
11

CHAPTER 2

Social Inequality, Childhood and the Media

2.1  IntroductIon

Our study deals with socially disadvantaged children and adolescents in 
Austria. Hence, we discuss their life circumstances, their opportunities to 
participate in society, the process of their socialisation and, in this con-
text, the role of media. To better understand the specific challenges fac-
ing them as they grow up in a rich country like Austria, we will initially 
examine the framing conditions in Austria and in other countries, as well 
as the relevant analytical concepts. Our topics are the national contexts of 
inequality, the particular nature of being socially disadvantaged in a rich 
Western society (particularly the examples of Austria and Germany) and, 
as a consequence, the inequality gap. We then go on to connect these 
findings with the concept of mediatization and to outline what our find-
ings mean for academia. In conclusion, we offer an insight into the state 
of research and will, against this backdrop, set out the concrete aim of 
our longitudinal study.

2.2  natIonal contexts of InequalIty

2.2.1  Social Disadvantage in Rich Western Societies

In rich countries, social disadvantage is normally not synonymous with 
severe poverty or material deprivation on an existential level. But poor 
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people, or people at risk of poverty or of being marginalised, run the 
risk of being further pushed to the margins of society due to a lack of 
opportunities and possibilities for participation. It is children and ado-
lescents who are particularly at risk: in many rich countries, where the 
percentage of younger people who are poor or at risk of poverty or mar-
ginalisation is higher than that in the population at large. However, there 
are examples, like Austria and Germany, which demonstrate the oppo-
site case, because this relationship is reversed in these two countries 
(see, for example, Guio, Gordon, & Marlier, 2017, p. 217; UNICEF, 
2016, p. 2). Nevertheless, even in our specific examples, young people 
are especially at risk where they are affected by the conditions of their 
families. Poverty or social disadvantage do not mean material deprivation 
alone. A lack of financial resources also has a major impact on educa-
tional achievement, and thus children’s life prospects (for example, access 
to the labour market). In addition, leisure opportunities, social partic-
ipation, physical health and well-being are also affected. And in conse-
quence, children from lower-income households tend to be sick more 
often, not only when they are young but also as adults. This results in 
a poorer state of health than that displayed by the population at large 
(cf. SOS Kinderdorf, 2017). These recent findings are specific to 
Austria and fit in with recent research on social disadvantage (cf. Berka 
& Trappel, 2017, pp. 122–124; Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016; Einböck, 
Proyer, & Fenninger, 2015, pp. 14–16; Laubstein, Holz, & Seddig, 
2016, pp. 12–16 and 18–24; Paus-Hasebrink, 2017, pp. 15–17; Paus-
Hasebrink & Bichler, 2008, pp. 17–23; Paus-Hasebrink & Kulterer, 
2014a, pp. 18–24; UNICEF, 2016, p. 2). Further aspects of disadvan-
tage are higher rates of obesity, addiction developing at a younger age, 
underachievement in education, fewer friends and peers outside the fam-
ily and smaller personal networks, limited access to cultural events and 
sports communities, as well as inability to participate in public discourse 
and problematic patterns of media usage. In more general terms, these 
facets and categories of social disadvantage can be subsumed under the 
headings: “Income”, “Education”, “Health” and “Life satisfaction” 
(UNICEF, 2016, p. 12). In particular, living a satisfactory life is closely 
linked to current living conditions, future prospects and opportunities to 
participate.

There are numerous differing approaches to defining social disad-
vantage. They include simpler ones only based on formal education 
and family income, but also the more complex, taking into account  
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additional factors. In the last analysis, the design of a particular pro-
ject will be aligned with research questions and the resources availa-
ble. However, as far as social disadvantage goes, the national contexts 
are of prime importance, because specific living conditions have to be 
seen comparatively across an entire country. In this respect, it is also 
important to note that poverty or social disadvantage in some regions 
of Asia, Africa, South America, or even in some countries of Southern 
and Eastern Europe, is not comparable to being poor or socially disad-
vantaged in rich Western societies, like Austria or Germany, with their 
well-developed welfare states. In such countries, social disadvantage 
is closely linked to a lack of opportunities for participation in society  
(cf. Berka & Trappel, 2017, pp. 66–68, 122–124; Paus-Hasebrink, 
Sinner, & Prochazka, 2014, p. 2; van Dijk, 2013, p. 35). People risk a 
sense of being left behind, with children and single parents being par-
ticularly vulnerable. Guio et al. (2017, p. 213) have compiled a list of 18 
items in order to build a material deprivation “indicator related to the 
children (aged 1–15 years) population”. This list of items is closely linked 
with the 2009 EU-SILC (EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions) 
data on material deprivation related to child deprivation (Guio et al., 
2017, p. 210). Beside obvious material items, such as food, clothing 
and shoes, house heating or the ownership of a car, it includes also far-
ther-reaching needs, such as access to suitable books, a personal place to 
do homework, leisure activities, opportunities to celebrate and to invite 
friends and to participate in school activities or trips. Unfortunately, we 
have to state that, in rich countries too, there is a remarkable percent-
age (3–18%) of deprived “children lacking at least 3 out of 18 items”. 
The value for Austria is 12% and for Germany 15% (Guio et al., 2017, 
p. 217, quotation is bold in original). The percentage of such deprived 
children is very low for non-poor children in rich countries, but it rock-
ets upward when it comes to poor children: “even the best performing 
countries (with the exception of Sweden) do not manage to protect 
income-poor children from material deprivation” (Guio et al., 2017,  
p. 218). It should be noted that. alongside Belgium and France, Austria 
is one of the countries facing the most serious inequality between 
poor and non-poor children, indicating the impact that poverty has on 
Austrian children’s lives.

Based on several studies of childhood, adolescence, poverty and 
social disadvantage in Germany (AWO-ISS, 2012, 2013; Bertelsmann 
Stiftung, 2016; Palentien, 2003) and Austria (Einböck et al., 2015), 
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but also considering more detailed studies of selected regions (for exam-
ple, Caritas, 2016), we have to state that poverty and social disadvan-
tage, with their concomitant consequences for the everyday life and the 
future prospects of the persons concerned, are serious problems in rich 
countries. Even though there is a positive development (Guio et al., 
2017, p. 217), and the poverty rates of children in Austria or Germany 
are lower than in many other countries, there are some countries doing 
still better. Norway, for example, is rich, whereas the Czech Republic is 
less so, yet both countries display a poverty rate among children signif-
icantly lower than in Germany and Austria (cf. UNICEF, 2016, p. 4). 
However, (national) efforts to lower the proportion of young people at 
risk of poverty or being marginalised are laudable, given that the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child stipulates that the goal 
should be a reduction to 0.0%. In accordance with this, new Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030 were adopted by the United 
Nations in 2015 in order to replace the Millennium Development Goals: 
Goal 1 is named “End poverty in all its forms everywhere”, this includes 
topic 1.1 “by 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people” and topic 
1.2 “by 2030, reduce at least by half the proportion of men, women 
and children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions accord-
ing to national definitions”, while goal 10 represents the aim to “reduce  
inequality within and among countries” (Atkinson, Guio, & Marlier, 
2017, pp. 44–45, emphasis in original). The SDGs are more ambitious 
than the social inclusion target of the European Union for 2020. But 
“halving poverty by 2030 should not be beyond the resources of a rich 
continent” (Atkinson et al., 2017, p. 47).

2.2.2  The Case of Austria and Germany

Austria and Germany certainly belong to the wealthiest countries in 
the European Union and the world at large. We highlight the example 
of Austria because it is the source of the study presented here. But in 
addition, we also focus on Germany for several reasons. To begin with, 
two families moved to different parts of Germany during the study, 
and one girl was attending school on the other side of the border—the 
State of Salzburg shares a common EuRegio with parts of the State of 
Bavaria. But even more important is the fact that Austria and Germany 
are closely interlinked in many ways, although their national contexts do 
differ: firstly, they share a common language area (but also with parts of 
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Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, Italy and Switzerland), which means 
that their national media systems are interwoven; secondly, they share 
a long and eventful history; thirdly, they share common cultural values 
and traditions; fourthly, the scientific communities of both countries 
are closely linked as well, and research findings concerning Germany 
are often utilised by Austrian authorities too, because of their lack of 
national data.

Based on a comparison of the gross domestic product (GDP), Austria 
is the fourth richest country in the European Union, while Germany 
is the seventh. However, the individual consumption expenditure of 
households (goods and services, adjusted for purchasing power) ranks 
Germany second and Austria third. Unchallenged leader in both rankings 
is Luxembourg (ORF/APA, 2017). Germany, in particular, is currently 
characterised by stable growth, high tax revenues and the lowest unem-
ployment rates since 1989 (cf. Eurostat, 2017c, pp. 30–31). That said, 
the reforms of the German welfare state and labour market, the so-called 
“Gesetze für moderne Dienstleistungen am Arbeitsmarkt” (Four Laws 
for Modern Services on the Labour Market), have resulted in a rising 
number of so-called “working poor” (AWO-ISS, 2012, pp. 6–7) and a 
growth of inequality. Compared to Germany, economic development 
in Austria has been lagging behind in recent years (cf. Eurostat, 2017c,  
pp. 60–61). But the Austrian state’s social welfare system is somewhat 
more comprehensive than that in Germany. Austria has higher pensions, 
higher unemployment benefits over a longer period, study grants, social 
housing and family allowances (Statistik Austria, 2017a, pp. 4–6). Such 
transfer payments reduce the income inequality gap by 39.2% in Austria, 
but only by 31.5% in Germany. By contrast however, the reduction is 
even greater in the UK, at 48.4% (UNICEF, 2016, p. 16).

What has come to be called the refugee crisis is another impor-
tant aspect of the situation in Austria and Germany (see Chapter 6 on 
socialisation in different contexts). Together with Sweden, Italy, Spain, 
and Greece, in recent years Germany and Austria have had the greatest 
problems in dealing with very high numbers of refugees. In addition, 
both countries are preferred destinations for people called economic 
migrants and for poor people from South-Eastern countries of the 
European Union. This situation was one reason behind the favourable 
electoral results for right-wing parties like the FPÖ in Austria and the 
AfD in Germany, both of which have tried to capitalise on people’s fear 
of being left behind. Difficult times (see Lange & Xyländer, 2011), as 
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exemplified by the refugee crisis, are challenges for the state and society in 
general, because people who are already socially disadvantaged are afraid 
of becoming further marginalised and alienated from the rest of society. 
But despite the increase in social inequality and the national and regional 
disparities in the European Union, being poor is not a one-way street in 
Germany (AWO-ISS, 2013, p. 19). Social advancement or a sustainable 
improvement of your socio-economic situation are possible. Social dis-
advantage is often closely linked to a migration background. However, 
a relevant aspect here is the way poor migrant adolescents tend to deal 
better with economic problems than poor German non-migrant teenag-
ers, in part because the former are supported by stronger social networks 
through strong family structures (AWO-ISS, 2012, p. 2). Therefore, it 
is important to keep in mind that a migration background is not, per 
se, a reason for social disadvantage. It is much rather the case that rele-
vant contexts have to be taken into account, and a migration background 
should not be advanced as a simple explanation for lacking participation 
opportunities or lower formal education.

2.2.3  The Inequality Gap in Western Societies,  
and in Austria and in Germany

Although some findings on Austria and Germany generate a positive 
image, we should nevertheless remember that all that glitters is not gold. 
“The gap between rich and poor [is] at its highest level for some three 
decades in most OECD countries” and all “across the OECD, the risks 
of poverty have been shifting from the elderly towards youth since the 
1980s” (UNICEF, 2016, p. 2). In contrast to the current positive situ-
ation, these developments apply to the European Union as a whole, as 
well as Austria and Germany. We have seen increasing rates of poverty 
and social exclusion since the mid-1980s in Europe, due to rising unem-
ployment rates, changing ways of living together and reductions in social 
benefits (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016; Palentien, 2003). The unequal 
distribution of resources and opportunities affects family life (Jokinen 
& Kuronen, 2011, p. 45). Socially disadvantaged families have to face 
and to cope with particular challenges, such as unemployment, often 
interlinked with health problems, and critical socio-emotional prob-
lems (Paus-Hasebrink & Kulterer, 2014b). However, socially disadvan-
taged people need and merit the support of society, and children and 
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adolescents particularly so, because they are not responsible for the eco-
nomic circumstances they are facing. “In addition, few dispute that child-
hood experiences have a profound effect not only on children’s current 
lives, but also on their future opportunities and prospects. Likewise, social 
and economic disadvantages in early life increase the risk of having lower 
earnings, lower standards of health and lower skills in adulthood. This  
in turn can perpetuate disadvantage across generations” (UNICEF,  
2016, p. 2).

Today, the child poverty rate (measured as 50% of the national median 
household income) is 7.2% in Germany and 9.6% Austria. On this meas-
ure, Finland (3.7%), Norway (4.5%) and Denmark (4.8%) (UNICEF, 
2016, p. 4) are the leading countries. In contrast to the UNICEF data, 
it is more common in the European Union to make use of the indicator, 
“risk of poverty or marginalisation”. This includes those people exhibiting 
at least one of the following three criteria (see Statistik Austria, 2017b, pp. 
80–81): (a) living in a household with a household income of less than 
60% of the national median (2016: 14% of the population); (b) significant 
material deprivation (2016: 3% of the population); (c) people under 60 
unemployed or with very low earnings (2016: 8%). According to this, the 
proportion of people at risk of poverty or of being marginalised in Austria 
decreased from 20.6% in 2008 to 18% in 2016 (Statistik Austria, 2017a, 
p. 2; see Eurostat, 2017a, pp. 30–31, for a comparison between EU-28, 
Euro-area 19, EFTA and EU candidates). Compared to this percentage 
for the whole population, the respective percentage for young people up 
to 19 was 20.0% in 2016 (see Table 2.1). While these figures, taken in 
isolation, do not indicate a particular risk of poverty threatening children 
and adolescents, the results become more problematic if we take a closer 
look at family structures. The risk of poverty or being marginalised is con-
siderably higher for single-parent families: 38%. In addition, the number 

Table 2.1 Risk of poverty or being marginalised in different groups in Austria 
2016

Total population 18%
Children (up to 19 years) 20%
Single parent families 38%
Multiperson households + 1 child 12%
Multiperson households + 2 children 13%
Multiperson households + 3 or more children 31%

Statistik Austria (2017b, pp. 80–81)
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of children in a family is also linked with a higher risk of poverty or being 
marginalised: for multiperson households with at least three children, the 
risk of poverty or being marginalised is 31% (Statistik Austria, 2017b, pp. 
80–81). Furthermore, long-term unemployment and low formal educa-
tion are relevant factors behind poverty in Austria.

Across the whole population in Germany, the proportion of people at 
risk of poverty or being marginalised turns out to be a bit higher than in 
Austria, at 20%. The risk for younger people (under 18 in Germany) is 
slightly lower than in Austria (19%) (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2017a). It 
is worth noting that the situation is not uniform throughout Germany; 
there are notable differences between the German Länder (Federal 
States) and in particular between Eastern and Western areas of the coun-
try (see Statistisches Bundesamt, 2017b). In addition, single-parent 
households are particularly at risk in Germany: the quota of such families 
at risk of poverty or being marginalised was 40% in 2014 (Statistisches 
Bundesamt, 2016, pp. 173 and 176). And just as in Austria, people 
unemployed long-term and people with a low level of education are also 
particularly at risk.

These figures are in line with the results of the UNICEF report 
on inequality in children’s well-being in rich countries. Austria and 
Germany both belong to a group of countries in which the relative 
gap of income inequality remained more or less stable in the period of 
2008–2013: Austria reports a reduction of the relative gap in income 
inequality by 0.8%, while Germany reports a small increase of 0.5% 
(UNICEF, 2016, p. 15). Having this in mind, we should nevertheless 
emphasise: “Income gaps have widened in the majority of rich coun-
tries” (UNICEF, 2016, p. 14; quotation is bold in original). However, 
developments in Austria and Germany actually appear more favourable 
if we look back to the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, when the long-term study on which this book is based started (see 
also Eurostat, 2017b, p. 2). The groups of people who are especially at 
risk were the same as today, but the proportion of people at risk of pov-
erty or being marginalised was, according to the data of Statistik Austria 
and AWO-ISS, significantly higher. 27% of adolescents under 20 years 
old in Austria were at risk of poverty (see Paus-Hasebrink & Bichler, 
2008, pp. 18–19). A broad overview of the development of “persistent 
poverty rates” between 2008 and 2011 is provided by Jenkins and Van 
Kerm (2017, p. 401).
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2.3  InequalIty and MedIatIzatIon

The above findings on social disadvantage, inequality, and child poverty 
in rich countries become particularly important when we think of our 
rapidly changing world. We describe it by popularly using terms such as 
globalisation, individualisation, digitalisation or information society (see 
Castells, 2011; van Dijk, 2012).

2.3.1  The Concept of Mediatization

All these concepts are based on knowledge, communication, exchange 
and participation, and they refer to a transformation process where tech-
nological innovations, changing lifestyles, new work and life patterns, as 
well as emerging needs, are inextricably linked (Carpentier, Schrøder, 
& Hallett, 2014). In communication and media studies, this funda-
mental change is primarily discussed as the “meta process” of mediati-
zation (Krotz, 2014, p. 137, emphasis in original), which is itself “a 
concept with which to grasp media and societal change” (Krotz, 2009, 
p. 21). Mediatization refers “to the meta process by which everyday 
practices and social relations are increasingly shaped by mediating tech-
nologies and media organizations” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 3). Even 
beyond ongoing discussions regarding the correct term, “mediatiza-
tion or mediation” (Couldry, 2008, p. 373), or “Mediatisierung (medi-
atization) and Medialisierung (medialisation)” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 3;  
see also Couldry & Hepp, 2013), the concept of mediatization itself, 
its outreach and its relevance to the field are matter of debate (Lunt & 
Livingstone, 2016, p. 462). The discussion is moving between two 
antipodes: For one thing, Deacon and Stanyer (2014, p. 1032) argue 
that mediatization is at risk to become a “concept of no difference”. 
Furthermore, they (Deacon & Stanyer, 2015, p. 655) voice their criti-
cisms, because they see “the rise of a concept that claims to provide ‘holis-
tic’ theoretical framework for explaining and analysing such processes” as 
the fundamental change of media, institutions, technologies and society. 
Otherwise, Hepp, Hjarvard, and Lundby (2015, p. 314) highlight “how 
mediatization research engages with the complex relationship between 
changes in media and communication, on the one hand, and changes in 
various fields of culture and society on the other”. Hence, they see “the 
concept of mediatization” as a “part of a paradigmatic shift within media 
and communication research” (Hepp et al., 2015, p. 314).



20  I. PAUS-HASEBRINK ET AL.

Regardless of the discussion about the term and critical voices, the 
concept of mediatization is widely accepted and within the past ten years, 
the observable phenomena that are interpreted as indicators of media-
tization have become more intense and ubiquitous and have gained 
speed (see Hepp & Hasebrink, 2018, p. 17). It has become increas-
ingly difficult in our society to preserve media-free times and places, 
locations Hepp and Hasebrink (2018, p. 18) term “temporary oases of 
de-mediatization”.

What does this intensified process of mediatization mean to children 
and young people? How do they make use of the abundance of media? 
In this respect, we can identify some global trends (see Hasebrink & 
Paus-Hasebrink, 2013), which are shaped by the changing media envi-
ronment. Empirical evidence regarding these trends is provided by 
national studies on children’s and adolescents’ media use in different 
countries—for example, the Ofcom Children and Parents Report in the 
United Kingdom (Ofcom, 2017) or several studies from the United 
States (Common Sense Media, 2015, 2016, 2017; Rideout, Foehr, & 
Roberts, 2010). Similarly, for Upper Austria we can refer to a series 
of annual surveys on children’s and adolescents’ media usage (most 
recently, Education Group, 2016, 2017). The main studies for Germany 
are JIM (Youth, Information and [Multi-]Media) and KIM (Childhood, 
Internet, Media) (most recently, MPFS, 2016, 2017). In what follows 
we will outline some of the most important global trends. After that, we 
will illustrate recent developments through selected statistics for Austria 
or Germany. We take the data from these two countries as illustrating the 
general media-related context, in which the socially disadvantaged chil-
dren and adolescents of our study grew up.

2.3.1.1  Availability of Media Services
Our premise maintains that children’s and adolescents’ everyday lives are 
particularly affected by the meta-process of mediatization. An increasing 
number of media devices, in a child’s own bedroom and elsewhere in the 
family’s household, the expanding range of functions offered by new ser-
vices, the continuous and omnipresent availability of services which over-
come temporal and spatial limits—these aspects mark a significant trend 
in children’s and adolescents’ media use. Today’s children and young 
people have far more options for communicating than any generation 
before them (Rideout, 2016, p. 138). The media content and media ser-
vices available to them are indeed potentially omnipresent.
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2.3.1.2  Amount of Media Use
One consequence of the omnipresence of media services seems to be 
that children continue to spend more and more time with media. For 
example, in 2009 the 8- to 18-year-olds in the United States spent more 
than 7.5 hours per day with media (Rideout et al., 2010, p. 11); this 
was more than one hour longer than five years earlier. Over those years, 
the proportion of multitasking increased, indicating that young people 
increasingly use two or even more media simultaneously, so that the total 
time of media exposure added up to 10.75 hours, some 2.25 hours more 
than five years earlier.

2.3.1.3  Cross-Media Patterns of Usage
The media industry is increasingly developing cross-media strategies, 
with the goal of distributing content on as many platforms as possible. 
Famous media brands for children may originate from games, movies, 
television, comics, or even books (for example, Harry Potter), but are 
now available almost everywhere, as the same content is now marketed 
across different media platforms. Such media brands represent the ele-
ments integrating and characterising children’s and adolescent’s media 
repertoires (see Paus-Hasebrink & Hasebrink, 2015).

2.3.1.4  Mobility and Connectivity of Media Usage
Connectivity is increasingly moving away from the desktop and towards 
the mobile and wireless environments (see Horrigan, 2009). The Pew 
Report from 2010 declares: “cell phones are nearly ubiquitous in the 
lives of teens” (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010, p. 9). Today, 
most children and adolescents use smartphones to remain almost perma-
nently connected in some way—be it communicating with friends and 
peers, be it playing online computer games or just ensuring that they are 
constantly contactable.

While our study focuses on socially disadvantaged children and adoles-
cents, we will illustrate some of these trends by citing some general findings 
on the media usage of children and adolescents in Austria and Germany.

Already in 2005, when our study started, almost all adolescents in 
Austria and Germany used the internet at least occasionally. In this 
respect, the indicator age is the most relevant factor. Our Fig. 2.1 is based 
on the KIM survey in Germany and shows that throughout the years of 
our study the difference between age groups remained stable, with most 
children starting to use the internet between seven and twelve years.
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Fig. 2.1 Children (6–13 years) in Germany who use the internet (at least occa-
sionally) (percentages; n = 1200) (Source KIM 2006–2016; www.mpfs.de)

The main driver of dynamic change in children’s and adolescents’ 
media environment has been the rapid spread of smartphones. Figure 2.2 
illustrates how many adolescents (12–19 years) in Germany owned a 
cell phone or smartphone. It took less than five years for nine out of ten 
adolescents to be identified as owning a smartphone. Today, almost all 
adolescents have their own mobile smart device. In Upper Austria, the 
development has been almost the same (see Education Group, 2017): 
smartphone ownership among adolescents between eight and 11 years in 
increased from 4% in 2008 to 24% in 2011 and then to 60% in 2013, 
77% in 2015 and 85% in 2017.

2.3.2  Mediatization and Its Consequences  
for Socially Disadvantaged Young People

At first glance, mediatization and social disadvantage do not seem very 
closely related. But the actual case is that, in general, social and material 
well-being is strongly connected to a high level of formal education and 
knowledge about media and communication. This applies particularly 
to digitalisation, so-called new media, automation, data processing and 
so on: “Information and communication technologies (ICT) have 
a considerable impact on living and working conditions. Nowadays, an 
increasing number of businesses rely on ICT for their daily operations 

http://www.mpfs.de
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Fig. 2.2 Cell phone and smartphone ownership among adolescents (12–19 years) 
in Germany (percentages) (Source JIM 1998–2017; http://www.mpfs.de)

and this often requires the development and maintenance of ICT sys-
tems by specialists” (Eurostat, 2017d, emphasis in original). As a result, 
unemployment rates in this sector are very low in the European Union; 
the employment rate for people with ICT training is 91% (EU-28), but 
it rises to 97% in Germany, Hungary and Estonia and even up to 98% in 
Malta (Eurostat, 2017d). However, permanent employment is one of the 
key factors protecting individuals from poverty or social disadvantage (cf. 
Statistik Austria, 2017a, p. 3; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2017a; UNICEF, 
2016, p. 14; van Dijk, 2013, p. 29). This example, then, shows clearly 
how people and their everyday lives actually are affected by processes 
of mediatization. The consequences of mediatization, and how to deal 
with them, have become huge challenges for many people all around the 
world (see van Dijk, 2013, pp. 29, 34). They reflect processes bringing 
fundamental change, and they affect virtually every human being, and 
two groups above all: young people and socially disadvantaged people.

Firstly, children and adolescents growing up are still searching for 
their identity (see Packer, 2017, pp. 477–487). They are not yet expe-
rienced in media usage and are particularly exposed to “content-related 
risks”, “contact-related risks”, and “conduct-related risks”, but also 

http://www.mpfs.de
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to “other specified risks”, such as for example, “health related risks”, 
“spending too much time online” or a “lack of internet safety in gen-
eral” (Livingstone, Kirwil, Ponte, & Staksrud, with the EU Kids Online 
Network, 2013, p. 5) and other contract-related risks. Therefore, they 
need help and support from adults, in the first instance from their par-
ents, teachers and youth workers, but also from peers, companies, 
organisations, the state and all other stakeholders involved (see O’Neill, 
Staksrud, & McLaughlin, 2013, for a broad overview). We here empha-
sise one context of socialisation applying to these two groups: in mid 
childhood and especially adolescence, peers are of prime importance 
for identity formation, but also for wider questions and when practical 
help is needed (see Packer, 2017, pp. 487–493). But no single context 
of socialisation fits it all, and, in fact, the interplay of different groups 
succeeds best. A comparison of international surveys in 2013/14 (“Net 
Children Go Mobile”) and in 2010 (“EU Kids Online”) generated evi-
dence that joint information and mediation strategies are helpful and 
“levels of digital skills are rising slowly” (Livingstone, Mascheroni, 
Ólafsson, & Haddon, with the networks of EU Kids Online and Net 
Children Go Mobile, 2014, p. 18).

Secondly, socially disadvantaged people benefit less from the opportu-
nities given by new possibilities for communication, information and par-
ticipation, even where access is possible. “However, class is an important 
aspect of the structuring of inequalities, intersecting in complex ways 
with all inequalities” (Walby, Armstrong, & Strid, 2012, p. 232), in par-
ticular in combination with “age” (p. 224). Today, we can benefit from 
the new possibilities of mass communication and from specific ways of 
interpersonal communication and we can participate in new fluid public 
spheres. But there is empirical evidence that this holds good, above all, 
for those with a better education, whose average income is higher and 
who live in urban areas with well-developed infrastructure (cf. Vorderer 
et al., 2015, p. 259; Wessels, 2013, p. 17). This problematic develop-
ment gains in importance where the freedom of (digital) expression, the 
freedom of information and the freedom of access to government infor-
mation and participation are considered to be universal rights for all cit-
izens (cf. Berka & Trappel, 2017, pp. 66–68; see also Dutton, Dopatka, 
Hills, Law, & Nash, 2011, pp. 22–23; van Dijk, 2013, p. 35). Against 
this backdrop, the concept of a “second-level digital divide” (Hargittai, 
2002) has received much attention. Its premise maintains that differ-
ences in people’s online skills and access may be affected not only by 
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age and experience but also by education and family income: “In par-
ticular, research in both the US and the UK has shown that children 
from a higher socioeconomic background are more likely to experience 
educational gains from home computer and internet use than others” 
(Hargittai & Walejko, 2008, p. 240). We must bear in mind here that,  
if this applies for online media, it will take on an increased importance 
with traditional media as well, since people are using a broad set of dif-
ferent media. However, the findings on computer use and the internet 
cited above “are in line with work on the differentiated uses of more 
traditional media such as the viewing of educational television program-
ming in earlier decades (Cook et al. 1975)” (Hargittai & Walejko, 2008, 
p. 240). In addition, “access and use are the main topics of almost all the 
studies covered” (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2014, p. 1), as regards online 
media and socially disadvantaged adolescents. “But for Europe we can 
state that a lack of access to the internet is not the key problem” (Berka 
& Trappel, 2017, pp. 116–117; Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2014, p. 1). 
However, there are differences in the “quality of access” (Livingstone, 
Haddon, Görzig, & Ólafsson, 2011a, p. 25): for example, mobile access, 
types of smartphones, data volume and speed of the connection. This 
equates with concerns by Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison and 
Weigel, as already published in 2006 (p. 3, emphasis in original) and 
referring to a participation gap: “The Participation Gap—the unequal 
access to the opportunities, experiences, skills, and knowledge that will 
prepare youth for full participation in the world of tomorrow”. Again, 
socio-economic status is highly relevant for internet usage and vice versa: 
“The ways in which we use the Internet, our skills and digital back-
ground, our digital and social capital, all influence our social status” 
(Ragnedda, 2017, p. 73). Therefore, it seems reasonable to follow Eszter 
Hargittai and Gina Walejko (2008, p. 239, emphasis in original) using 
the term “PARTICIPATION DIVIDE” instead of digital divide, and 
to “note that access to technology no longer wholly determines poten-
tial inequalities derived from differential information and communica-
tion technology uses” (p. 241). From research on intersectionality, we 
know that there might be a strengthening effect when two or more fac-
tors come together (Walby et al., 2012, p. 224). There is general agree-
ment that all children and adolescents need our awareness, and that no 
less where we collect evidence for research. Furthermore, there should 
be more effective analysis of social disadvantage. However, we should 
pay special attention if these two factors coincide and we are dealing 
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with socially disadvantaged children and adolescents. “Socially disad-
vantaged children are at risk in a double way. On the one hand, they 
suffer from the effects of their parents’ socio-structural problems, on 
the other hand they use media very intensively which means that their 
socialisation is dominated by media” (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2014, p. 1).  
Unfortunately, they are more often left alone when using media or being 
online and do not have the chance to ask for help or guidance. There 
is a high correlation between the economic well-being of a family and 
its educational background. The educational background of the par-
ents has a large influence on the ways media are used in a family (see 
Livingstone, Haddon, Görzig, & Ólafsson, 2011b, p. 2). Parents’ formal 
education may be named the “key indicator of socioeconomic status” 
(Paus-Hasebrink, Ponte, Dürager, & Bauwens, 2012, p. 258). However, 
beside socio-economic aspects as income and educational level, the 
socio-emotional conditions in a family also play a major role (see Paus-
Hasebrink et al., 2012; Paus-Hasebrink, 2017, p. 19). Socio-economic 
factors include, inter alia, a lack of financial resources or restrictions in 
the way of living (for example, a lack of healthy food, clothes and spare 
time activities, low formal education, non-prestigious jobs or bad hous-
ing situations). Socio-emotional factors are stable and trustful relation-
ships within the family, strong ties to other important reference persons, 
competent contact persons in case of problems, or effective approaches 
to deal with problems and meet challenges. A serious problem occurs 
in what is termed an “Unskilled Family” (Paus-Hasebrink, Bauwens, 
Dürager, & Ponte, 2013, p. 122, emphasis in original), where parents 
often cannot support their children and their media usage in an appro-
priate way. In these families, “parents have a low educational background 
and SES”, and “the parent-child relationships are characterized by low 
levels of active mediation and a strong tendency to restrictive media-
tion” (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2013, p. 122). At this place, active medi-
ation refers to parents talking to their children about what they do on 
the internet or helping them when something is difficult to do or find on 
the internet. Restrictive mediation refers to parents limiting or restricting 
their children’s internet use.

2.3.3  Social Disadvantages and Media Experiences

In contrast to the importance for the future of our society and of 
media usage and media socialisation among (socially disadvantaged) 
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adolescents, studies on these topics are currently not the main field of 
activity in media and communication research. However, there is aca-
demic evidence on different aspects of the topics that are relevant to 
our research interest. In the following, we will provide a brief overview 
of selected studies that help us to better understand the role of media 
within children’s socialisation, with a particular focus on socially disad-
vantaged children. It has to be emphasised that these studies are quite 
heterogeneous in how they define social disadvantaged and which par-
ticular aspect of the topic they deal with. Therefore our overview cannot 
provide a coherent story; instead we demonstrate the range of relevant 
approaches. In Chapter 3, we will present a comprehensive theoretical 
framework that allows for integrating the different lines of research.

To cover the field, we primarily used two sources: The European evi-
dence database, made available by The EU Kids Online Network (2018), 
and the database concerning media socialisation research at https://
uni-salzburg.at/mediensozialisation (Paus-Hasebrink, von Reinersdorff, 
& Sinner, 2017). In addition, a concurrent literature review was con-
ducted. In order to cover a wide range of studies, including those with 
somewhat marginal topics, we followed a broad approach, using several 
combinations of search terms (see also Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2014, p. 8).

It is striking that a great many studies originate from Southern 
European countries or from such countries with greater social inequality 
as, for example, Brazil or Russia. Simões, Ponte, and Jorge (2013) com-
pared people recruited in a social inclusion centre for vulnerable children 
and adolescents in Portugal to the results of the EU Kids Online data 
set. Concerning skills, they found only minor differences: for example, 
the socially disadvantaged adolescents had less online access at home, but 
they tended to use more entertainment services. A Spanish study con-
ducted by Cabello (2013, p. 62) paid special attention to the impact of 
“segregated and stigmatised neighbourhoods”. Based on a multi-method 
approach he tested their abilities to participate and deal with online 
media—with positive results. However, he highlighted the importance of 
non-family institutions to teach skills and to empower socially disadvan-
taged adolescents. Milioni, Doudaki, and Demertzis (2014) compared 
two parts of a divided country: The Republic of Cyprus/Greek-Cypriot 
community and Northern Cyprus/Turkish-Cypriot community. They 
confirm findings on the positive effect of higher education and age as 
regards experience and skills, but with the unexpected addition that fam-
ily income is not of importance in this context in Cyprus: “In Cyprus, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02653-0_3
https://uni-salzburg.at/mediensozialisation
https://uni-salzburg.at/mediensozialisation
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income does not appear to be related either to access, experience, and 
use the internet [sic!] or to specific activities online” (Milioni et al., 
2014, p. 12). In contrast, in a Dutch study already published in 2006, 
Peter and Valkenburg confirmed the impact of the socio-economic back-
ground, but they underlined the relevance of cognitive resources as well. 
Concerning aspects of the digital divide, they state: “once access gaps are 
bridged, other gaps open, most notably in terms of adolescents’ use of 
the internet […]” (Peter & Valkenburg, 2006, p. 18). Another study on 
digital parenting in Russia conducted by Ravve (2012) shows both, dif-
ferences between higher and lower income families in their use of tech-
nology and tremendous differences within one country relating to access 
and costs: “The gap between wealthy and poor parents is significant not 
only in terms of children’s access to devices, but also in their attitudes 
towards technology. Higher income families tend to see a more pos-
itive impact of the digital media on kids’ development” (Ravve, 2012,  
p. 12). Data transfer rates are high in metropolitan areas like Moscow 
and St. Petersburg but low in rural areas, in particular in the Eastern 
parts of the country, but the relation is reversed when it comes to the 
costs (Ravve, 2012, pp. 5, 21). These findings underline the importance 
of (digital) infrastructure also in more rural areas or such parts of a coun-
try that do not belong to the central or capital area in order to provide 
an equal standard of living. This becomes even more evident when we 
have a look to South America: One rapidly developing country, and 
member of the BRICS-states, is Brazil. However, its infrastructure and 
economic indicators are not yet comparable with the industrialised coun-
tries of Western Europe. A comparison of the ICT Kids Online Brazil 
2012 data (Barbosa & cgi.br, 2013) with the EU Kids Online data set 
reveals that the area where people live and their socio-economic status 
both have a great influence on their access to and use of ICTs in Brazil: 
“Internet access for the lowest socio-economic households was 6%, 
while it was 97% for the highest” (Barbosa, O’Neill, Ponte, Simões, & 
Jereissati, 2013, p. 6). In contrast, three studies from Italy and Turkey 
underline the important role of usage: Marco Gui (2013) compared 
high school students (n = 3634, aged 15–18) and teachers (n = 980) in 
Lombardy and Trentino, two rich regions in the Northern part of the 
country (see also Gui, Micheli, & Tamanini, 2015). The positive impact 
of the parents’ educational and socio-economic background on three 
aspects stood out: the digital literacy of the children, the use of privacy 
setting on social networking sites by the children, the choice of personal 



2 SOCIAL INEQUALITY, CHILDHOOD AND THE MEDIA  29

information to be published on social networking sites. As far as risks 
and opportunities go, a Turkish study conducted by Akbulut, Sahin, and 
Eristi (2010) is very interesting. 1470 representatively chosen teenagers 
(aged 15–18) were interviewed about their online experiences and about 
victimisation through cyber-bullying: “The victimization scores of the 
high-income group were significantly higher than those of the middle-in-
come group, whereas the low-income group was in between and did not 
differ from other groups significantly” (Akbulut et al., 2010, p. 199).  
This could not be explained by their increased internet usage of the 
high-income group, but by their making more frequent use of foreign 
websites. Children with a higher socio-economic background were 
also at more risk in another study, also conducted in Turkey, on inter-
net addiction (Batigün, Kiliç, Akün, & Özgür, 2010). In the United 
States, the study, “Ownership and use of new media” (Lauricella, Cingel, 
Blackwell, Wartella, & Conway, 2014) was conducted among 8- to 
17-year-old children and adolescents nation-wide. It covered different 
internet devices, mobile devices and other forms of newer media tech-
nologies in order to analyse the motivation and the ways of usage of the 
different age groups. The authors are able to demonstrate the diffusion 
of new mobile devices even among younger children and they point out 
that they are avid to make use of them. Furthermore, they prove the 
different functions of internet usage among children and adolescents of 
different age groups, reflecting their interests and motivations. Another 
nationally representative study from the United States, “Opportunity for 
all?” (Rideout & Katz, 2016), is providing a special focus on lower-in-
come families with children attending primary and secondary schools. 
It reported problems with slow internet connections, which is compa-
rable to Russia or Brazil, and connections turned off due to unpaid bills. 
Mobile devices like smartphones and tablets are considered substitutes, 
but they are not suitable when it comes to more complex tasks and 
acquiring digital skills.

The next study has a similar orientation but with a more lifeworld 
oriented focus: The qualitative study conducted in Austria pays atten-
tion to poor children and adolescents (8–15 years) and sets out their 
own perspective on poverty and their living conditions compared to 
other young people, who may be at risk of becoming poor, or to others 
who do not qualify as poor (Einböck et al., 2015). The subjects report 
on different access to activities and locations in their leisure time (for 
example, outdoor activities, sport clubs, youth centres, music schools) 
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(Einböck et al., 2015, pp. 15–16). The poor children and adolescents  
report feeling embarrassed, because their parents are not able to support 
them with money, and furthermore, some of them report becoming vic-
tims of bullying due to their poverty (Einböck et al., 2015, p. 5). More 
detailed, cyberbullying is the specific topic of a German study from 2015 
(Stodt, Wegmann, & Brand, 2015), in connection with internet addic-
tion and online skills. It should be emphasised that this study is not deal-
ing with social disadvantage in general, but the authors present highly 
relevant characteristics and functional mechanisms that are related to the 
usage of internet and social networking sites as well as to internet addic-
tion and victimisation due to cyberbullying. Particularly introverted and 
shy persons tend to use internet and social networking sites more inten-
sively. The authors assume that this might be connected to a higher risk 
for uncontrolled usage. A high level of involvement (active, engaged and 
creative participation online) is likewise a predictor for being at risk of 
becoming internet-addicted. When it comes to cyber-bullying, victims 
tend to more often report timidity, depression and uncertainty in deal-
ing with social contact. These topics are related to a study conducted by 
Marjon Schols (2015) in the Netherlands that deals with the results of 
everyday internet usage among 12- to 18-year-old teenagers: intensive 
usage is able to foster cohesion within peer groups. Being actively online 
on platforms on the internet is also a starting point for political partici-
pation online and offline. However, this study also strongly suggests that 
an adolescent’s higher level of formal education is pointing to a more 
probable interest in cultural and political activities. In Norway, the digi-
tal divide and information literacy among pupils was the topic of a study 
by Ole Edvard Hatlevik and Greta Björk Gudmundsdottir (2013). They 
interviewed 3727 pupils at 50 different middle schools characterised 
by a multi-ethnic student body and relatively high rates of pupils with 
a migration background. New information and communication tech-
nologies were considered as well as “spoken language”, “the number 
of books at home” and the young people’s academic aspiration. Their 
“findings indicate that the number of books at home, the language spo-
ken at home and the students’ academic aspirations explain a very large 
proportion of the variation in information literacy between schools, and 
a considerable part of the variation between students–within–schools”.

In all the studies discussed above, only one country is covered (or 
rather two communities of a divided country in the case of Cyprus). 
Such national research is important, but it is equally important to pay 
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special attention to groups of countries for comparison purposes. Since 
2006, this has been the aim of the EU Kids Online research dealing with 
21, and subsequently 33, countries in Europe (plus affiliated projects 
in additional countries). In order to better understand how the context 
of particular countries shapes the situation of children and adolescents, 
The EU Kids Online Network (2014, p. 8) has proposed five dimensions 
of country-specific characteristics, based on its work over eight years: 
“socio-economic stratification”, “regulatory framework”, “technological 
infrastructure”, “education system” and “cultural values”. In the context 
of poverty and social disadvantage, the economic situation (for example, 
economic growth, labour market, unemployment rates), the concept of 
statehood (for example, political system, social system, responsibilities) 
and the social fabric (for example, harmonious life together, social gap, 
rate of inequality, integration of refugees and migrants) are of prime 
importance: “Countries differ heavily in terms of income, education, 
social welfare and other factors, leading to different perceptions of what 
counts as being socially disadvantaged between, and even within, coun-
tries and regions” (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2014, p. 8).

2.4  conclusIon

(Child) poverty and social disadvantage are not only problems of 
so-called poor countries but also of rich Western societies like Austria 
and Germany. Social disadvantage is in most cases strongly connected  
to lower formal education and worse future prospects. This goes hand-
in-hand with a lack of participation opportunities within society. As 
regards processes of technological and societal change—framed as the 
meta-process of mediatization—we have to consider that socially disad-
vantaged people, in particular children and adolescents, are at risk of fall-
ing further and further behind. Therefore, we need to investigate how 
socially disadvantaged children and adolescents grow up in their specific 
life situation.

As has been shown in the literature review, the majority of the respec-
tive studies deals with differences between socially disadvantaged and 
non-disadvantaged adolescents in terms of internet access, usage and 
skills. Only a few of them take a closer look into the particular situation 
of children and adolescents who grow up in socially disadvantaged con-
texts. From our own research on the role of media for socially disadvan-
taged children and young people, we draw the following conclusions.



32  I. PAUS-HASEBRINK ET AL.

Firstly, mediatization is closely linked to what we call cross-me-
dia. Therefore, we have to ensure we not only pay attention to single 
media usage but also to “cross-media practices” (Hasebrink & Hepp, 
2017, p. 362). In a mediatised cross-media society, doing single-me-
dia research, such as, for example, television research, radio research 
or online research, falls short. We need an integrative approach which 
allows us to answer the questions as to which media services are used by 
young people, how they are combined and why young people make use 
of them (see Vorderer et al., 2015, pp. 272–274). With the concept of 
“media repertoires”, Uwe Hasebrink and Jutta Popp (2006) introduce 
an idea into the debate on how audience studies might capture people’s 
use of various media. Media repertoires reflect “patterns of behaviour” 
and “meaningful practices” (Hasebrink & Dohmeyer, 2012, p. 757). 
Such an approach is able to breathe life into the concept of cross-media 
because it pays the same attention to more traditional media, like TV, 
radio, books and newspapers, as it does to online media or new commu-
nication tools.

Secondly, we have to focus on children and adolescents within the 
context of their lifeworld and their social environment. The central 
question in this respect is how young people make subjective sense of 
media in general and of the specific kinds of content and services they 
use in order to deal with their everyday challenges. We need to reflect 
the interplay between socio-economic and socio-emotional aspects 
of socialisation and to carefully look at children’s and young people’s 
opportunities within their socialisation, which are narrowly connected 
to the social situation where they grow up. Against this background, 
the research question of our study is: How do socially disadvantaged 
life circumstances affect adolescents, their socialisation and their oppor-
tunities to participate in society and which role do media play in this 
context?

In order to answer this question, we developed a theoretical and 
methodological approach which will be presented in Chapters 3  
and 4. As we set out to gain a deeper insight into children’s lives—
embedded in their families and the families’ social situation—we 
decided to conduct a qualitative long-term study with a panel of 
socially disadvantaged children and families, extending from 2005,  
when children were five years old, until 2017, when they were on the 
edge of adulthood.
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