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| remember a time before the Journal of Children and Media. Sitting in my graduate
school office, holding my first children’s “electronic” book. It was Blue’s Clues themed,
and it had features that encouraged a young user to interact with the story. | watched
as iPod Nano, Nintendo DS, and TickleMeEImo topped holiday wish lists; | remember
news stories about (illegal) music downloads on MySpace, and about how a website -
called Thefacebook - was taking the world by storm. | attended a colloquia where
people discussed concerns about the digital (access) divide, listened to policy makers
bemoan digitization, and | watched as youth eagerly adopted whatever digital product
was marketed to them. This was a time where any work on youth and media was
squeezed into developmental psychology journals (so long as you compared your
findings to non-media), nudged into education journals (so long as your dependent
variable was educational), and if you framed the article just right (hint: focus less on
youth, more on broad theoretical contributions), you could find a home in
a communication journal. Studying youth and media was like trying to shove
a square through a round hole - it required creativity, resilience, and a willingness
to reframe the corners to make it “fit.”

And then, in 2007, came JOCAM. Suddenly, there was a home for our work. It
legitimized the space as a scholarly field of study, and soon other journals began to
make room for us, too. We were lucky. This journal came precisely when the world
was changing - the pivot to a society marked by the digitization of entertainment,
education, health, social life, workplaces, and more — and we would never be the
same. An always connected world, at least for some, shaping the lived experiences of
youth (and all of us) around the world. Scholars that have been published in JOCAM
are major players globally - influencing the policies and legal parameters of youth
media access and use around the world; pushing for the translation between youth
media producers and researchers; calling for a responsible and informed use of
digital data; voicing the need to go beyond WEIRD populations to ensure all youth
are heard; and highlighting the role of cultural understanding when asking how
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youth access, use, and are impacted by technology. JOCAM provided us a space to
share our unique voice - and share we did.

Reflections

Milestone birthdays encourage reflection. A moment to stop and identify successes and
goals for the future. With JOCAM's 18th birthday, this seems an important moment to
reflect on what JOCAM scholars have put forth since the digital society has taken hold. For
me, | see at least three notable trends: (1) a shift to theories which prioritize differential
processes; (2) an incorporation of digital and participatory research methods; and (3)
a focus on children’s skills and rights in the digital space.

Privileging nuance

Before the digital era, the youth and media field discussed differential media selection and
effects, but empirical work did not always analytically address this (Piotrowski &
Valkenburg, 2015). Instead, for example, quantitative effects scholarship tended to control
for individual differences to yield binary conclusions of “YES (or NO) effect for all.”
However, the digital transformation required a change. Consider social media platforms
such as TikTok or YouTube. Both offer video viewing, short-form content, and social
interaction opportunities. Yet, due to differing algorithms and video feed features,
teens’ experiences within these platforms vary dramatically, rendering simplistic yes-or-
no evaluations inadequate.

With such complexity at hand, we saw a rise in new theorizing - in particular, a move to
more-nuanced approaches. Valkenburg and Peter’s (2013) publication of the differential
susceptibility to media effects model is an exemplification of this shift. Cited more than
1000 times, this model highlights how individual differences influence media choice and
processing, resulting in varied susceptibility to media effects. It has been increasingly used
by JOCAM scholars to contribute to the nuanced dialogue on, for example, game violence
and aggression (Fikkers et al., 2016); selfie culture (Teran et al., 2020); digital filters (Maes &
de Lenne, 2022); social media literacy (Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021), and more. And this
is just one example. Across the field, scholars are now carefully considering questions such
as who are the youth that select media; what is the ecosystem they are situated within;
why and how do they select and respond to media; and when are they (not) affected.

Digital & participatory methods

This theoretical shift, advanced by the digital society, has also pushed researchers to rethink
traditional methods and explore how to better understand the youth media space. This has
happened in at least two ways. First, on the quantitative side, we have seen scholars
increasingly questioning the validity of existing (self-report) measures as sole indicators.
To address this, we are seeing an uptick in methods such as experience sampling, personal
data donation, and digital processing measures. Such digital approaches have provided
real-time insight into media-related behaviours and experiences, offering a richer glimpse
into youth's digital media space (cf. Meier et al., 2023) while fore-fronting the importance of
ethics and participant agency (Foucault Welles, 2016).



JOURNAL OF CHILDREN AND MEDIA 41

Second, on the more qualitative side, we have seen change too. JOCAM scholars have
made clear that youth voice is needed throughout the research journey to ensure “our”
understanding reflects their lived reality. Through integrative approaches such as co-
creation and participatory action research, we see youth working together with research-
ers to design, develop, and implement research projects (cf. Tamboer et al., 2024). These
methods are being embraced by many. And for good reason — when done well, these
methods result in more relevant and nuanced findings, engaged participants, empowered
youth, and innovative solutions that are fitting to the lives of today’s youth (Heemskerk
et al., 2024). Even more, when an effort is made to prioritize diverse voices, these
processes can yield more inclusive research journeys — ensuring that the voices of all
are considered, valued, and reflected.

Thriving in the digital world

While theorizing and methodological approaches have evolved, so have the conversa-
tions about what it means to thrive in the digital society. We have moved from conversa-
tions of media literacy to conversations of digital competence - namely, the digital skills
and knowledge necessary to navigate the digital landscape. Scholars, myself included,
have sounded the alarm bell as we witness, globally, that youth (and families) do not have
the competence necessary to thrive in the digital world (de Vries et al., 2024; Rozendaal,
2018). This is an urgent problem, which will only be exacerbated in the years ahead.
Globally, JOCAM scholars are pushing for digital competence to take centre stage -
negotiating social, geo-political, and educational ecosystems to ensure youth have the
tools (and requisite motivation) they need to thrive (cf. Lim & Tan, 2020).

Parallel to this, there has been an important emphasis on protecting and promoting
children’s rights in the digital age (Third et al., 2014). Scholars have signalled the rights of
participation, protection, and provision: youth should be able to engage and express
themselves online; be safeguarded from harm; and have access to the resources and
opportunities that the digital world offers. JOCAM scholars have ensured that youth’s
rights are part of the rising global commitment to creating a better digital space for young
people, and here, | specifically call out the (many) JOCAM’ers that helped shepherd in the
adoption of General Comment 25 in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, most
notably Sonia Livingstone (Livingstone, 2021). As the digital society continues to reshape
childhood, the need to uphold children’s rights within these spaces will only become
increasingly urgent.

Looking ahead

Here's the truth — the urgency to uphold children’s rights and to ensure that youth have
the digital competence needed is one of the crucial challenges we have ahead of us.
Young people are developing in a world vastly different from the generations before
them, and it is our responsibility to do well by them. But we cannot do it alone. Science is
not going to solve this on its own. We need to cut the red tape and engage with digital
media developers and policy makers so that we can advance a responsible tech agenda to
protect children’s rights. The argument that media companies are NOT responsible for
how their technology is used must be changed. It is a choice by companies to allow
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algorithmic recommendations to reflect and reinforce inequalities. It is a choice to build
business models that thrive on engagement-by-design principles. It can also be a choice
to change.

Take recommendation feeds as an example. Presently, media companies rely heavily
on personalized feeds - employing content and collaborative filtering to create an
experience that keeps us in and can - as scholars worry - lead to overuse.
Recommendation feeds are an example of engagement-by-design. And it works. When
you take away this personalization, we spend less time with the content and find it less
meaningful and enjoyable (Dekker et al., under review). But herein lies a tension: sure, we
can advocate for non-personalized feeds as part of a responsible tech agenda, but if it's
not enjoyable, not only will media companies be less interested to meaningfully promote
this but users will also be less interested. Still, | anticipate that we will see more non-
personalized feed options (at least in Europe) thanks to Act 27 of the Digital Services Act.
This act requires that, in Europe, very large online platforms (VLOPS) must explain to users
why certain content is being recommended to them and “ ... make available
a functionality that allows the recipient of service to select and to modify” the recom-
mendations. To follow the letter of the law, | anticipate VLOPS will offer a non-
personalized option. This will not help.

While non-personalized feeds might be a disengagement-by-design strategy, users will
not find it appealing. Can we think different? What if scholars, practitioners, and yes -
media creators — work together to find a way to not only meet the requirement but do so
in a way that's beneficial. We have examples of how to do this. For example, the Youth and
Families Advisory Committee to YouTube, consisting of global experts,' developed a set
of content quality principles for YTKids that influence algorithmic promotion and demo-
tion. Impact data is impressive — viewership of high-quality content increased by over 45%
in the YouTube Kids app. We can do more of this, while still maintaining academic
integrity. Collaboration is not the antithesis of academic integrity. In the space of recom-
mendation feeds, | am inspired by journalism scholars who are calling for diversity-by-
design to ensure we are not lost in rabbit holes. These scholars are suggesting recom-
mender system personas whereby options are not simply personalized or not but are
tailored to the needs of users and balanced by the needs of a well-functioning society
(Harambam et al., 2019). We could do the same for youth - keeping in mind one key
tenet - youth at the centre. They should be at the table with us, thinking along about how
to create a space that truly supports them. This will help.

And, as we work to ensure the digital space respects the rights of young people, we
must find ways to close the gaps on digital competence. The digital landscape is evolving
at breakneck speed, and we cannot stand idly. Proactivity is not just an ideal; it's
a necessity. | am not the first scholar to call for proactivity (cf. Lemish et al., 2016).
| recognize the barriers: funding calls that react to yesterday's crises, publication norms
that prioritize statistical significance over exploratory leaps, and systems that reward low-
risk research at the expense of innovation. But these challenges cannot be excuses. We
need scholarship that doesn’t just describe problems but leads the way in solving them in
a sustainable way.

So here is my challenge, dear (senior) JOCAM colleagues: if you are in the position to
take the proactive approach that drives meaningful change and supports the next
generation - take it. Prioritize identifying what digital competence must or might look
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like in the future. Listen to youth voices, and let them shape the questions we ask and the
solutions we pursue. Be nuanced. Embrace digital and participatory methods that break
the boundaries of traditional research. Integrate media developers and policy practi-
tioners from the outset and hold them accountable for their role in creating ethical and
inclusive digital spaces. And bring early-career scholars with you. Mentor and advocate for
them. Recognize the challenges they face: an environment where science is under attack,
funding is scarce, academic precarity is rising, and expectations for impact and produc-
tivity are constant. They need us to stand with them as allies who actively work to ease
these burdens and champion their contributions.

And to early-career researchers: your path will likely demand more than traditional
research skills. | expect that advocacy, collaboration with practitioners, and interdisciplin-
ary networks will become increasingly essential. Start small. Seek out mentorship from
those already navigating these spaces. Don't be afraid to explore unconventional ave-
nues. And to all of us: let’s be okay with failing in the pursuit of thriving. High risk, high
gain, right?

Concluding thought

| still have the very first issue of JOCAM in my office. It is well-loved, tattered and coffee-
stained. It's a piece of history for me. It's the moment we had a home. And now, it’s time to
make new history. We need to lean in to ensure that children can thrive tomorrow. We
want future scholars, when JOCAM celebrates its middle-age birthday, to look at what we
did and say “wow, they did that.” | know it won't be easy, but if we can build a field of
study together, | think we can do this. Happy Birthday, JOCAM. Thank you for letting me
be a small part of your history.

Note

1. In full transparency, | also sit on this advisory committee.
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