i.e., preteens and 
adolescents in upper elementary grades) are more likely to use smartphones for social interaction and 
entertainment. Regarding gender, studies have established that girls are more inclined to use devices, 
particularly smartphones, for social communication, whereas boys tend to use them for entertainment 
and gaming purposes. Theoretically, these differences can be attributed to the fact that girls are more 
relationally focused and more socially oriented than boys (Varga, et al., 2022). 
 On another front, some studies have attempted to determine whether smartphone use impacts 
children’s academic achievement in any way. A substantial body of research has shown that excessive 
smartphone use can lead to a decline in academic performance. For example, Nehra and Mehrotra 
(2022) investigated the effect of smartphone overuse on the academic performance of adolescents aged 
13–19 and found that excessive use negatively affects learning and academic outcomes. Nonetheless, 
when used in moderation, smartphones may enhance cognitive skills and capabilities, thereby 
improving academic performance. Similarly, a study by Simbolon and Daulay (2022) uncovered that 
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students who are unable to control the time spent on smartphones tend to delay task completion due to 
overuse. Furthermore, their findings revealed that excessive smartphone use leads to academic 
procrastination, which is primarily attributed to poor self-control and inadequate time management 
when using smart devices. 
 Other studies have shown that nomophobia, the fear of being disconnected from one’s 
smartphone, is linked to reduced academic achievement in children. Park (2020) found that a high level 
of school adjustment among 10-year-old children mitigated the adverse effects of problematic 
smartphone use on academic performance. In contrast, children with a low level of school adjustment 
and a high level of smartphone-related problems showed significantly lower academic achievement. 
Similarly, Eoh et al. (2022) found that children with severe smartphone-related problems tended to 
exhibit poor academic performance. However, problematic smartphone use did not negatively impact 
academic performance in children with high levels of school adjustment. Eoh et al. (2022) emphasized 
that school is a fundamental part of a child’s life and that their adjustment to school life and academic 
functioning significantly influences their overall satisfaction and happiness. High academic 
achievement was found to be correlated with more positive emotions, fewer negative emotional 
experiences, and greater life satisfaction. In addition, outstanding academic performance was 
positively associated with children’s psychological well-being. 
 The influences of DD use can be positive, including their role as a source of entertainment and 
their contribution to the development of knowledge, cognitive skills, social skills, and communication 
abilities (Bae, 2019). Barker (2009) highlighted that the motivation for school-aged children and 
adolescents to use DDs lies in their being a novel, enjoyable, and engaging way to play, communicate, 
and share information with peers, as well as to pass time, entertain themselves, and learn. Goh et al. 
(2015) stated that for children in the first and second grades of primary school, the two major 
motivations for computer use were e-learning and gaming. Similarly, Žulec et al. (2022) examined 
adolescents’ awareness of the functions of DDs in their lives, underscoring their role in social 
communication and entertainment. 
 Although experts and pediatric associations recommend limiting DD use to a maximum of 2 
h per day, research findings indicate that most children use DDs, particularly smartphones, for ≥3 h 
daily (Bentley, et al., 2015).  
 Given the addictive nature of smartphones and their content, exceeding the recommended 
screen time is a key predictor of problematic smartphone use among children, which may lead to 
addiction in some cases. Excessive smartphone use has been associated with various adverse outcomes. 
Children who spend ≥3 h per day on smartphones are more likely to experience emotional instability, 
attention deficits, aggression, depression, anxiety, headaches, neck pain, sleep disturbances, impaired 
vision, and obesity (Varga et al., 2022; Abendroth, et al., 2020). 

According to the findings of Throuvala et al. (2019), adolescents’ motivations for using DDs 
are also driven by maladaptive mechanisms, such as the phenomenon of “fear of missing out.” This 
refers to a persistent desire to remain constantly connected to the internet to avoid feelings of anxiety 
and concern about missing out on rewarding experiences or opportunities that others may be enjoying. 
Fear of exclusion from significant social interactions or beneficial events may drive adolescents to 
maintain continuous online engagement. 

The motivations behind the use of DDs, as well as comprehensive and in-depth knowledge 
regarding how children, adolescents, and their parents perceive these motivations, have not been 
adequately examined. Most existing studies have focused on social media (Žulec, et al., 2022). For 
adolescents, social media serves as a tool for staying connected with friends and family, a source of 
information and learning, a means of enhancing self-efficacy, a source of inspiration aligned with 
personal interests, a mood regulation mechanism, and a channel for self-expression (Jarman, et al., 
2021; Throuvala, et al., 2019). Other investigations have focused on smartphones, which adolescents 
tend to use because of their convenience, the sense of maturity they provide, and their role in supporting 
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relaxation and the expression of status and identity (Ahad & Anshari, 2017; Wilkinson & Saldaña, 
2018).  
 While this study focuses broadly on children’s and adolescents’ engagement with DDs, it is 
essential to note that smartphones represent a particularly dominant and versatile subset within this 
category. Smartphones are not only widely accessible and portable but also serve multiple functions 
such as communication, entertainment, learning, and social interaction. These aspects make 
smartphones central to the daily digital practices of children and adolescents. Therefore, when 
discussing DD use in this study, special emphasis has been placed on smartphones owing to their 
prevalence and multifunctional nature. However, other devices (e.g., tablets, laptops, and gaming 
consoles) have also been considered. 
 Given the pervasive presence of DDs and their substantial psychological and social 
implications, as well as their influence on the development of children and adolescents, the 
psychological motivations behind DD use and digital life patterns must be examined from the 
perspectives of both adolescents and their parents. Mental health professionals and parents must be 
well-informed about research findings, guidelines, and recommendations on this issue. Moreover, 
governments and psychological, educational, and social institutions must exercise caution in shaping 
policies without a comprehensive and evidence-based understanding of this phenomenon. Panova and 
Carbonell (2018) have argued that problems arising from the use of DDs are more likely to be 
associated with the type of activity, motivation, or gratification involved, rather than the amount of 
time spent on them. While there is a considerable body of literature concerning children’s and 
adolescents’ use of DDs in the context of problematic use, few studies have addressed this use from 
the perspective of motivations and patterns of use. 

Theoretical Framework 
An appropriate theoretical framework for examining the motivations behind DD use is the 

UGT. This theory explains why and how individuals use media and DDs, emphasizing that users are 
active and intentional in selecting the media and devices they prefer to engage with (Katz, et al, 1973). 
Furthermore, this theory highlights the psychological and social needs that individuals seek to fulfill 
via media use (Blumler, 1979). 
 According to the theory, individuals seek to gratify five core needs using media and DDs: a) 
cognitive needs (acquiring information and knowledge), b) affective needs (experiencing emotional 
and pleasurable content), c) personal integrative needs (enhancing credibility, confidence, and status), 
d) social integrative needs (connecting with family and friends), and e) tension release needs (escape 
and diversion) (Bayer, et al., 2016; Katz et al., 1973). 
 The UGT adopts a user-centered perspective, investigating how individuals actively engage 
with media and the specific gratifications they derive from this usage. This theory treats media 
consumers as purposeful and goal-oriented individuals who selectively expose themselves to media 
content that meets their personal needs. In addition, this theory emphasizes individual characteristics 
and their relationship to satisfaction and media behavior patterns, making it suitable for behavioral 
studies that track media exposure frequency and patterns. 

Significantly, the theory shifts the central research question from “What do media and DDs do 
to individuals?” to “What do individuals do with media and DDs?” The UGT posits that individuals’ 
needs, shaped by their social and psychological contexts, motivate media use and that media and other 
sources are expected to satisfy those needs, though success is not guaranteed. 
 Based on this theoretical foundation, Whiting and Williams (2013) identified a range of uses 
and gratifications among young people in the context of social media and DDs. These include social 
interaction, information-seeking, passing time, entertainment, relaxation, communicative utility, and 
convenient connectivity. While the UGT has conventionally been applied to adults and young adults, 
emerging research has extended its relevance to younger populations. Recent studies have 
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demonstrated that children and adolescents actively engage with digital media to satisfy various 
cognitive, emotional, and social needs, thereby challenging the notion that children and adolescents 
are passive media consumers. Instead, they are seen as active agents who make deliberate choices 
about the content they access and the platforms they use, an orientation that is closely aligned with the 
core assumptions of UGT (Ahad, & Anshari, 2017; Ngqangashe, et al., 2022; Youssef & Al Malek, 
2023). Despite this growing body of work, UGT is yet to be employed in exploring the motivations 
underlying DD use among children and adolescents within the Saudi context, presenting a significant 
research gap that this study seeks to bridge. 
Statement of the Problem 

Cultural dimensions of motivations are increasingly recognized as essential when examining 
children’s and adolescents’ use of DDs. These dimensions encompass not only values and cultural 
norms but also parenting styles, societal expectations, and local technological infrastructures (García-
Peñalvo et al., 2021). Children’s media habits are shaped by the environment in which they are 
embedded, and the cultural context can determine both the availability and acceptability of certain 
digital behaviors. For example, in collectivist societies, digital engagement may be more centered 
around familial and group interactions, whereas in individualistic cultures, personal entertainment and 
self-expression often dominate the usage patterns (Hofstede, 2001; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008; Cho 
& Cheon, 2005). Although earlier research (e.g., Jackson et al., 2008) has established a link between 
culture and digital engagement, a recent study has emphasized that the cultural context also plays a 
key role in shaping children’s motivations, such as using DDs for social belonging, academic 
enhancement, or emotional regulation (Kabali et al., 2020). 
 Despite the global proliferation of DDs, motivations for their use vary considerably between 
regions. This difference suggests the need for culturally grounded studies that consider the values, 
norms, and parenting dynamics specific to conservative societies, such as Saudi Arabia, to develop 
culturally responsive guidelines that support balanced and meaningful digital engagement for children 
and adolescents. 
 According to the Saudi Arabian National Center for Public Opinion Polls (2017), children use 
smart devices and electronic games in approximately 91% of Saudi Households, and the average age 
at which children begin using these devices is 5.5 years. Although this data provides insights into the 
prevalence and onset of digital engagement, it does not elaborate on the specific motivations or 
cognitive outcomes associated with such use. A study conducted by Al-Shammari (2019) surveyed 
699 middle school students at Al-Kharj governorate, Saudi Arabia, and found that 72.5% of 
adolescents used smartphones regularly, with over half (52.4%) reporting daily use for >3 h. This 
finding suggests a high level of device dependency that may shape behavioral and cognitive 
development during adolescence. A report published by Kaspersky (2021) observed that 46% of Saudi 
children used DDs under some form of parental supervision, and nearly half (49%) of the parents 
reported using parental control applications to monitor their children’s digital activities. These findings 
point to an increasing reliance on technological tools to mediate digital behavior. Al-Ghanim (2025, 
January 13) reported that 90.6% of children aged 5–7 years in Saudi Arabia use DDs daily. This figure 
indicates the normalization of early digital exposure. Despite the growing prevalence of DD usage 
among young people in Saudi Arabia, research examining the underlying motivations driving Saudi 
children and adolescents to use DDs is lacking, with only a few studies examining specific aspects of 
this issue.  
 Existing studies on DD use have predominantly explored various aspects of digital 
engagement, and they have rarely focused on late childhood and early adolescence. Given the 
developmental changes that occur during different growth stages, it is essential to monitor and 
investigate the motivations for DD use and the digital life patterns of using these devices, specifically 
during early adolescence. This focus may provide valuable insights for developing practical 
recommendations on children’s DD use before they transition into adolescence. 
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 Guided by a qualitative methodology, this study explores the motivations and perceptions 
surrounding DD use among Saudi children and adolescents aged 11–16 years, from the perspectives 
of the children/adolescents themselves and their parents. Moreover, this study intends to examine the 
prevalence of these motivations by conducting interviews with both groups and to preliminarily 
categorize the underlying motivations. A semi-structured interview approach was chosen, as it allows 
the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of both perspectives regarding the motivations for DD 
use and the digital life patterns of using these devices. 
 
Research Aims 

• Explore the motivations that drive Saudi children and adolescents (aged 11–16) to use DDs in 
their everyday lives. 

• Understand the lived digital experiences of children and adolescents, with a focus on their 
behaviors, emotional responses, and patterns of social interaction related to DD use 

 
Research Questions: 

• How do children and adolescents describe their motivations for using DDs in their daily lives? 
• What themes characterize the digital lives of children and adolescents in terms of behaviors, 

emotions, and social interactions? 
 
Significance of the Research 

This study contributes meaningfully to advancing the theoretical and practical understanding 
of children’s and adolescents’ digital engagement. Grounded in the UGT, it underscores the value of 
examining digital technologies not merely as tools for consumption but as multifunctional resources 
embedded within the broader developmental, cultural, and educational ecosystems of children’s and 
adolescents’ lives. This perspective offers a robust framework for future research to explore the 
interplay between digital engagement and children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development. 
Furthermore, this study enriches the global discourse on digital childhood by incorporating insights 
from the Saudi Arabian context, a cultural setting that remains underrepresented in international 
research. 

On a practical level, evidence-based and culturally responsive guidelines to support healthy 
and purposeful digital engagement among children and adolescents are urgently needed. Achieving 
this engagement requires a multi-stakeholder approach in which families, educators, and policymakers 
collaborate to ensure safe, equitable, and developmentally appropriate access to digital technologies. 
For educators, this approach entails strategically integrating digital tools into learning environments to 
augment educational outcomes while safeguarding student well-being. For policymakers, it highlights 
the importance of implementing inclusive policies that ensure all children can fully benefit from the 
opportunities of the digital era. Such efforts are vital for designing targeted interventions, 
comprehensive frameworks, and informed policies that reflect the complex and evolving role of digital 
technologies in shaping childhood and adolescence. 
 
Terminologies and Conceptual Definitions 

To ensure conceptual clarity and support alignment between the theoretical framework and 
research objectives, the following key terms are defined in the context of this study: 
 DDs: In this study, DDs refer to electronic tools that allow children and adolescents to access, 
create, or interact with digital content. Such tools include smartphones, tablets, laptops, desktop 
computers, and gaming consoles. Smartphones are given particular attention owing to their widespread 
use and multifunctionality among children and adolescents (Sioshansi, 2019; Winther, 2017; Žulec, et 
al., 2022). 
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 Motivations: Motivations are defined as the internal or external factors that drive children and 
adolescents to use DDs. Within the framework of the UGT, motivations include cognitive (e.g., 
information-seeking or learning), affective (e.g., entertainment or emotional regulation), and social 
(e.g., communication or maintaining relationships) needs (Katz, et al., 1973). 
 Daily Patterns: Daily patterns refer to the habitual routines and contexts in which DDs are used 
throughout the day. These patterns include the timing, location (e.g., bedrooms vs. shared spaces), type 
of device used, and activities performed (e.g., gaming, social media, and study-related tasks). 
Understanding daily patterns reveals how digital media is embedded in children’s everyday lives. 
 Children and Adolescents: In this study, “children” refers to individuals aged 11–12, whereas 
“adolescents” refers to those aged 13–16. This age range captures early and middle adolescence, a 
period marked by significant developmental transitions in cognitive, emotional, and social functioning. 
These stages are particularly relevant for understanding the evolving patterns of digital media 
engagement. 
 
Materials and Methods 
Design 

The need for rich, interpretative research on the motivations and digital experiences of Saudi 
children and adolescents guided the selection of a qualitative methodology for this study. This 
approach enables the exploration of complex and nuanced phenomena that are not easily captured via 
numerical or survey-based data, particularly the subjective motivations, perceptions, emotional 
responses, and patterns of social interaction that characterize DD use among young users in Saudi 
Arabia. Moreover, qualitative research facilitates the emergence of unanticipated insights, which is 
particularly beneficial in a field where local research remains limited (Flick, 2022; Fossey et al., 2002). 
 Given the developmental complexity of late childhood and early adolescence, a qualitative 
approach is well-suited to capture the richness and variability of digital engagement at this life stage. 
The lived experiences of Saudi children and adolescents regarding DD use cannot be adequately 
understood via the isolation of variables for statistical analysis alone. Instead, the subjective nature of 
their motivations, whether related to entertainment, emotional regulation, social connection, or 
learning, necessitates an approach that prioritizes depth over breadth (Flick, 2022). 
 Accordingly, this study adopted a qualitative data collection approach, enabling an in-depth 
exploration of participants’ attitudes and emotional responses via open-ended questions and a flexible 
interview structure (Nowell, et al,. 2017). The interviews were designed to elicit detailed accounts of 
DD use, focusing on motivations and the patterns that define children’s and adolescents’ digital lives. 
 
Participants 

This study focused on children and adolescents aged 11–16, a developmental period marked 
by substantial changes in cognitive, emotional, and social capacities. This age range was selected to 
capture the transition from late childhood to mid-adolescence, during which individuals exhibit 
increasing autonomy in DD use and engage with media to fulfill evolving social and emotional needs. 
Moreover, these changes are reflected in adolescents’ digital media behaviors, making this age group 
particularly relevant for examining diverse motivations and usage patterns in the context of DD 
engagement. 
 Participants were chosen using two distinct sampling techniques. Children and adolescents 
were recruited through several schools in different regions, aiming to include a diverse sample across 
the age range of 11–16 years and representing both genders. In contrast, parents were recruited using 
a snowball sampling technique, which began with initial contacts and expanded through referrals to 
capture a broad spectrum of experiences related to DD use within the home environment. A total of 35 
participants were involved in the study, including 20 children and adolescents (12 boys and 8 girls) 
aged 11–16 and 15 parents (4 fathers and 11 mothers) aged 36–46 years. The children/adolescents and 
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parents were independently sampled, meaning that parent–child/adolescent pairs were not linked. This 
structure permitted the collection of distinct perspectives on digital engagement, free from potential 
influence or bias arising from relational dynamics during interviews. The children and adolescents 
represented a range of ages and both genders, and parents included both mothers and fathers from 
diverse educational and socioeconomic backgrounds. All participants had experience with DD use in 
the home environment, either through direct engagement (in the case of children and adolescents) or 
through regulation and mediation practices (in the case of parents).  

The sample size was determined according to qualitative research standards, with data 
collection continuing until thematic saturation was reached, that is, when no new themes emerged and 
conceptual redundancy was observed across participant responses. 
This diverse and balanced sample was purposefully selected to provide rich, contextualized insights 
into the DD use of Saudi children and adolescents, as well as the parental perspectives that shape and 
respond to these experiences. 
 
Validity and Reliability 

To ensure content validity, a semi-structured interview protocol was developed based on a 
review of relevant literature and refined through feedback from an expert in cyber-psychology. The 
interview guide was piloted with three participants (not included in the final sample) to evaluate the 
clarity, relevance, and logical flow of the questions. To enhance reliability, the same protocol was used 
consistently across all interviews, and the data were independently coded and cross-checked by two 
researchers to ensure coding consistency and thematic agreement. Before participation, a detailed 
information sheet outlining the study’s purpose, procedures, confidentiality measures, and the 
voluntary nature of involvement was sent to all parents. During the interview sessions, the researcher 
reviewed and discussed the information sheet with participants to ensure their complete understanding 
and to reaffirm informed consent or assent, as applicable. 
 
Materials 

The study design involved developing a semi-structured interview protocol that comprised two 
sets of questions—one for the children and adolescents and another for the parents—prepared and 
formulated by the researcher. At the start of the interview, children and adolescents were asked an 
open-ended narrative question: “What do you think about using digital technology and DDs? In 
particular, what are your experiences and feelings regarding how you use them, and how has this 
affected your life?”. Subsequently, the children and adolescents responded to a series of semi-
structured interview questions, such as, “What DDs do you use on a daily basis and how do you use 
them?”, “Which DDs do you use most often and what is your favorite activity on it?”, and “What is 
the most useful thing you’ve learned by using your DDs?”. The parents were initially asked a narrative 
question: “Can you tell what it is usually like when your children use DDs at home?”. Their response 
was followed by semi-structured questions such as, “Where in the home are they usually located when 
using DDs?”, “Are they alone or accompanied by others?”, “Do they decide on their own how to use 
their device, or do you guide them?”, and “What usually happens when they are asked or required to 
stop using their device?”. 
 
Data Collection 

The recruitment process began with the sending of a formal letter to the Al-Baha Education 
Office, which was circulated to several schools in Al-Baha city, Saudi Arabia. The recruitment 
procedures included a) ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee at Al-Baha University, 
b) permission from the Al-Baha Education Office to conduct the study, and c) a parental consent form 
inviting children and adolescents to participate in the study via school channels. These documents were 
circulated to a precompiled list of schools in Al-Baha city. 
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 Parents who contacted the researchers were asked to sign a consent form. Subsequently, a 
snowball sampling technique was employed, whereby some participants referred others from their 
social networks who were willing to participate and share their perspectives. A total of 15 interviews 
were conducted with parents, each of whom had at least one child or adolescent aged 11–16 at the time 
of the interview. While 13 interviews were conducted via Zoom, 2 occurred in person. 
 Schools were contacted to obtain parental consent and schedule the interviews during times 
when the children and adolescents were available at school. Before the interviews, the school 
supervisor informed the child participants about the recording of the interviews, transcription 
procedures, and the destruction of raw recordings. In total, 20 interviews were conducted with children 
and adolescents at their schools. To minimize parental influence and ensure independent perspectives, 
children/adolescents and parents were purposefully selected from different families. 
 The participants were interviewed in their native language (Arabic) to ensure comfort and 
clarity during the interview process, and data analysis was performed in Arabic to maintain the integrity 
of participants’ meanings. The findings were then translated into English for reporting purposes, and 
every effort was taken to preserve the original intent and contextual richness of the data. The duration 
of the interviews varied, ranging from approximately 25 to 39 min for parents and from 10 to 18 min 
for children and adolescents. Adjustments were made to accommodate participants’ cognitive and 
attentional capacities while ensuring the collection of meaningful and reliable data. The interviews 
with children and adolescents should be short to maintain engagement, avoid fatigue, and ensure data 
reliability, as recommended in a study on child-centered qualitative methods (Irwin & Johnson, 2005). 
For parents, the more extended timeframe allowed for a more detailed exploration of motivations and 
experiences associated with their children’s digital use. Furthermore, the semi-structured format 
facilitated focused yet rich discussions, enabling participants to provide meaningful insights within 
these timeframes. Thus, the variation in duration reflects a deliberate methodological choice to balance 
depth of data with participant comfort and attention span. The interviews with children and adolescents 
were conducted in private rooms within the school setting, away from teachers and peers, to maintain 
confidentiality and reduce external influences. In addition, the interviewer used child/adolescent-
friendly introductions and simple warm-up questions to establish trust and make the participants 
comfortable. Prior to and throughout the interviews, the participants were informed about their rights, 
including confidentiality, anonymity, the voluntary nature of their participation, and their right to 
withdraw at any time. 
 
Data Analyses   

Reflexive thematic analysis was performed using the six-phase approach outlined by Braun 
and Clarke (2006, 2019, 2020), which was chosen owing to its flexibility and suitability for identifying 
shared patterns of meaning across participants. All interviews were transcribed verbatim using 
transcription software and then verified for accuracy through repeated listening and cross-checking 
with the original recordings. 
 Coding was done manually to allow close interaction with the data. The first stage involved 
familiarization, where transcripts were read and reread to immerse in the content while making initial 
analytic notes. In the initial coding phase, inductive, data-driven codes were generated line by line to 
capture key ideas, experiences, and meanings expressed by the participants. For instance, codes such 
as “using DDs in the bedroom,” “using DDs in the living room,” and “using DDs in the living room or 
playroom” emerged at this stage. 
 From codes to themes (the theme development phase), these codes were iteratively organized 
into broad categories based on semantic and latent similarities. For instance, codes relating to places 
of use were grouped under the broad category of “use locations.” The categories were then refined into 
preliminary themes that captured patterned meanings across the dataset. 
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Table 1 
An example of the procedure for the coding processes: 

Interview Transcribe and comments (2) 
Initial stage (identifying Theme) 

(Theme) (Voice = Quote) (Original transcript) 

 ةزهجلأا لافطلأا مدختسي .1
 .مهمون ةفرغ في بلاغلا في .مهفرغ في

 ةزهجلأا كئانبأ مدختسي امدنع ةداع روملأا ودبت فيك لي يفصت نأ كنكيم له :ثحابلا
 ؟ةيمقرلا ةزهجلأا مادختسا دنع لزنلما نم ءزج يأ في مه نيأ نيعي لزنلما في ةيمقرلا

 ؟مهمون ةفرغ في بلاغلا في :ةكراشلما
 ةزهجلأا لافطلأا مدختسي .2
 .بعلل مهفرغ في

Iبعلل نيوس ـلا زاهج مهتفرغ في مهعم نوكي دلاولأل ةبسنل 
 .م_لااوج مهعم اًضيأو

 ؟مهفرغ في مهعم نوكت تيلا ةزهجلأا يه ام :ثحابلا
 .م_لااوج مهعم اًضيأو نيوس ـلا زاهج مهتفرغ في مهعم نوكي دلاولأل ةبسنلI :ةكراشلما

 ةزهجلأا لافطلأا مدختسي .3
 .ةحوتفم نوكتو مهفرغ في

 قلغم يرغ دصقأ قلغم يرغ ناكلما نكل مهفرغ في وه اًعبط
 اًمئاد بابلا ىقبي نأ دصقأ mأ معن .مهدحول مهيلع بابلا
 .قلغم يرغو حوتفم

 ؟نيرخآ عم مأ مهدحو مه له :ثحابلا
 مهيلع بابلا قلغم يرغ دصقأ قلغم يرغ ناكلما نكل مهفرغ في وه اًعبط :ةكراشلما

 .مهدحول

 نيبا مدختسي jًايحأ .4
 ةقلغم هتفرغ في بعلل ةزهجلأا
 .جاعزنلاا ببسب

 لاو نيوس ىلع هعم ملكتي هقيدص عم كيالما لغشيو بعلي نيبا
 نكل بابلا قلاغ� موقيف ةفرغلا جراخ جريخ توصلا نأ ديري
 .تقو يأ في عيطتسأ نيإ ثيبح لخادلا نم قلاغإ سيل

 ؟كنم دوصقم رمأ قلغم يرغ وأ حوتفم بابلا كرت له :ثحابلا
 ىلع هعم ملكتي هقيدص عم كيالما لغشيو بعلي نيبا نوكي mًايحأ نوكي لا :ةكراشلما

 سيل نكل بابلا قلاغ� موقيف ةفرغلا جراخ جريخ توصلا نأ ديري لاو نيوس
 .لخدأو بابلا حتفأ نأ تقو يأ في عيطتسأ نيإ ثيبح لخادلا نم قلاغإ

 لوح قافتا كانه .5
 ىلع تاقيبطتلا مادختسا
 بعللا تاقيبطت ةصاخ زاهلجا
 .ت�دالمحاو

 هفرعأ لا mأو ةديدج ةبعل وأ ديدج وأ قيبطت كانه نوكي امدنع
 ام لي حرشي نأ دبلا لاًوأ نيبريخ نأ دبلا ت�دالمحا جمارب لثم
 جمmرب يأ تيأر لاح في لواحأ اًضيأ mأو ،جمmبرلا اذه وه
 نع ثبحأ نأ لواحأ هنع نوثدحتي جمmرب يأ وأ مهدنع
 .م_زهجأ ىلع همادختسا في نوركفي ام لبق هلوح تامولعم

 ؟كعم قافتلا� وأ م�زهجأ ىلع هنولعفي ام كلفط راتيخ له :ثحابلا
 لثم هفرعأ لا mأو ةديدج ةبعل وأ ديدج جمmرب وأ قيبطت كانه نوكي امدنع :ةكراشلما

 اًضيأ mأو هتركف يه امو جمmبرلا اذه وه ام لي حرشي نأ دبلا ت�دالمحا جمارب
 لواحأ هنع نوثدحتي جمmرب يأ وأ مهدنع جمmرب يأ تيأر لاح في لواحأ
 ىلع همادختسا وأ هليمتح في نوركفي ام لبق هلوح تامولعم نع ثبحأ نأ
 تيلاو هفلاخو تارايسلا تاقابس باعلأ ةفورعم اهبلغأ باعللأل ةبسنل� امأ ةزهجأ
 .هنسل ةبسانلماو اهفرعأ jأ

Findings  
Using thematic analysis, two main themes were identified regarding motivations and digital 

life patterns in using DDs among children and adolescents. These themes comprised children’s 
motivations for using DDs, including (entertainment and passing time), (interaction and 
communication), and (learning, studying, and information-seeking). The themes also comprised 
children’s digital life patterns, including (use locations), (multiple devices use), and (content selection 
practices), see (Table 2). 

 
Table 2  
Primary themes, corresponding subthemes, and research questions addressed: 

Themes Subthemes Research questions 

Motivations 
1. Entertainment and Passing Time How do children and adolescents 

describe their motivations for using 
DDs in their daily lives? 2. Interaction and Communication 

3. Learning, Studying, and Information-seeking 

Digital Life Patterns 

1. Use Locations What themes characterize the 
digital lives of children and 
adolescents in terms of behaviors, 
emotions, and social interactions? 

2. Multiple Device Use 

3. Content Selection Practices 

1. Motivations: 
To collect data for the research question “How do children and adolescents describe their 

motivations for using DDs in their daily lives?”, the participants were asked to express children’s and 
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adolescents’ motivations for using DDs in response to the research question. Data analyses indicated 
that children and adolescents engaged with DDs for three main motives: entertainment and passing 
time, interaction and communication, and learning, studying, and information-seeking.  
1.1. Entertainment and Passing Time 

“Entertainment and passing time” was one of the most often expressed motivations for engaging 
with DDs in children and adolescents. The participants mentioned the words and expressions related 
to entertainment using multiple devices, such as using game consoles: “I play games on PlayStation 
online and offline.” (Boy 3, 13 years) or using phones for gaming: “I like playing games on my phone.” 
(Boy 5, 11 years), “… I play Fortnite; I like it a lot.” (Boy 9, 13 years), “I use my phone for 
entertainment.” (Boy 1, 14 years). Girls also mentioned entertainment: “I use it for entertainment.” 
(Girl 4, 13 years), and even parents stated, “My son plays PlayStation the most.” (Mother 6). Several 
participants identified passing time as a primary motivation for the use of DDs: “to pass time” (Boy 
12, 16 years), “it’s a way to pass the time and have fun.” (Boy 6, 15 years).  
 These accounts reflect the dual function of digital engagement as a deliberate pursuit of 
entertainment and a strategy for managing idle time, aligning with previous studies highlighting digital 
media’s role in fulfilling children’s and adolescents’ leisure and boredom-avoidance needs. 
Importantly, variations across ages suggest that motivations for use may become more complex with 
age, as older adolescents often blend entertainment with social and interactive elements of gaming. 
1.2. Interaction and Communication 

Engaging with DDs provides children and adolescents with significant opportunities for interaction 
and communication with their peers, which are essential for their social development. The participants 
pointed to the features of DDs that are beneficial for the development of interaction and communication 
as “Use for social communication.” (Girl 1, 14 years).  

Another participant indicated her use of DDs: “I use my mobile phone to communicate with my 
friends.” (Girl 8, 12 years). Moreover, a girl reported using it for interaction: “I use it for social media.” 
(Girl 5, 13 years). DDs are used not only for communication but also as a prize for daily achievements, 
as a participant said: “I use my mobile phone to check messages I receive, for chatting with my friends, 
and sometimes I spend time on my phone as a reward when I finish my homework.” (Boy 4, 15 years). 
However, interacting and communicating with others online can be a controversial behavior for 
children and adolescents to engage in, especially for their online safety. A parent participant who 
expressed concern about her child’s online safety said, “Online games are a challenge for me because 
kids sometimes play online with friends we don’t know or with adults pretending to be kids, which 
worries me, especially in games like Fortnite.” (Mother 9). 
 This observation highlights the dual nature of digital communication as a facilitator of social 
connection and a source of parental concern regarding exposure to unknown individuals. These 
findings reflect the complex role of DDs in children’s and adolescents’ lives; they serve as critical tools 
for peer communication and social engagement, while simultaneously raising key questions about 
online safety and parental oversight. 
1.3.Learning, Studying, and Information-seeking 

A need for children’s and adolescents’ learning, studying, and information-seeking was found 
to be one of the underlying motivations in their use of DDs. Children and adolescents emphatically 
declared such a motivation by directly mentioning the phrases associated with the learning motive, 
such as “learning how to design” (Girl 6, 15 years), “learning English” (Boy 6, 15 years), “to boost 
my vocabulary” (Boy 12, 16 years), “developing ideas” (Girl 3, 14 years), “use it for education” (Girl 
2, 15 years), “learn life skills” (Boy 8, 13 years), and “many things from studying to design.” (Boy 7, 
13 years). Such comments highlight the broad, aspirational nature of digital engagement, where devices 
become tools for self-improvement and skill development. In more detail, a boy described the crucial 
role DDs play in self-development and boosting education as, “The most useful thing I’ve learned is 
developing life, social, speaking, learning, or teaching skills... If I don’t understand something in my 
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class, I go home and watch YouTube videos to catch up.” (Boy 4, 15 years). This narrative illustrates 
how adolescents actively self-direct their learning, leveraging online resources to overcome academic 
challenges and enhance their competencies. 
 Moreover, the participants confirmed that children and adolescents used DDs to get homework 
done: “As for the phone, my son uses it to do his homework, and the laptop is also used to do his 
homework” (Father 1). Another parent indicated how providing DDs has become essential and is 
imposed by the educational system, which has forced parents to give them to their children: “The 
school is forcing me to follow-up on my son’s educational activities on the platform, so I am forced to 
give him a device and provide him with internet access.” (Mother 8). Such accounts reveal how 
schools’ digital integration policies extend DD use beyond a matter of choice, imposing expectations 
on families and redefining household routines. 
 These accounts portray DDs as multifunctional tools of empowerment and obligation, enabling 
autonomy, skill development, and access to knowledge, while simultaneously reflecting systemic 
demands placed on families to support technology-driven education. 
2. Digital Life Patterns 

To collect data for the research question “What themes characterize the digital lives of children and 
adolescents in terms of behaviors, emotions, and social interactions?”, the participants were asked to 
speak about children’s and adolescents’ digital lives when using their DDs. Several digital life patterns 
were generated to answer the research question, including “usage location, number of devices used, 
and content selection practices.” 
2.1.Use Locations 

A pertinent aspect of children’s and adolescents’ digital lives raised by parent participants 
revolved around where they used their DDs. Children and adolescents generally used DDs in two areas 
at home, including: “Living room” (Mother 11), and “In his private bedroom.” (Mother 9), or both: 
“In his bedroom and the living room.” (Father 12), and only one parent added, “In the living room or 
playroom.” (Mother 13), and another parent added, “She uses it in the car while we are out.” (Father 
3). 
 Factors such as age, parental control, and the availability of DDs likely affected usage patterns. 
As evident from the examples, parents indicated that their children interacted with their devices in their 
bedroom, highlighting the prevalence of DDs in this place, as a parent explained: “…he uses it in his 
room, but I am close to his room, the door is open, and I go back and forth to see what he is watching.” 
(Mother 6). Another parent shared her experience with her children: “In their rooms, I walk in and see 
what they are doing, maybe they have a camera on, or maybe they’ve guests online.” (Mother 8). 
While parents permit their children to use DDs in the privacy of their bedrooms, they play an active 
role in guiding their usage. Children’s use of DDs in shared home spaces, such as living rooms, is a 
prevalent aspect of contemporary family life, as a mother said, “He’s usually with us in the living 
room, a little far away, but I can see his reactions to the game he is enjoying playing.” (Mother 4). 
This environment presents both opportunities and challenges related to children’s engagement with 
parents and family, guiding their use. In some family contexts, children’s utilization of DDs in both 
bedroom and living room environments is a prevalent aspect of family life. This sense is piquantly 
captured: “He is in the living room when watching YouTube on the screen in general, and when doing 
schoolwork, he is in his bedroom with his mobile phone.” (Father 1). Such patterns underscore how 
device use varies based on purpose, with leisure often occurring in communal areas and academic tasks 
shifting to more private spaces. 
 The pervasive integration of DDs into children’s daily lives has extended into bathroom 
locations, allowing them to maintain continuous DD usage. Parents worry about a situation when, 
“everywhere I go in the house, I can find him walking from the bedroom to the living room carrying 
his phone, and he might even be in the bathroom with his phone.” (Mother 7). This illustrates how 
continuous device engagement transcends spatial boundaries, reflecting a growing normalization of 
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mobile device use across all areas of the home. Parents expressed concerns about this pervasive use, 
particularly when it intersected with health, hygiene, and the erosion of regulated boundaries. 
 Overall, these findings reveal how DD use is deeply embedded in domestic life, shaped by 
age, parental monitoring, and the multifunctionality of devices. Bedrooms offer privacy for focused or 
personal use, whereas living rooms enable supervised engagement. Nonetheless, the blurring of 
boundaries evident in device use across all household spaces raises questions about parental control, 
children’s autonomy, and the continuous, immersive nature of digital lives.  
2.2.Multiple Device Use 

Children and adolescents generally used one DD: “Use only mobile device.” (Boy 7, 14 years), 
to four different types of DDs, including smartphones, gaming devices, laptops, and tablets, “I use the 
iPad, the laptop, the mobile phone, and the PlayStation.” (Boy 3, 13 years). Another boy added: “Use 
my computer, smartphone, PlayStation, and sometimes I use my smartphone and laptop on the TV 
screen.” (Boy 1, 14 years). Children’s engagement with different types of DDs reflected broader trends 
in digital access, educational integration, and entertainment consumption: “I have a mobile phone, and 
a laptop used by my family, but I use it to log in to the educational platform.” (Boy 8, 13 years). 
 As confirmed earlier, children and adolescents typically had access to 1–4 DDs, with 
smartphones being almost universally used in the children’s group. In addition to smartphones, 
children and adolescents often used other devices such as tablets, laptops, or gaming consoles. “I have 
a smartphone and a PlayStation.” (Boy 9, 13 years), other examples of a smartphone and another 
device: “Smartphone and iPad” (Girl 7, 16 years), “Smartphone and Laptop” (Girl 3, 14 years), 
“PlayStation and smartphone” (Boy 10, 13 years). Children and adolescents exhibited a preference for 
smartphones over other DDs, saying, “Of course, smartphone.” (Boy 2, 14 years). Another boy 
confirmed, “My favorite is a smartphone.” (Boy 4, 15 years). Girls also favored it: “I prefer my 
smartphone.” (Girl 6, 15 years). Children’s preference for smartphones can be attributed to 
accessibility, usability, and the nature of content available, such as entertainment, communication, and 
learning. One child shared an opinion of “My favorite is my smartphone. I use it to play games and 
chat with my friend. We play together.” (Boy 3, 13 years). Another boy described how smartphones 
can combine joy and usefulness: “A smartphone is enjoyable. I use it for studying, communication, 
and gaming.” (Boy 11, 14 years). Moreover, the number of devices children and adolescents used 
depended on parental regulation and educational requirements, as educational systems integrate more 
technology: “I have a monitored smartphone and laptop for homework.” (Boy 5, 11 years). Another 
added, “I have a smartphone, and I only play PlayStation on weekends because I have to do school 
homework.” (Boy 6, 15 years), demonstrating how device use was structured around academic 
priorities and household rules. 
 These accounts emphasize the centrality of smartphones in children’s and adolescents’ digital 
lives, while illustrating how device access and usage patterns are mediated by parental regulation, 
academic needs, and children’s personal preferences. Hence, the smartphone is not merely a tool of 
convenience but a symbolic device representing autonomy, connection, and the convergence of 
entertainment and education. 
2.3.Content Selection Practices 

The proliferation of DD apps targeted at children and adolescents placed them in a diverse 
digital ecosystem characterized by varying levels of learning and developmental importance. This 
range included entertainment apps designed primarily for enjoyment, learning apps to support 
academic education, and communication apps to enhance social interaction. Parental awareness played 
an essential role in the content children and adolescents accessed in their DDs, as “Children have to be 
told what to do.” (Mother 14). Parents differed in their opinions on how to regulate the apps and 
programs they considered appropriate for their children to download or use on DDs. A mother preferred 
to open a conversation regarding her son asking to use a new chat app, as she said: “He must explain 
to me what it is, I’ll try to find out about it before he can use it on his devices.” (Mother 2). Another 
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mother, in her response, distinguished between free and paid apps, saying, “Downloading games is 
mostly yes if it’s free, but if it costs money, he comes and asks for permission. But I see it, and I know 
what this game is.” (Mother 4). Similarly, a mother indicated regulations regarding the purchase of 
new apps for her son by stating, “I must know what kind of game my son wants to buy.” (Mother 9). 
This pragmatic regulation style suggests the intersection of cost considerations with content 
appropriateness in decision-making. In contrast, some parents allowed their children to download and 
use gaming apps but not social media access, as a mother shared: “We never agreed on anything, but 
he chooses the game he wants to play. As soon as I bought his smartphone, I blocked the (X) App and 
he never accessed it.” (Mother 6). This highlights a selective permission strategy allowing freedom in 
gaming while imposing strict boundaries on social media use, often linked to perceived online safety 
risks. A mother believed in giving her son independence and trusting him to choose apps: “Honestly, 
no, it is not up to me to choose the apps because it’d be painful for him to know that I am checking his 
phone.” (Mother 7). Another parent trusted her son to make responsible choices when downloading 
game apps for educational uses: “He chooses programs and apps and downloads them. Most of them 
are games, and also Teams is the school platform on his phone.” (Mother 8). Collectively, these 
accounts reveal a continuum of parental strategies from highly directive control (blocking apps and 
requiring explanations) to negotiated oversight (conversations and cost-based permissions) and 
autonomous trust (allowing self-selection). This variation underscores how parents navigate the tension 
between protecting their children from potential digital risks and fostering independence and digital 
literacy in an app-rich environment. 
Discussion 

This study explored the motivations behind children’s and adolescents’ use of DDs, identifying 
three dominant motives: entertainment and passing time, interaction and communication, and learning, 
studying, and information-seeking. These findings can be meaningfully interpreted from the 
perspective of the UGT, which assumes that individuals engage with media to fulfill specific 
psychological and social needs (Katz et al., 1973). Cognitive, affective, personal integrative, social 
integrative, and tension release are UGT’s five primary need categories. These offer a theoretical 
framework that illuminates the underlying drivers of children’s digital engagement. 
 
Entertainment and Affective Gratification 

Entertainment and passing time constituted dominant themes among children and adolescents, 
aligning with their affective needs, which are related to experiencing emotional satisfaction and 
pleasure. This finding is congruent with existing literature that identifies entertainment as a key motive 
for DD use among the youth (Varga, & Topić, 2022). Children and adolescents expressed enthusiasm 
for fun-oriented use, which explains the affective and sometimes social dimensions embedded in digital 
entertainment, especially via gaming platforms that often serve dual functions of play and peer 
interaction. This interpretation may reflect how affective gratifications are intertwined with other 
needs, such as social integrative or personal identity-building motives. 
Communication and Social Integrative Needs 

“Interaction and communication” was among the most prominent motivations, mapping 
directly onto social integrative needs and the drive to maintain relationships and social networks. 
Children and adolescents used platforms such as WhatsApp or gaming chats to connect with peers, 
which was particularly significant for social development (Ichhpujani, et al., 2019; Koran et al., 2022).  
 “Interaction and communication” emerged as a dominant theme, reflecting children’s social 
development needs, as they consistently described using DDs to connect and engage with their peers. 
This observation agrees with previous studies highlighting the social affordances of DDs in 
adolescence (Barker, 2009; Ichhpujani, et al., 2019; Žulec, et al., 2022). 
 Children and adolescents used games as indirect social tools, as they recognized that 
entertainment and socialization are often intertwined. As peer relationships play a pivotal role in 



 ـه7144 ةرخلآا ىدامج 5202  ربمسيد )7( ددــعــلا )3( دلجملا                               ةيسفنلاو ةيوبرتلا مولعلل نمحرلا دبع تنب ةرون ةريملأا ةعماج ةلجم      

 
 

            
  

251 

Digital Device Use Among Saudi Children and Adolescents:  
A Qualitative Exploration of Motivations and Daily Patterns 

Adil Abdorhman 
AlGhamdi 

 

adolescents’ well-being and identity formation (Szcześniak, et al., 2022), dismissing the 
communicative function of gaming may undermine a critical developmental need. 
 Children and adolescents frequently used DDs such as iPhones and applications such as 
WhatsApp and multiplayer gaming platforms to maintain peer relationships. However, this habit was 
often met with disapproval by parents, who expressed concern that it may expose them to risks of 
interacting with strangers. 
 This divergence highlights a broader issue of asymmetry in perception between children/ 
adolescents and parents regarding digital communication. While children and adolescents integrate 
DDs into their wider social strategies, parents may underestimate their role as facilitators of real-world 
interaction. Given the established link between peer relationships and adolescent well-being (Proctor, 
et al., 2009), these discrepancies in understanding may inadvertently contribute to tensions that hinder 
healthy media mediation strategies. 
Learning, Cognitive Gratification, and the Role of Intrinsic Motivation 

The third dominant motivation—learning, studying, and information-seeking—corresponds 
directly to cognitive needs, which are related to acquiring information and enhancing understanding. 
Children and adolescents reported using DDs for school-related tasks and to explore personal interests, 
consistent with earlier studies on educational uses of DDs (Drouin, et al., 2020).  
 However, this motivation appeared less salient compared with communication and 
entertainment. They perceived it not only as intrinsically motivated but also in the context of online 
learning. This finding may reflect the extrinsic nature of school-imposed digital use, which often lacks 
the autonomy associated with intrinsic motivation.  
 Indeed, when digital engagement is driven by institutional requirements rather than curiosity, 
its psychological impact may be perceived as limited (Drouin et al., 2020). The cognitive utility of 
DDs, such as researching topics of interest or schoolwork, is evident and aligns with the broader 
findings on digital literacy among youth. Nonetheless, there is a need to distinguish between 
autonomous and externally driven engagement when evaluating educational DD use. 
 Integrating motivations within the UGT framework reveals that children’s use of DDs is 
multidimensional, need-driven, and shaped by situational and relational contexts. Children and 
adolescents engage with DDs to fulfill a range of psychological and social gratifications. These include 
entertainment, social connection, learning, and identity exploration, reflecting core UGT needs, such 
as cognitive, affective, personal integrative, and social integrative gratifications (Katz et al., 1973; 
Sundar & Limperos, 2013).  
 As Žulec, et al. (2022) have argued, parental awareness of the multifunctionality of DDs is key 
to fostering empathic and developmentally informed mediation strategies. When parents acknowledge 
the legitimate psychological gratifications that digital engagement provides, especially in socially 
complex childhood and adolescent stages, they are better equipped to guide rather than restrict. Such 
guidance supports more adaptive and dialogic approaches to digital parenting, encouraging 
collaborative rule-setting, co-use, and open communication, as reported by Livingstone, et al. (2022). 
 Furthermore, recent studies advocate for parental mediation models that are responsive rather 
than reactive, stressing understanding over control. For instance, Lin, et al. (2023) have demonstrated 
the value of “active mediation” that aligns with children’s digital realities and promotes media literacy 
and emotional coregulation, rather than focusing solely on behavioral control. These approaches are 
especially effective in preventing resistance, promoting positive family digital cultures, and fostering 
resilience in children’s device use. 
 This section discussed the digital life patterns of children and adolescents, focusing on how 
they interact with DDs in everyday contexts. The findings highlighted several key dimensions that 
shape children’s and adolescents’ digital experiences, including device usage locations, the variety of 
devices used, and content selection practices. 
Use Locations 
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A central theme that emerged was the spatial dimension of DD use. Parents consistently 
reported that their children primarily used DDs in the living room and bedroom, with the bedroom 
increasingly becoming a prevalent space for digital engagement. This shift reflects broader trends in 
which digital technologies are embedded within personal and private domains (Livingstone et al., 
2018). Factors such as age, access to technology, and the extent of parental supervision appear to 
influence these patterns. The use of DDs in bedrooms, in particular, raises questions about the balance 
between autonomy and oversight, as unsupervised usage may be associated with implications for sleep 
patterns, content exposure, and emotional regulation (Hale & Guan, 2015; Twenge, et al., 2017). 
Multiple Device Use 

In terms of device ownership and variety, the study found that children and adolescents 
typically used 1–4 different types of DDs, most commonly smartphones, tablets, laptops, and gaming 
consoles. Smartphones and laptops were often connected to larger screens, which may reflect a desire 
for enhanced interactivity or shared usage with family members. The multiplicity of device usage 
underscores the complex digital ecosystems that children navigate (Rideout & Robb, 2019) and 
suggests a need for nuanced approaches to managing screen time and device accessibility. 

Content Selection Practices 
The rapid proliferation of DD applications targeting children and adolescents has contributed 

to a dynamic digital ecosystem encompassing diverse developmental and educational values. These 
applications fall under three broad categories: entertainment apps, which are primarily designed for 
amusement and leisure; educational and creative apps, intended to support academic growth and 
cognitive development; and communication apps, which aim to enhance social interaction and 
connectivity (Chaudron et al., 2018). 
 Parental engagement plays a pivotal role in mediating children’s and adolescents’ access to 
and use of these applications. As digital content continues to evolve in complexity and accessibility, 
parents are faced with the responsibility of curating content that aligns with both developmental 
appropriateness and family values. Research suggests that parents’ decision-making processes 
regarding app selection vary considerably based on personal beliefs, digital literacy, and perceived 
risks and benefits (Livingstone & Byrne, 2018). 
 The findings from this study revealed that parental perspectives differed on the extent of 
control to be exercised over children’s use of digital apps. Some parents preferred open dialogue with 
their children when making decisions about downloading new applications—particularly 
communication platforms such as chat apps—highlighting the importance of parent–child negotiation 
and digital trust-building (Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2016). Others distinguished between the use of free 
and paid apps, with some instituting rules for purchasing or downloading new content. This preference 
reflects a broader concern regarding financial autonomy and digital consumerism in childhood 
(Kucirkova & Flewitt, 2020). Some parents granted their children more independence, particularly in 
selecting game-related apps, while continuing to restrict access to social media. This selective granting 
of autonomy appears to be influenced by the perceived developmental risks associated with different 
types of applications. For instance, parents viewed gaming apps as more benign compared with the 
potential social risks associated with early exposure to social media. 
 In addition, trust emerged as a recurring theme in parental decision-making. Some mothers 
expressed confidence in their children’s judgment, believing in the value of digital independence and 
the opportunity for children to learn self-regulation through experience (Livingstone et al., 2018). 
These trust-based approaches align with broader educational paradigms that encourage participatory 
digital literacy and child agency. Succinctly, parental practices in digital content selection are not 
monolithic but reflect a range of attitudes influenced by cultural, economic, and technological factors. 
Ongoing dialogue between parents and children, combined with informed awareness of app content 
and risks, is crucial for navigating this complex landscape.  
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Strengths and Limitations  
 The qualitative design, employing semi-structured interviews, enabled the collection of rich, 
detailed data regarding context-specific understanding of children’s and adolescents’ motivations for 
DD use in Saudi Arabia. This approach was complemented by insights from both children/adolescents 
and their parents, providing a comprehensive perspective of digital behavior within the cultural and 
social framework of Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, it revealed a nuanced and multifaceted engagement 
with DDs, showing that they are deeply woven into children’s and adolescents’ daily routines, 
relationships, and emotional regulation. Participants were purposefully selected to represent diverse 
age groups, genders, and family backgrounds, and the inclusion of both parents’ and children’s 
perspectives added a multifaceted view to an under-researched area. Moreover, interviews with 
children and adolescents were conducted independently of their parents, which likely enhanced the 
openness and reliability of their responses. Conducting interviews within school timings offered a 
natural environment conducive to meaningful engagement. Hence, this study contributes original 
qualitative evidence to the literature on digital media use in Saudi Arabian cultural contexts, which 
remains relatively sparse. 
 Nevertheless, this study has certain limitations. The findings are based on a small, nonrandom 
sample and are not intended to be generalized beyond the specific participants and context. Also, there 
is a potential for self-selection bias, as those who agreed to participate may differ in digital practices 
or parental involvement from those who declined. Although efforts were made to ensure variation in 
participant demographics, regional and socioeconomic diversity within Saudi Arabia might not have 
been fully captured. While both genders were included, the sample was somewhat imbalanced, with 
more mothers than fathers and slightly more boys than girls, which might have influenced the diversity 
of perspectives. Also, the reliance on Zoom interviews with parents for most of the data collection 
might have constrained the depth of interaction and rapport, especially in the case of parents who might 
have been less comfortable in virtual interview settings. Given the rapid evolution of digital 
technologies and applications, the findings reflect usage patterns and motivations specific to the time 
of data collection. Longitudinal studies are necessary to evaluate how these patterns shift over time. 

Additionally, while thematic analysis provided a robust framework for exploring emerging 
patterns, the study relied solely on self-reported data, which might have been influenced by social 
desirability or recall bias. Another limitation is the absence of schoolteachers’ or educational 
professionals’ perspectives, especially given their pertinent role in shaping children’s digital 
experiences. Future research could benefit from the incorporation of quantitative approaches and 
broader stakeholder involvement to deepen the understanding of digital life patterns among Saudi 
children and adolescents. 

Recommendations 
- Conduct longitudinal studies to track changes in digital engagement across developmental stages. 
- Expand cross-cultural investigations to comprehend the influence of cultural norms on digital 

practices. 
- Examine school-driven digital policies and their impact on family digital habits. 
- Explore the role of DDs in emotional regulation and well-being among children and adolescents. 
- Develop and evaluate interventions that equip parents with practical digital literacy strategies. 
- Create national guidelines on screen time, digital safety, and literacy tailored to children’s 

developmental stages. 
- Support school-led digital literacy initiatives for families. 
- Collaborate with tech companies to design safe, age-appropriate digital ecosystems and ensure 

equitable access to devices and reliable internet for all children. 
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