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Most research on children, adolescents, and media (CAM) has been conducted with young 
people from WEIRD families – that is, Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic 
(Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). This relatively homogenous research base belies the 
rapidly changing demographics in many Western countries, where immigration, regional 
moves, and intermarriage are contributing to youth populations that are increasingly diverse, 
not only ethnically and culturally, but also in terms of socioeconomic status. Media producers 
recognize these changes, and are trying to reach (and profit from) these youth populations, 
who in turn are encountering media landscapes that are increasingly fragmented (James, 
2005; Matsaganis, Katz, & Ball-Rokeach, 2011). At the intersections of rapidly diversifying 
media environments and populations, young people are integrating media content into 
their lives in ways that span a broad range of consumption and production behaviors (de 
Block & Buckingham, 2007; Ito et al., 2009).

For the past two decades, children and media researchers have argued for moving beyond 
an exclusivist focus on WEIRD families by exploring children and families of varied race and 
ethnicity (Everett, 2008; Mayer, 2003; Watkins, 2009), socioeconomic status (Clark, 2013; 
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Fisherkeller, 2002), sexual orientation (Gray, 2009), immigrant generation (Katz, 2010, 2014a; 
Madianou & Miller, 2011), and relationship to disability and illness (Alper, 2014; Chalfen & Rich, 
2011). Most of these scholars have conducted inductive research with groups or individuals 
who have previously been marginalized in, or excluded from, the literature. Collectively, they 
have demonstrated why these young people’s experiences deserve serious consideration in 
their own right. This work is crucial, but generally limited to documenting a single group’s 
experiences, rather than offering a holistic picture of how childhood and media differ across 
varied social, cultural, and political contexts.

We consider CAM research that directly or indirectly privileges the values, practices, and 
experiences of middle-class and majority cultures to be aligned with the deficit-based mod-
els that have long informed social scientific research on socially marginalized groups. By 
deficit-based models, we refer to scholars’ tendencies to catalog the disadvantages particular 
social groups face at the expense of considering their strengths, which defines the asset-
based approach. In this essay, we call for reappraisal of deficit-based models in CAM since 
these approaches render any departures from those perceived norms as inherently deviant 
or diminished by comparison.

We discuss how CAM researchers have been moving to correct for these deficit orienta-
tions by gaining insights into the strengths of historically marginalized young people. We 
argue for the importance of doing so alongside sustained analyses into the broader systems 
of oppression and privilege that function in relation to social similarities and differences, also 
known as “intersectionality” (Collins, 1998; Crenshaw, 1991). Intersectional analyses assess 
links between different dimensions of identity, different forms of inequality, and different 
“degrees of marginality” (Murdock, 2002, p. 387), which are aspects of dislocation from mul-
tiple centers of power. Giving full consideration to the identity, inequality, and marginality 
that affect children’s and adolescents’ experiences with media better enables researchers 
and other stakeholders to advance the rights of young people across various forms of social 
distinctiveness.

Deficit-based approaches to studying children, youth, and media

The deficit model has its origins in the early twentieth century, when research on CAM began 
in earnest. This early period was primarily defined by interrogations into how film, radio, and 
television contributed to various social problems and anti-social behaviors (Charters, 1933; 
Comstock, Chaffee, Katzman, McCombs, & Roberts, 1978; Himmelweit, Oppenheim, & Vince, 
1958). Rather than examine how media content might reinforce the racialized, classed, and 
ableist1 framings of problem behaviors that were prominent in the broader social discourse, 
media researchers tended to engage more causal approaches. They asked how media effects 
contributed to socially problematic behaviors, and worked to prescribe ways to circumvent 
this connection (Comstock et al., 1978; Rowland, 1982; Wartella & Reeves, 1985). Parents’ 
influence featured prominently in the solutions they proposed. Consistent with research in 
the broader social sciences at the time, some parents – i.e. poor, immigrant, and non-white – 
were commonly cast as less capable of preventing social deviance in their children (Bernstein, 
2002; Chinn, 2009). Even more pernicious were prevailing opinions at the time that parents 
were in fact the causes of such deviance, leading to efforts to “save” these children from their 
families (Bernstein, 2002; Platt, 2009).
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By the late twentieth century, scholars were working to categorize and measure parents’ 
and teachers’ roles in mitigating the negative effects of media on children, emphasizing the 
importance of good role modeling and both management and oversight of children’s media 
consumption (Barcus, 1969; Dorr, Kovaric, & Doubleday, 1989; Nathanson, 1999; Valkenburg, 
Krcmar, Peeters, & Marseille, 1999). While these scholars did not take the prescriptive and 
problematic views of the early twentieth century, they did see children as inherently vulner-
able and some parents as more capable of protecting them from media influence. Often, 
this resulted in inadvertent “othering” of young people who received less consistent media 
role modeling and mediation from their parents as researchers unfavorably compared them, 
implicitly or explicitly, to families where these desired behaviors were common. These chil-
dren and adolescents included those growing up in households with single working parents, 
immigrant parents, and those being raised in homes impacted by illness and/or disability. 
Since studies rarely accounted for contextual factors in these children’s family lives and 
communities, they emphasized less-privileged family deficits with regard to media use, as 
opposed to identifying potential strengths.

By the late 1970s, scholars in the emerging field of cultural studies had begun to interro-
gate how research into deviance had in turn shaped research agendas on youth and media 
(Cohen, 1973; Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1979). In response, CAM scholars began to 
investigate the social pressures that accompany parental decision-making about their chil-
dren’s media use (Nathanson, 2010; Yang & Schaniger, 2010) and broadened their focus 
to include racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse families and young people in 
their studies (Morley & Brunsdon, 1999; Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1992). These efforts at 
inclusivity were critical to moving the field forward by documenting how contextual factors 
influence media engagement in diverse family structures. However, since many of these 
researchers compared social groups to each other based on assumptions that differences 
are fixed (e.g. racial distinctions), some of their work has inadvertently reinforced essentialist 
notions of social differences.

In recent years, children and media scholars have increasingly challenged both essen-
tialist categories and deficit frameworks in favor of examining the social and cultural con-
ditions by which young people are differentiated. A review of the literature reveals that 
two concepts have been particularly useful, the first being explorations of the intersections 
between social identities through a feminist approach that affirms the relative advantages 
and disadvantages of differing social positions. The second is taking asset—rather than 
deficit-based approaches to researching diverse individuals and families by identifying the 
abilities, agencies, and aspirations individuals draw on in order to address life challenges 
and opportunities (Akom, Cammarota, & Ginwright, 2008; Crenshaw, 1991).

Intersectionality

CAM researchers have increasingly moved beyond documenting difference to considering 
how vectors of social identities operate as spectra rather than binaries, so that it is possible 
to also consider similarities among diverse youth and their media practices. Livingstone 
and Helsper’s (2007) reconceptualization of the so-called digital divide as a continuum of 
digital inclusion/exclusion is one example, as it facilitates consideration of where young 
people are placed in relation to each other with regard to differences in age, gender, class, 
media use, and expertise. Another is Ito et al.’s (2009) conceptualization of diverse young 
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people’s participation with new media as genres of “hanging out,” “messing around,” and 
“geeking out.” Instead of focusing on discrete media activities, these genres represent fluid, 
often convergent ways that young people’s engagement with technology infuses how they 
pursue their interests and invest in their relationships.

In an era of increasing diversity and inequality around the globe, we believe it is crucial 
for CAM scholars to continue the push toward accounting for intersections between over-
lapping forms of social distinction – such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, sexuality, national 
origin, social class, and disability – and how children and parents negotiate these multiply 
marginalized forms of stratification. Intersectionality is a useful lens because young people 
who are privileged within structures of power by virtue of one set of characteristics may 
nonetheless still face discrimination based on others. As Kimberlé Crenshaw argued in her 
famous essay on intersectionality, we need “to account for multiple grounds of identity when 
considering how the social world is constructed” (1991, p. 1245). Furthermore, the advan-
tages or disadvantages that attend particular social characteristics may be compounded 
as they intersect.

Consider, for example, that a financially well-off, native-born family with a child who 
has disabilities experiences both privilege and oppression. On the one hand, this family’s 
social positioning and disposable income makes it possible to access and purchase new 
media technologies designed to assist their child. On the other, this family faces systemic 
challenges that other privileged families do not, but still likely encounters less barriers than 
a low-income family whose child has the same condition. Of course, lived experiences of 
privilege and oppression do not follow simple, additive models, but rather are personally 
interpreted in relation to shifting, contextual variables. This intersectional perspective on 
systems-level complexity enables children and media scholars to more effectively challenge 
what it means to be “normal,” to question if being normal is in fact desirable (or possible), 
and to fully and meaningfully integrate diversity into our collective work.

Moving forward, we offer sociologist Patricia Hill Collins’s (1998) intersectional conceptu-
alization of “visionary pragmatism” (Clark, in press; James & Busia, 1993) for understanding 
how communities of difference pertain to youth, families, and their media connections. 
Collins writes, “Domination succeeds by cutting people off from one another. Actions bring 
people in touch with the humanity of other struggles by demonstrating that truthful and 
ethical visions for community cannot be separated from pragmatic struggles on their behalf” 
(1998, p. 190). Visionary pragmatism supports an intersectional approach to understanding 
diversity among children and families by assessing the commonalities that can build coali-
tions for shaping a common future.

Asset-based scholarship

Consideration of the strengths and assets that children and families bring to their media 
practices is consistent with an intersectional approach. While socially marginalized families 
have long been considered in terms of their challenges – and we are not suggesting that 
these be ignored – a research lens that also works to identify the creative ways that children 
and families work to address those challenges can be revealing.

For example, our own scholarship has revealed that joint media engagement within fam-
ilies is more common in immigrant than native-born families. Joint media engagement has 
been associated with meaningful learning outcomes for parents and children alike (Katz, 
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2014a, 2014b; Stevens & Penuel, 2010). When children harness their relatively greater English 
language proficiency, facility with US cultural norms and popular culture, and capabilities 
with digital technologies, and their parents contribute their greater native language profi-
ciency and adult understandings of what their families need, these collaborative interactions 
have considerable import for family problem-solving. Joint media engagement also enables 
immigrant families’ capabilities to make meaningful connections to US social institutions 
and other local resources (see also García-Sánchez, 2014; Orellana, 2009).

We have also questioned the presumption that middle and upper income families are 
better at fostering critical perspectives in their children, given that lower income families 
demonstrate a more acute awareness of capitalism’s limits (Clark, 2013). Families across the 
economic spectrum make conscious choices about media use that reflect and reinforce 
family priorities. Whereas upper income families tend to focus on individual achievement 
sometimes at the expense of family togetherness (Lareau, 2003), lower income families 
encourage their children to use media in ways that honor parents and that reinforce family 
and cultural ties.

And, we have argued that families strategically alter their media and technology use to 
adapt to their child with a disability, and make family life more harmonious in the process 
(Alper, 2014; Nally, Houton, & Ralph, 2000). Families of children with disabilities develop 
accommodations, or “proactive efforts of a family to adapt, exploit, counterbalance, and 
react to the many competing and sometimes contradictory forces in their lives” (Bernheimer, 
Gallimore, & Weisner, 1990, p. 223). Instead of viewing disability as a stress or non-normative 
demand on the household, these families view it as a strength and positive component of 
their family media use (Maul & Singer, 2009). Such approaches are just a few examples of how 
researchers can consider the assets that differently positioned young people and families 
bring to their tasks of managing media in everyday life.

Conclusion

We have documented the exciting directions that CAM scholars are taking in their research 
with diverse children and families. This work focuses on similarities as well as differences 
among social groups, and considers their assets as well as their challenges. We envision 
that the next stage of CAM scholarship will involve an agenda that continues to challenge 
implicit definitions of “normal” for describing children or families, since the term has long 
been linked with certain kinds of privilege (e.g. able-bodiedness, national origin, and wealth).

More specifically, we anticipate that research in our field will focus more fully not only 
on the full spectrum of young people’s experiences with media and technology, but on 
their rights as well (Livingstone & Bulger, 2014). Young people’s rights to online protection, 
provision of services, and participation in the digital age are often viewed as incompatible 
with the needs of adults, namely liberal interests in free speech and commercial interests in 
market freedom (Livingstone & O’Neill, 2014). The construction and maintenance of these 
adult interests tend to keep young people – especially those outside the middle class and 
majority culture – from fully enjoying these rights.

An emphasis on children’s rights foregrounds a number of important challenges for 
researchers: How can broader access to, and engagement with, media enable historically mar-
ginalized children and families to more fully participate in civic life? How can media support 
skill-building and knowledge among children? How can media support intergenerational 
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connections in families where parents and children differ by virtue of dominant languages, 
cultural tastes, and disabilities? How can media production opportunities enhance young 
people’s sense of empowerment, and enable their efforts to ensure that others are empow-
ered and heard, too?

These questions, and others that animate our research community, take intersectionality 
and an asset-based model as their central concerns. Such efforts move our subfield into an 
exciting era by being responsive to debates around public education, technologies’ influence 
on development and opportunities for children and families, and the needs and concerns 
of emerging majority–minority youth populations globally. These are the reasons why our 
disciplinary area needs to challenge socially constructed notions of normality – because 
being WEIRDly “privileged” is not the norm, neither in the US, nor around the world.

Note

1. � Socially prejudiced against people with disabilities.
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