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An international study in 42 coun-
tries inquired children’s perception
of the coronacrisis, their knowledge
on COVID-19 and the role the media
play in this.

The COVID-19 pandemic is causing a
worldwide crisis. Many countries have
closed schools and daycare centers,
canceled events, imposed stay-at-home
orders, and closed borders. Everyday
activities like going to school, doing
leisure activities, and meeting friends
have been canceled and prohibited
with short notice.

A study of 101 children and teens in 13
countries conducted by World Vision
(2020) found that their everyday life
has changed significantly. As schools
are closed, many children report that
social distancing, isolation, and loneli-
ness have caused emotional hardship.
In Germany, interviews with employees
and volunteers of helplines for children
(see Putz in this issue) revealed that
the situation is problematic and the
range of emotional distress is broad.
Likewise, a Chinese study (Liang et al.,,
2020) found that 2 weeks following the
outbreak of COVID-19, 2 out 5 adoles-
cents and adults (14 to 35 year olds)
suffered from psychological problems,
and 14% showed signs of PTSD (Post-
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Traumatic Stress Disorder). A press
release by Save the Children (2020)
summarizing the results of a survey
among 1,002 parents and children in
Germany revealed that 65% of the chil-
dren who responded reported feelings
of boredom and isolation.

Children are dependent on the cir-
cumstances they grow up in, and these
vary widely in different countries. But
as the pandemic is global, it is creating
at least some similar circumstances
across many countries and regions. As
researchers interested in children’s lives
and media engagement, we wondered:
How do children around the world per-
ceive their situations in this pandemic?
What are their levels of knowledge and
emotional statuses with respect to the
coronavirus and crisis? And, what roles
do the media play in their situations?
In this unique situation, the Inter-
national Central Institute for Youth
and Educational Television (1ZI) and
the PRIX JEUNESSE Foundation —
together with over 50 scholars and
producers worldwide — conducted
an international study of children in
relation to COVID-19 and the media.
Our goal was to learn more about the
challenges children are facing in this
time of crisis and their ways of coping
with these challenges.

METHOD

Based on a qualitative pre-study with
20 children between 10 and 15 years of
age in Germany, an international team
developed and revised a questionnaire.
The questionnaire comprised 19
questions, mainly closed-ended, but
also featuring a few open-ended
questions. Our team translated the
questionnaire into 26 languages and
programmed it into an online format
using the SoSci Survey system. The
team then conducted the study in
53 countries, with local teams within
each country sampling and inviting
children between 9 and 13 years of
age to participate, according to ethi-
cal research requirements applying in
each country.

In total, 9,563 children started and
4,267 children finished the online
questionnaire plus 55 children in Cuba
who wrote their answers into a PDF
document. The data collection time
was March 31% to April 26" 2020, i.e.
the high peak of the shutdown in most
countries. Only countries with at least
n=50 children were included in the
analysis. The final sample includes 42
countries on all continents and 4,322
children, with a relatively balanced age



distribution (between 18%
and 21% per age cohort).
The number of children per
country varied between
n=50 and n=698 (see also
map with sample descrip-
tion in this issue).

Please note that the sample
cannot claim to be repre-
sentative: It has a clear
bias towards middle-class,
higher-educated house-
holds since it required
participation from children
with internet access on a
home computer and good
reading skills to fill out the
questionnaire. Neverthe-
less, the results demon-
strate some clear patterns
that can inform parents
and educators, as well as
the work of researchers
and producers of children’s
media.

For our analysis, we statisti-
cally weighed the data
according to gender and
country. We grouped the
countries by world regions,
in consultation with local
partners to ensure we made
the right categorizations,
considering the regions of
each country where the
study had taken place.
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THE RESULTS

III. 1: Children in 42 countries (ages 9-13) were asked how they perceive
the coronacrisis, what they know about COVID-19 and what role the

Children’s situation

media play in this situation

under the shutdown

“I haven't been able to go

out for a long time and it

feels strange to be locked up 24/7”
(boy, Chile, 11)

What has changed?

Most of the children who participated
reported that they no longer attended
school at the time our study was con-

ducted. 6 out of 10 (59%) said they were
doing online schooling; of those who
were not, some reported a lack of in-
ternet access, like in Cuba, or expensive
access, like in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo, while in other cases, on-
line schooling was not offered. Most of
the children reported that they have
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to stay at home and can't
visit friends, except in Cuba
and Taiwan, where this
applied to fewer children.
Half of the children (49%)
said that their parents
don’t go to work anymore.
Only a few reported feeling
sick themselves or having
friends who felt sick.

In their responses to our
open-ended questions,
the children most often
mentioned that they were
bored, missed their friends,
and described feelings of
stress, anxiety, worry, and
frustration. As a nonbi-
nary/gender-diverse child
reported:

“Anxiety issues and no
friends around to help.”
(UK, 12)

A few children described
feeling under stress be-
cause they had to do so
many things, and that the
worst thing was that they
couldn’t get away from it
all:

“That | can’t flee from
home when everything is
getting too much.” (boy,
Austria, 12)

Some have to face
special challenges

The circumstances the
children are living in vary,
and more than 6 out of 10
(63%) reported living in
circumstances that make
their situations even more
critical. More than a quar-
ter of these children reported that they
are an only child with no siblings to play
with; this was particularly common
among the 9-year-olds in our sample,
of whom more than a third (35%) re-
ported beingan only child. More than 1
in 5 children reported living in a home
they perceive as “very loud” and “very
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small,” and they described
that it was difficult for their

Sub-Saharan Africa

Latin/Central America/Caribbean

parents to buy food, and/or
that they lived together with
someone belonging to a risk
group.

When children described
their special challenges,
some mentioned that their
family was facing a difficult
economic situation. For ex-
ample: “My mom’s salaries
are reduced because of the
less income of the company
she is working in.” (girl, Taiwan, 13)
Some named their family itself as chal-
lenge, responding to our question by
just writing the family member’s role
such as “father” or “mother,” writ-
ing “father” much more often than
“mother.” Some children (mainly boys)
wrote about fighting more with their
brothers, and others reported that it
is too crowded at home:

“We have a big family, everybody is at
home now all day, it’s hard to find a
place not to be troubled by someone.”
(boy, Russia, 10)

(n=4,110)

Emotions

More than a third (35%) of the chil-
dren perceived their parents as being
“very worried” about the situation.
The highest numbers in this context
were found in Brazil (75%) and Egypt
(68%), and the lowest numbers in
Denmark (9%) and Austria (9%). This
is similar to the results of a study on
the stress level of adults in differ-
ent countries, in which Denmark is
one of the countries with the lowest
reported stress level among adults
(Travaglino et al., 2020).

We asked our participants to assess
on a 6-point scale how worried they
felt personally. In response, a little bit
more than half of the children (52%)
reported feeling worried at least a bit,
while the other half indicated that
they were not worried (48%). 1 out of
5 children (20%) said they are “very
much worried.”
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[Il. 2: Percentage of children who are “very much worried” on a 6-point scale

We also noted clear differences in
world regions (lll. 2): While in Sub-
Saharan Africa 4 out of 10 children
said they were “very worried,” less
than 1 out of 10 did so in North
America, Oceania and Europe. The
highest percentage was found in
Tanzania (73%).?

The most common fears

Children’s greatest reported fears were
that a family member will fall ill and
that they won'’t be able to visit grand-
parents and other relatives for a long
time. These fears are found worldwide
across our sample to a very similar
extent (Ill. 3).

6 out of 10 children reported being
worried that they themselves fall
ill. The percentage highly differs
between countries and the highest
rate was found in Japan (93%) and

That my family members will get sick.

That | won't be able to visit my
grandparents for a long time.

That our plans for vacation
and parties will be canceled.

That my friends will get sick.

That | miss a lot of school classes/content.
That | will get sick.

That | will be bored at home.

That we will never be able to go back to school.

That my pet will get sick.

0%

Taiwan (86%) and the
lowest in Austria (35%)
and Germany (39%).
Fewer children, however,
were worried that their
pet will getiill.

More children who de-
scribed having to deal
with special challenges
reported feeling fearful
- a difference of up to
10 percentage points —
compared to children
who do not live in a
small, loud and crowded place, for
example.

40% 50%

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT CORO-
NA/COVID-19

Where did the virus appear first?

We asked the children different
questions about their knowledge
on corona/COVID-19. Most chil-
dren (97%) indicated that they
knew the country in which the
virus first appeared, and most of
them (95%) were right, indicating
China. In Cuba, 5 children wrote
into the field “other” another
country: USA. This may be due to
the US embargo, which may make
children think that the USA is the
aggressor and to be blamed for the
current crisis.

40%

20% 60% 80% 100%

lll. 3: The most common fears of children on the subject of the coronavirus (n=4,200)



Vulnerable groups

Regarding the children’s knowledge
on the groups most vulnerable to
COVID-19, 9 out of 10 children (92%)
knew that adults aged 60 years or older
are considered an at-risk group. A little
bit less, but still the majority of the
children (76%), knew that people with
lung diseases are vulnerable. However,
only half of the children knew that
people with diabetes are more vul-
nerable than others. A relatively large
number of children (17%) guessed that
babies are especially vulnerable in this
context, and 12% of them think adults
aged 40 to 59 years are at risk.

Main symptoms

Most children could identify the symp-
toms of COVID-19. 9 out of 10 ticked
the answer “coughing,” and about
8 out of 10 ticked “fever” (83%) and
“breathing difficulties” (79%) as obvi-
ous symptoms. While we found hardly
any age differences with respect to
knowledge on “coughing” and “fever”
as frequent symptoms, the symptom
“breathing difficulties” was a little bit
less known among 9-year-olds (72%)
and better known among 13-year-olds
(82%). More than 1 out of 5 children
(23%) considered “sneezing” a main
symptom of COVID-19.

How to protect yourself and others

Around the topic “How to protect
yourself and others from getting in-
fected?” we offered the children 14 an-
swer choices, 8 of which were right. We
asked the participants to
choose 3 options. Their
most common answers
were “wash your hands”
(90%) and “stay at home”
(70%), followed, at a
considerable distance, by
“keeping distance” (38%),
“cover your mouth and
nose when coughing or
sneezing” (21%), “don’t

touch your face with your hands”
(18%), “avoid crowds” (18%) and “don’t
get too close to sick people” (15%).

Fake news and rumors

In our questionnaire, we also presented
the children 5 statements — 4 rumors
and 1 fact — and we asked them
whether those statements were right
or wrong. 87% of the children correctly
responded that Ibuprofen can’t cure
COVID-19, with no visible age or gender
tendencies in their responses. Mean-
while, although 84% knew that garlic
can’t prevent infection, 16% didn't
know that this is fake news.

8 out of 10 children knew that it is not
true that spraying alcohol or chlorine
all over your body will kill viruses that
have already entered your body, yet 2
out of 10 children didn’t know that this
is misinformation. We found similar
results regarding the rumor that the
coronavirus is spread by a foreign
government as a weapon, with 79%
of the children stating that this is false,
and 21% indicating that it is true. In
this context, the 13-year-old age group
believed this fake news more often
than did the other age-groups (29%).
We also presented a true statement
that several coronaviruses have been
known for years, but that special one
is new. 7 out of 10 children correctly
identified this as a true statement.
The majority of the children surveyed
could identify fake news, but some
could not. Out of the 4,200 children,
1,444 identified all fake news cor-
rectly (34%). Another 1,421 children
gave 1 wrong answer (34%). 18%

M very worried
Answered everything right (n=938)
1 part wrong (n=1,535)

2 parts wrong (n=1,182)

3 parts wrong (n=380)

Answered everything wrong (n=75)

0% 10% 20% 30%

40%

Ill. 4: Percentage of “very worried” children in relation to knowledge
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(748 children) gave 2 wrong answers
and a minority answered 3, 4 or all
fake news incorrectly (3=292; 4=148;
all=147).

Overall, most children demonstrated
some knowledge about the corona-
virus and vulnerable groups, could
identify main symptoms and basic
measures to prevent themselves and
others from getting infected (as far as
medical research knows to date), and
could identify rumors and fake news.
Taken as a whole, our findings in this
area suggest that children aged 9 to
13 would benefit from receiving more
age-appropriate information on the
COVID-19 pandemic. Parents and
teachers could help in this regard, but
we posit that children’s media could
do more to serve this need, as well.
Note that this need is especially noted
among our 9-year-old participants,
who were significantly more likely to
respond with incorrect answers, as
well as participants from Sub-Saharan
Africa and Oceania, who offered the
highest numbers of incorrect answers
(compared with the lowest numbers
found in Europe), suggesting different
levels of informational needs in differ-
ent countries, as well.

Knowledge and worries

When combining our data regarding
children’s knowledge and their fears,
a tendency becomes quite clear: The
children who described themselves
as “very worried” were more likely to
know fewer facts and answer more
questions incorrectly. Meanwhile,
among the children who answered all
the questions correctly,
only 15% described them-
selves as “very worried”;
and of those children who
answered every question
incorrectly, the percentage
of “very worried” children
was 35% (lll. 4).

We found the same
tendencies in relation to
their knowledge of fake

50%
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M total (n=4,124)

TV

Mobile phone
YouTube

Books

Computer
WhatsApp
Tablet (e.g. iPad)
Video games
Neflix

TikTok

0% 10% 20% 30%

IIl. 5: Percentage of children reporting the 3 media they have

been using more since the COVID-19 lockdown

news. The more rumors the children
believed, the more they reported
feeling “very worried.” While this is
a correlation that does not necessar-
ily indicate causality, meaning that
there is a relationship between the
2, but we don’t know if one causes
the other, we can hypothesize from
this pattern that for children, being
well-informed and knowledgeable
may be linked with a reduction in
uncertainty and thus in reduction of
worried feelings.

WHICH MEDIA ARE DEFINITE-
LY USED MORE IN TIMES OF
LOCKDOWN?

Obviously, under the circumstances of
this global pandemic, most children
have to stay at home. In that environ-
ment, many become dependent on
media as sources of or facilitators
of their education, information, and
entertainment.

In their yearly trend report, conducted at
the same time as this study, the market
research company Dubit found that with
children in the UK, the use of television,
smartphones, streaming services and so-
cial media etc. increased by around 15 to
20 percentage points. Parents reported
feeling less concerned about the media
use of their children than they did the
year before (Dubit, 2020).
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For our study, we asked
the children who par-
ticipated to name 3
media (from a list with
21 options) that they
have been using more
during the coronavirus
pandemic. Asillustrated
in Ill. 5, nearly half of the
children (47%) chose
TV, with the 9-year-olds
selecting this option
more often (61%) than
did the 13-year-olds
(39%). Comparing data
internationally, children
in Sub-Saharan Africa
and the Arab/Persian region reported
an increase in TV use the most (79%
and 61%). The highest percentagesina
cross-country comparison were found
in Cuba (91%) and in Tanzania (90%),
where 9 out of 10 children reported
watching more TV now than they had
previously.

THE FUNCTIONS OF MEDIA
IN TIMES OF LOCKDOWN

Children reported 3 major reasons
for turning to media during the
lockdown, as shown in Ill. 6: dealing

| use media more

... when I'm bored

... to be able to talk to my friends on the
phone or online about our shared interests

... to find school stuff

... to know what is going on

... to search for information

... to take my mind off from what’s going on
... when I am lonely

... when | feel sad

... to develop a schedule for my day

... when | feel scared

... to get away from other family members

0%

with boredom; talking to friends and
sharing interests in times of the shut-
down; and finding school materials.
7 out of 10 children reported using
media to access information and to
know what is going on; and 6 out of
10 children reported using media
to take their minds off from what is
going on (escapism). Fewer children
reported using the media to develop
a daily schedule or to get away from
their family. In each of these cases,
reports of using media to fulfil this
function were more common in
older than younger children; girls
more than boys; and children facing
special challenges more than children
without those.

Media to regulate emotions

Media also play a role in regulating
emotions. Half of the children re-
ported using media when they feel
sad. Nearly 6 in 10 reported doing so
when they are lonely, and more than
a third when feeling scared. 8 out of
10 children reported feeling calmed
by communicating with friends and
relatives through social media (e.g.,
Instagram, WhatsApp). Also, from
the children’s subjective perspec-
tives, they reported that watching

100%

20% 40% 60% 80%

Ill. 6: Percentage of children agreeing for what reason they use media more



TV or YouTube relaxed them from
stress.

Studies indicate that while media
can play a great role in children’s
identity work (Gotz, 2014), it may
also contribute to negative effects
such as emotional stress (e.g., Abi-
Jaoude et al., 2020; Hoge et al., 2017),
especially when used too long (e.g.,
MacDool et al.,, 2017). From the chil-
dren’s perspective, however, these
effects are difficult to see. For them,
media serve as information carriers,
facilitate remote schooling, and offer
a “COVID-19-safe” way of staying in
contact with friends. Given media’s
double-edged functions, children
need competencies and media
literacy skills to manage their own
media use.

Media for information about
coronavirus

Nearly half of the children in our
study reported feeling fed up with
news on the coronavirus and stated
that they didn’t want to see, hear
or read anything more about it. We
noted the largest numbers of such
responses in our sample from Iran
(72%), and the lowest in our Singa-
pore sample (15%).

Nearly half of the children who par-
ticipated agreed that news on coro-
navirus scares them. In fact, 4 out of
10 children reported avoiding news
about COVID-19 because they feel
that the news fosters their worries.
We found the highest percentage of
such responses in the Arab/Persian
world (62%) and the lowest in the Asian
region (22%).

At the same time, more than 6 out
of 10 children (65%) stated that they
wished that children’s television
talked more about the coronavirus.
We found the highest such numbers
in Tanzania (92%) and the Dominican
Republic (89%), where the children’s
news Notichicos is the only local
production, the rest is bought-in
entertainment.

SUMMARY: THE NEED FOR
AGE-APPROPRIATE AND
RELIABLE INFORMATION

In this period of lockdown, children
face an extraordinary situation. Many
everyday routines and activities, such
as attending school or participating in
leisure activities, are no longer possible.
Now, children must stay at home. This
sometimes means living in narrow and
loud circumstances, causing much
more tension within families.
One-third of the children in our study
perceived their parents as “very wor-
ried,” and half of the children expressed
feeling worried themselves, with the
biggest fear being the possibility of
COVID-19 infection among family or
friends. Most children demonstrated
a basic knowledge about coronavirus
and how they can protect themselves
and others. Further, most children
could identify rumors and fake news,
although a proportion of the children
we surveyed could not.

Faced with extraordinary times, chil-
dren reported using media more than
before, especially to beat boredom, do
their homework, stay in contact with
friends, get information, and regulate
their emotions. These findings demon-
strate that children’s media are bearing
a great responsibility, serving impor-
tant functions for children during the
COVID-19 crisis.

We wish to emphasize the results
dealing with children’s knowledge
and worries, because we observed a
correlation between more accurate
knowledge about the coronavirus and
fewer reports of feeling “very worried.”
These findings underline that children’s
media have the potential to play an
important role in this pandemic by
helping children to 1) cope with this
special situation in age-appropriate,
readily-understandable ways; 2) de-
velop understandings of responsible
behavior for themselves and towards
others; and 3) to react appropriately
in the given situation.
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NOTES

" Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil,
Canada, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic,
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Denmark, Ec-
uador, Egypt, France, Germany, Iran, Israel, Italy,
Japan, Lebanon, Malaysia, Mexico, Poland, Russia,
Singapore, Spain, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Tur-
key, USA, Dominican Republic, India, New Zealand,
Philippines, Slovenia, South Africa, Syria, Tanzania,
Nigeria, United Kingdom

~

Background circumstances may be, among other
things, inconsistent actions. For example, schools
are closed and the international air traffic is stopped,
yet adults as far as possible still go to work as usual
and use crowded public transport; church services
and funerals still take place. The Tanzanian govern-
ment doubts that protective clothing is effective and
announced that praying was better than wearing
protection masks (Ohikere, 2020).
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