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Keeping up with the changing face of media in this country can leave the casual 

observer breathless. Not only is everything constantly changing, but the pace of change 

is accelerating as well. Media devices are simultaneously becoming bigger and smaller,  

portable and more built-in. New homes come complete with special nooks for over-

sized TV screens and home entertainment centers, while new cars come with personal 

TV screens in the back of each seat. The amount of media a person used to consume 

in a month can be downloaded in minutes and carried in a device the size of a lipstick 

tube. Today we get movies on cell phones, TVs in cars, and radio through the Internet. 

Media technologies themselves are morphing and merging, forming an ever-expanding  

presence throughout our daily environment. Cell phones alone have grown to include video 

game platforms, e-mail devices, digital cameras and Internet connections.

Generation M: 
M E D I A  I N  T H E  L I V E S  O F  8 – 1 8  Y E A R - O L D S  

This ever-changing media whirl presents a host of 

questions, particularly with regard to young people. 

Questions range from broad societal issues (what does it 

mean for the nature of childhood? or to interpersonal and 

familial connections?) to health concerns (what about the 

impact of ever more graphic sex and violence? or the link 

to childhood obesity?) to issues of cognitive development 

(can new media offer educational content in an appealing 

and effective format? or do they distract from more sub-

stantive pursuits such as reading and homework?). Do 

media stifle or inspire creativity in young people? Empower 

or disenfranchise them? Offer powerful tools for health 

education, or model unhealthy habits? 

We can’t even begin to address these questions— 

or to ask the many others we should be discussing—

without first establishing just what role media play in 

young people’s lives. Traditionally, data about children’s 

media use have been in the domain of marketers and 

media companies, the result of proprietary surveys  

conducted for commercial purposes and not available to 

the broader public. 

To help spur a national dialogue—involving policy-

makers, parents, consumer groups, media companies, 

educators, marketers, public health organizations, and 

young people themselves—there needs to be publicly 

available, reliable, and objective data documenting the 

patterns and trends of media use among young people. 

Introduction
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This report attempts to provide those data. It is 

based on a large (2,032) national sample of 3rd- to 12th-

graders (8–18 years old), conducted via anonymous written 

questionnaires of about 40 minutes in length, focusing in 

detail on media use the prior day. The study also included 

nearly 700 (694) young people who completed a detailed 

seven-day diary of their media use in addition to the ques-

tionnaire. The survey and diaries attempt to document the 

following: 

• Which media young people use

• The duration of use

• With whom they use media

• Where kids use media

• What media genres or activities they prefer

• What rules, if any, govern their use of media

• What their home media environment is like

• What relationships, if any, exist between their use  

of various media and their relations with their  

parents, the grades they get, their overall contented-

ness, and the amount of time they spend with other 

media and in other activities such as homework or 

exercise. 

This executive summary provides the key findings 

from the survey and draws some brief conclusions. A fuller 

discussion of the findings, a complete set of tables, and a 

copy of the survey questionnaire and diary are available 

in the full report from which this summary is drawn. All 

findings presented here concern children age 8–18, unless 

otherwise specified. 

MUSIC TV VIDEO GAMESMOVIES MAGAZINESINTERNET
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1
Y O U N G  P E O P L E  T O D A Y  L I V E  M E D I A - S A T U R A T E D  L I V E S ,   

S P E N D I N G  A N  A V E R A G E  O F  N E A R L Y  

6 1/2  H O U R S  A  D A Y  ( 6 : 2 1 )  W I T H  M E D I A .

Across the seven days of the week, that amount is the equivalent of a full-time job, 

with a few extra hours thrown in for overtime (441/2 hours a week). Indeed, given that about 

a quarter (26%) of the time young people are using media, they’re using more than one 

medium at a time (reading and listening to music, for example), they are actually exposed to 

the equivalent of 81/2 hours a day (8:33) of media content, even though they pack that into 

less than 61/2 hours of time. 

TV and music are the dominant youth media, with 

young people spending an average of three hours a 

day watching TV (nearly four hours (3:51) when videos, 

DVDs, and prerecorded shows are included), and about 

13/4 hours a day (1:44) listening to the radio or to CDs, 

tapes, or MP3 players. Interactive media come next, with 

young people averaging just over one hour a day on the 

computer (1:02) outside of schoolwork, and just under 

50 minutes a day (0:49) playing video games. Reading is 

close behind, at an average of 0:43 a day spent reading 

books, magazines, or newspapers for something other 

than schoolwork.

The 61/2 hours a day devoted to media compares to 

about 21/4 hours (2:17) spent hanging out with parents, 

almost 11/2 hours (1:25) spent in physical activity each 

day, just under one hour (0:50) spent doing homework, 

and about 1/2 hour (0:32) spent doing chores (data on 

homework and chores were collected among 7th- to 12th-

graders only; it should be noted that all figures are aver-

ages across seven days of the week). 

Key Finding
T I M E  S P E N T  W I T H  M E D I A
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Which Media Young People Use

In a typical day, percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who…

10

81

74

68

54

47

47

46

41

39

35

34

21

13

Watch TV

Play handheld video games

Read a newspaper

Watch prerecorded TV

Go to a movie

Use a computer

Listen to a CD/tape/MP3

Listen to the radio

Read a magazine

Read a book

Play console video games

Watch videos/DVDs

Go online

0% 20% 30 40% 50 60% 70 80% 90 100%

Time Spent With Media
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Note: Due to overlapping media use, these figures cannot be summed. Average times are among all young people, not just those who used a particular medium that day.
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Time Spent in Non-Media Activities

Average amount of time young people spend per day…

Most Popular Media Activities

In a typical day, percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who spend more than an hour…

†Data collected among 7th- to 12th-graders only. All other results are among all 8- to 18-year-olds.
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Y O U N G  P E O P L E  H A V E  A C C E S S  T O  A N  U N P R E C E D E N T E D  

A M O U N T  O F  M E D I A  I N  T H E I R  H O M E S ,  T H E I R   

B E D R O O M S ,  A N D  T H R O U G H  P O R T A B L E  M E D I A  D E V I C E S .  

2Key Finding
M E D I A  I N  T H E  H O M E

The typical 8- to 18-year-old lives in a home with an average of 3.6 CD or tape players, 

3.5 TVs, 3.3 radios, 2.9 VCRs/DVD players, 2.1 video game consoles, and 1.5 computers. 

Indeed, one in four (24%) live in homes with five or more TVs, half (53%) live in homes with  

three or more VCRs/DVD players, half (56%) have two or more video game players, and one-

third (34%) live in homes with a digital video recorder. Cable or satellite TV service is widely 

available (more than eight in ten young people have one or the other), and a majority of youth 

(55%) get premium channels such as HBO at home. 

In many young people’s homes, the TV is a constant 

companion. Two-thirds (63%) live in homes where the TV 

is usually on during meals, and half (51%) live in homes 

where the TV is left on most of the time, whether anyone 

is watching it or not. 

Many young people have to go no further than their 

own bedrooms to access these media. Two-thirds (68%) 

have a TV in their bedroom, half have a VCR/DVD player 

(54%) and a video game player (49%), and nearly one-

third (31%) have a computer in their room. Boys are more 

likely than girls to have a TV (72% vs. 64%), VCR (59% vs. 

49%), video game console (63% vs. 33%), and computer 

(35% vs. 26%) in their bedroom. 

And when they leave home, many young people carry 

their media with them: almost two-thirds have a portable 

CD, tape, or MP3 player (65%), and half (55%) have a 

handheld video game player.
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Media in the Home

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who live in homes with…

Media in Children’s Bedrooms

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds with bedrooms containing…
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Portable Media Ownership

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who have their own…

Household TV Orientation 

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who live in homes where…
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C H I L D R E N  W I T H  E A S Y  A C C E S S  T O  M E D I A  T E N D  T O  

S P E N D  M O R E  T I M E  U S I N G  T H O S E  M E D I A .

3Key Finding
 I N F L U E N C E  O F  B E D R O O M  A N D  H O U S E H O L D  M E D I A  E N V I R O N M E N T

Young people who grow up in TV-oriented homes or with TVs or game consoles in their 

bedrooms spend more time watching TV and playing video games, and less time reading. For 

example, those with a TV in their room spend almost 11/2 hours (1:27) more in a typical day 

watching TV than those without a set in their room. Statistical tests indicate that differences 

between those with and without bedroom media remain even when holding age, gender, 

race, or socio-economic status constant.

Of course, it may be that children who already 

watch more TV are the ones who end up getting a TV in 

their bedroom (perhaps their parents were sick of them 

monopolizing the family room set), but it may also be that 

the ready access to a television set increases children’s 

viewing time. 
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Relationship of Bedroom Media to Time Spent Using Media

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds with and  
without bedroom media spend per day…

TV in
bedroom

WATCHING TV READING USING COMPUTERS PLAYING VIDEO GAMES

No TV in
bedroom

TV in
bedroom

No TV in
bedroom

Computer in
bedroom

No computer
in bedroom

Video game
console

in bedroom

No video 
game console

in bedroom

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

4 hours

2:04b

0:38a

0:54b

1:30a

0:47b 0:47a

0:15b

3:31a

3 hours

Relationship of Household TV Orientation to Time Spent With Media

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds from high and low  
TV orientation households spend watching TV per day…

TV on “most” of the time TV on “some/little/never”
0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

4 hours

2:30b

3:37a

3 hours

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.

Note: Results with a different superscript differ significantly.
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Y O U N G  P E O P L E  W H O  S P E N D  T H E  M O S T  T I M E  W I T H  M E D I A  

A L S O  R E P O R T  S P E N D I N G  M O R E  T I M E  W I T H  T H E I R  PA R E N T S ,  

B E I N G  P H Y S I C A L LY  A C T I V E ,  A N D  P U R S U I N G  OT H E R  H O B B I E S .  

4Key Finding
M E D I A  U S E  A N D  T I M E  S P E N T  I N  O T H E R  A C T I V I T I E S  

Contrary to most expectations, it does not appear that spending time with media takes 

away from the time children spend in other pursuits; in fact, it seems that those young 

people who spend the most time using media are also those whose lives are the most full 

with family, friends, sports, and other interests. 

Indeed, those young people who spend the most 

time watching TV (the 20% who watch for more than five 

hours a day) also reported spending more time with their 

parents than any other group (2:42, or 0:33 more than 

light TV users), indicating perhaps that that’s how kids 

and their parents spend time together. In fact, the propor-

tion of time the diary respondents in this study reported 

watching TV with their parents went up from 5% of total 

TV-watching time in 1999 to 32% in 2004. 

On the other hand, it’s unclear how much real inter-

action occurs between parents and their children when 

they’re watching TV together. Young people who live in 

homes where the TV is usually on during meals or is simply 

left on most of the time are less likely to say they talk their 

problems out with their parents than are other kids (32% 

of those from homes where the TV is usually on during 

meals say it’s “not at all” like them to talk their problems 

out with their parents, compared to 20% of all other kids; 

and 34% of those in homes where the TV is “usually” left 

on say the same, compared to 21% of all others).

One activity in which heavy TV users spend less time 

engaged is homework (0:19 less per day than light TV 

users). What the survey can’t tell us is the direction of this 

relationship: it may be that those young people who don’t 

have much homework in any given day spend that extra 

time watching TV. On the other hand, it may be that those 

youngsters who spend a lot of time watching TV end up 

having less time to devote to their homework. 

Given the national interest in childhood obesity, it is of 

particular interest to note that there does not appear to be 

any difference in the amount of time children report spend-

ing in physical activity between the heavy and the light TV 

users, or between those who spend the most time with all 

forms of media and those who spend less time with media. 
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Media Use and Time Spent in Other Activities

Average amount of time light, moderate and heavy media users spend per day…

Light

WITH PARENTS IN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY DOING CHORES†PURSUING HOBBIES DOING HOMEWORK†

Moderate
0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

3 hours

Heavy

2:16b

2:35b

Light Moderate Heavy

1:21a

1:42b

1:21a

Light Moderate Heavy

1:18b

Light Moderate Heavy

0:45

Light Moderate Heavy

0:31a
0:39b

0:29a

1:57a

0:52a 0:56a
0:520:49

TV Use and Time Spent in Other Activities

Average amount of time light, moderate and heavy TV users spend per day…

Light

WITH PARENTS IN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY DOING CHORES†PURSUING HOBBIES DOING HOMEWORK†

Moderate
0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

3 hours

Heavy

2:11a

2:42b

Light Moderate Heavy

1:21

1:34
1:25

Light Moderate Heavy

1:07b

Light Moderate Heavy

0:38b

Light Moderate Heavy

0:31
0:360:32

2:09a

1:03ab

0:54a
0:48ab

0:57a

† Asked of 7th- to 12th-graders only. 

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. For results based on the total sample, the bottom 18% of respondents were classified as “light” 
media users, and the top 20% were classified as “heavy” users. For results based on 7th–12th graders only, 16% were considered “light” users and 19% “heavy” users.

† Asked of 7th- to 12th-graders only.

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. Those who watched 1 hour or less in a typical day (34% for the total sample, 37% for  
7th- to 12th-graders only) were classified as “light” users, and those who watched more than 5 hours per day (20% for the total sample, 18% for 7th- to 12th-graders only)  
were classified as “heavy” users.
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T H E R E  A R E  S O M E  S I G N I F I C A N T  D I F F E R E N C E S  I N  T H E  

A M O U N T  O F  T I M E  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  S P E N D  W I T H  D I F F E R E N T  

T Y P E S  O F  M E D I A ,  B A S E D  O N  A G E ,  G E N D E R ,  A N D  R A C E .  

5Key Finding 
D E M O G R A P H I C  D I F F E R E N C E S  I N  M E D I A  U S E

Older teens spend more time listening to music and using the computer, while their 

video game-playing and TV-watching goes down. Boys spend more than twice as much time 

playing video games as girls do, while girls listen to more music than boys. And African 

American youth spend far more time watching TV, going to movies, and playing video games 

than White youth do. 

Differences in Media Use by Age

Average amount of time young people spend per day…

PLAYING VIDEO GAMES LISTENING TO MUSIC USING COMPUTERS WATCHING TV
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1 hour
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0:52a

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.
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Differences in Media Use by Race

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds spend per day…

PLAYING VIDEO GAMES WATCHING MOVIESWATCHING TV
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Differences in Media Use by Gender

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds spend per day…
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Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.
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T H E  M A J O R I T Y  O F  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  S AY  T H E I R  PA R E N T S  

D O N ’ T  I M P O S E  A N Y  R U L E S  O N  T H E M  R E G A R D I N G  T H E I R  

U S E  O F  T V,  V I D E O  G A M E S ,  M U S I C ,  O R  C O M P U T E R S .  

6Key Finding
P A R E N T A L  R U L E S  A B O U T  M E D I A  U S E  

About half (53%) of all 8- to 18-year-olds say their families have no rules about TV 

watching. Forty-six percent (46%) say their families do have some rules, including 20% who 

say their rules are enforced most of the time, while the rest say their rules are enforced either 

some of the time, a little of the time, or never. Among the youngest children in the study  

(8- to 10-year-olds) just over half (55%) said there were TV rules in their home.

Seventh- to twelfth-graders in this study were asked 

more detailed questions about media rules. The most 

common rule is to have to do homework or chores 

before watching TV (36% of 7th- to 12th-graders report 

having such a rule). Beyond that, parents appear to be 

most likely to regulate their children’s computer use. For 

example, when it comes to setting rules about the media 

content their kids consume, 23% have rules about what 

their kids can do on the computer, compared to 16% who 

set limits about the type of music their kids can listen 

to, 13% who have rules about which TV shows children 

can watch, and 12% who restrict the type of video games 

they can play (among 7th- to 12th-graders who have the 

relevant medium in their homes). For all the public contro-

versy about video game content, only 5% of older teens 

(age 15–18) say their parents have imposed any limits on 

which games they can play, while about one in four (25%) 

younger teens (age 11–14) says the same. 

Similarly, parents are more likely to restrict the 

amount of time their kids can spend on the computer 

(23%) than playing video games (17%) or watching TV 

(14%), despite the fact that young people spend an average of 

two more hours per day watching TV than using computers 

(among 7th- to 12th-graders who have each medium).

Parents are also more likely to avail themselves of 

the tools to help them monitor their children’s computer 

use: 25% of 7th- to 12th-graders with a computer at home 

say it has a filter or parental controls on it, while only 6% 

say their parents use parental control technology for the 

TV (e.g., the V-Chip). Fourteen percent (14%) say their par-

ents check the parental advisories on music, while 10% 

say they make use of the advisories on video games.
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TV Rules

Percentage of young people who say their parents have…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Rules about which TV
shows they can watch

Rules about doing homework
or chores before watching TV

No rules about TV

Rules about how much
TV they can watch

Any rules about TV

Rules about TV that are
enforced most of the time

Rules about TV that are enforced
some, a little or none of the time

36

13

53

14

46

20

23

†

†

†

Media Rules About Time and Content

Among 7th- to 12th-graders with each medium, percentage who say they have rules about…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

How long they can use
the computer

Which TV shows they
can watch

How long they can play
video games

How much TV they can watch

What they can do on the
computer

What kind of music they
can listen to

Which video games they can play

23

13

17

14

23

16

12

TIME

CONTENT

Parents who impose rules and stick to them get 

results, at least in terms of how much time young people 

devote to media. Kids in homes with TV rules report 

almost two hours less (1:50) daily media exposure than 

kids from homes without rules. For example, among all 8- 

to 18-year-olds, kids whose parents have rules about TV 

and enforce them “most” of the time spend an average of 

0:38 less a day watching TV, and 0:16 more a day reading 

than kids without rules about TV. Seventh- to twelfth-

graders with rules about how much time they can spend 

watching TV spend one hour less each day watching TV. 

† Among 7th- to 12th-graders only.
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Parental Controls

Among 7th- to 12th-graders with each medium, percentage who say their parents…

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Check the rating on
video games

Use parental controls or
filters on their computer

Check the parental
advisory on music

Use the V-Chip

25

14

10

6

Effect of Media Rules

Average amount of time 7th- to 12th-graders with and without  
time-based media rules spend per day…

WATCHING TV USING COMPUTERS

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

4 hours

3 hours

No rules Rules

1:271:23

No rules Rules

1:55b

2:58a

PLAYING VIDEO GAMES†

No rules Rules

0:20b0:32a

† Console only.

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. 

Avoiding Parental Oversight

Percentage of 7th- to 12th-graders who say they have ever…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Listened to music their
parents didn’t want them to

Played the Grand Theft
Auto video game

Pretended to be older
to get into a Web site

Played a video game their
parents didn’t want them to

Gone to an R-rated movie
without their parents

31

20

11

65

45

†

† Among all 8- to 18-year-olds.
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YO U N G  P E O P L E ’ S  U S E  O F  “ N E W ”  M E D I A  S U C H  A S  CO M P U T E R S  

A N D  V I D E O  G A M E S  D O E S  N O T  S E E M  T O  D I S P L A C E  T H E I R   

U S E  O F  “ O L D ”  M E D I A  S U C H  A S  T E L E V I S I O N  A N D  M U S I C .  

7Key Finding
N E W  V S .  O L D  M E D I A  

Many observers have expected that as more teens spend time playing video games or 

going online, their TV viewing will start to decline. In fact, those young people who are the 

most avid users of computers and video games are the same kids who are spending the most 

time watching TV. 

For example, kids who spend the most time using 

computers in any given day (the 16% who spent more 

than two hours) watched more TV (0:55 more), played 

more video games (0:27 more), and listened to more 

music (1:10 more) than the kids who didn’t use a com-

puter that day. Likewise, those who spend the most time 

playing video games also spend more time using every 

other medium than do the kids who don’t play video 

games at all. 

Of course, it is possible that these computer users 

and video game-players would have spent even more time 

watching TV if they hadn’t had these other media options, 

but they are certainly consuming more TV and music than 

their peers.
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TO DAY ’ S  YO U T H  A R E  M A S T E R S  O F  M U LT I TA S K I N G .

8Key Finding
M E D I A  M U L T I T A S K I N G  

About a quarter (26%) of the time young people are using one medium, they’re doing 

something else media-related at the same time (such as listening to music while using the 

computer, or watching TV while reading a magazine). 

Homework has also become a magnet for multitask-

ing, with many young people failing to devote the kind of 

single-minded attention for which their teachers might 

hope. Just under one-third (30%) of young people say 

they either talk on the phone, instant message, watch TV, 

listen to music, or surf the Web for fun “most of the time” 

they’re doing homework. Another third (31%) say they do 

so “some” of the time. 

Media Multitasking

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who say they use another media  
(TV, computers, print or music) “most” of the time while…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Listening to music

Reading

33

28

Watching TV 24

Using computers 33
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TH I S  G E N E RAT ION I S  L ARG E LY HAPP Y AN D W E LL-ADJ U ST ED,  

B UT THOS E W HO AR E LE A ST CONT E NT O R G E T TH E POO R E ST 

G RADE S S PE N D MO R E T I M E W ITH VI DEO G AM E S  

 AN D LE S S T I M E R E ADI NG THAN TH E I R  PE E RS.

9Key Finding
M E D I A  U S E ,  G R A D E S ,  A N D  C O N T E N T M E N T  

Most young people indicate that they have lots of friends, get good grades, aren’t 

unhappy or in trouble often, and get along pretty well with their parents. 

But the 18% of young people who are lowest on a 

scale of “contentedness” spend more time using media 

than their most highly contented peers (9:44 vs. 8:07 in 

total media exposure1 ). For example, those who are least 

content spend close to a half hour more a day listening 

to music (0:26) and 0:19 more playing video games than 

the most content young people. Likewise, those with the 

lowest grades spend more time playing video games (1:06 

vs. 0:48) and less time reading (0:29 vs. 0:46) than those 

with the best grades (although the amount of time they 

spend with TV or computers is not related to grades). Of 

course, these data cannot tell us whether heavy media 

use contributes to a sense of discontent and poor grades, 

or vice versa. 

Media Use and Grades

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds with high, moderate and low grades spend per day…

WATCHING TV USING COMPUTERS PLAYING VIDEO GAMES READING

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

4 hours

3 hours

High Moderate Low

3:073:06

High Moderate Low

0:58 1:031:05

High Moderate Low

1:09b
0:48a 0:46a

High Moderate Low

0:29b0:39ab0:46a

3:03

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.
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Contentedness 

Percentage of young people who say each description is a lot or somewhat like them

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Have lots of friends

Get into trouble a lot

Get along well with parents

Are often bored

Have been happy at school
 this year

Are often sad and unhappy

88

25

86

52

75

30

35

16

38

42

30

11

22

33

53

48

9

19

A lot like them

Somewhat like them

1 
Media exposure sums the time spent with each medium; but since a quarter of that time is spent using more than one medium at a time, the actual number of hours 

out of the day spent using media is lower (for example, 6:21 among all 8- to 18-year-olds, on average, compared to an average of 8:33 of total media exposure). 

Media Use and Contentedness

Average amount of time high, moderate and low contented  
8- to 18-year-olds spend per day…

TOTAL MEDIA EXPOSUREWATCHING TV PLAYING VIDEO GAMES LISTENING TO MUSIC

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

10 hours

9 hours

8 hours

7 hours

6 hours

5 hours

4 hours

3 hours

High Moderate Low

9:44b

8:07a

High Moderate Low

3:02
3:25

2:57

High Moderate Low

0:56b
0:37a 0:49b

High Moderate Low

2:02b

1:42a
1:36a

8:22b

Note: Results in any one cluster with a different superscript differ significantly.
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T E L E V I S I O N  R E M A I N S  B Y  F A R  T H E  D O M I N A N T  M E D I U M   

F O R  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  T O D AY ,  B U T  S O M E  T H I N G S  A B O U T   

HOW  T H E Y  W A T C H  T V  M AY  B E  C H A N G I N G .  

10Key Finding
T E L E V I S I O N

More youth tune in to cable TV each day than to broadcast, many are time-shifting  

their TV viewing through digital video recorders (DVRs), and others are going online in  

conjunction with the TV shows they’re watching. 

Young people spend an average of three hours a day 

watching TV, and close to four hours a day (3:51) when 

videos and prerecorded shows are included. TV-watching 

time is highest among younger kids: 8- to 10-year-olds 

spend more than four hours a day (4:10), including videos 

and recorded shows. 

In any given day, two-thirds (69%) of all young people 

watch cable TV, while just under half (49%) watch broadcast 

(a nearly exact reversal of the situation in 1999, when 69% 

watched broadcast TV and 50% watched cable). A sizeable 

number of youth say they’re usually doing something else 

at the same time they’re watching TV, such as eating, doing 

homework, or talking on the phone (40% say they’re doing 

something else “most” of the time while watching). In a 

typical day, 35% of kids who watch TV say they watch with 

someone else either none of the time (17%) or only a little 

of the time (18%). On the other hand, 40% say their parents 

usually know what they’re watching. 

New digital video recorders may be changing how 

young people watch TV. One-third (34%) say they have 

a DVR such as TiVo in their homes, and those who do 

also reported spending about ten minutes more each day 

watching prerecorded TV than other kids (0:21 vs. 0:11). 

Another change in the way young people watch TV 

has to do with the inter-relatedness of computers and 

television. One in four (28%) youth say they “often” (10%) 

or “sometimes” (18%) go online while watching TV to do 

something related to the show they’re watching. And the 

potential is there for this trend to grow: 60% of those with 

computers at home say their sets are located where they 

can watch TV while using the computer. 

Sitcoms are the most popular genre among young 

people today, with more than one-third (37%) tuning in to 

a sitcom each day. Educational shows and children’s pro-

grams are popular among younger kids, with nearly half 

of 8- to 10-year-olds watching in any given day (47% and 

45%, respectively). Other popular genres include movies, 

reality shows, and entertainment/variety shows. Girls are 

more likely to watch sitcoms (41% vs. 32%), and boys are 

more likely to watch sports (19% vs. 5%). 
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Time With TV

Average amount of time young people spend watching TV, per day, by age

ALL AGES 8–10 AGES 11–14

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

5 hours

4 hours

3 hours

3:51

3:04

AGES 15–18

TV TV/video/
recorded TV

4:10

3:17

TV TV/video/
recorded TV

4:02

3:16

TV TV/video/
recorded TV

3:20

2:36

TV TV/video/
recorded TV

TV Genres

Among 8- to 18-year-olds who watch TV in a typical day, percentage who watch…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Comedy

Music video

News magazine

News

Talk show

Movie

Children’s

Educational children’s

Entertainment/variety

Drama

Sports

Documentary

Reality

Game show

Soap opera

37

25

24

22

17

16

15

12

11

8

8

6

5

3

1
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L I S T E N I N G  T O  M U S I C  C O N T I N U E S  T O  B E  H U G E LY   

P O P U L A R ,  E S P E C I A L LY  A M O N G  O L D E R  K I D S ,  B U T  HOW   

T H E Y  L I S T E N  T O  M U S I C  I S  C H A N G I N G ,  W I T H  M P 3  P L AY E R S  

A N D  I N T E R N E T  R A D I O  J O I N I N G  T H E  M I X .  

11Key Finding
M U S I C  

In any given day, more than eight out of ten (85%) young people listen to music. On  

average, 8- to 18-year-olds spend 13/4 hours (1:44) a day listening to the radio or to CDs, tapes, 

or MP3s, with older teens (15- to 18-year-olds) spending nearly 21/2 hours (2:24) a day. 

Almost all young people (98%) have a radio and a CD 

or tape player at home, and the vast majority have one in 

their bedroom as well (84% and 86%, respectively). Nearly 

two-thirds (61%) have a portable CD or tape player, and 

nearly one in five (18%) have an MP3 player. Nearly half 

(48%) have listened to the radio through the Internet.

Young people’s taste in musical styles ranges from 

gospel and country to techno, heavy metal and rap. Rap 

and hip-hop are the most popular genres by far, with 

65% listening on any given day; alternative rock comes in  

second at 32%. There were stark differences in musical 

tastes based on race and ethnicity. For example, although 

rap and hip-hop were the top choice for all races, 81% 

of African American youth listened, compared to 60% of 

Whites. Latin and salsa music were listened to almost 

exclusively by Hispanic youth (33% listened, compared to 

2% of Whites or African Americans). And the various forms 

of rock music—alternative, hard rock, and classic—were 

listened to far more by Whites than by African American or 

Hispanic kids. 
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Music Genres

Among 7th- to 12th-graders who listen to recorded music  
in a typical day, percentage who listen to…

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Rap/hip-hop

R&B/soul

Soft rock

Gospel/Christian

Punk/ska

Hard rock/metal

Alternative rock

Top 40

Classic rock

Reggae

Techno/rave

Country

65

32

27

23

18

17

16

14

13

12

12

11

Race and Music Genres

Among 7th- to 12th-graders who listen to recorded music in a typical day,  
percentage who listen to each genre, by race

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Gospel/Christian

Hard rock/metal

Latin/salsa

Rap/hip-hop

Alternative rock

Classic rock

Country

38a

16b

9b

60a

70ab

81b

21a

8b

6b

26a

6b

3b

10ab

4a

19b

33a

20ab

7b

2a

33b

2a

White

Hispanic

Black

Note: Results are among those who listened to CDs, tapes, or MP3 players.

Note: Results in any cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. 
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C O M P U T E R S  A N D  T H E  I N T E R N E T  A R E  R A P I D LY  B E C O M I N G   

A  N E A R LY  U N I V E R S A L  P R E S E N C E  I N  Y O U N G  P E O P L E ’ S  

L I V E S ,  A LT H O U G H  T H E  A M O U N T  O F  T I M E  S P E N T  U S I N G   

A  C O M P U T E R  O U T S I D E  O F  S C H O O LW O R K  S T I L L  PA L E S  I N  

C O M PA R I S O N  T O  W A T C H I N G  T V  A N D  L I S T E N I N G  T O  M U S I C .  

12Key Finding
C O M P U T E R S  A N D  T H E  I N T E R N E T

Nearly all young people have used a computer (98%) and gone online (96%). They spend 

an average of just over one hour each day using a computer outside of schoolwork (1:02), 

including about 0:48 online. In a typical day, just over half (54%) of all young people use a 

computer for recreation (compared to 85% who listen to music and 81% who watch TV). 

While schools were the first place to bring computers 

into young people’s lives, most now go online primarily from 

home.2 More than eight in ten (86%) have a computer at 

home, and three in four (74%) have a home Internet con-

nection (31% have high-speed access). Nearly one-third 

(31%) have a computer in their bedroom, and one in five 

(20%) have an Internet connection there. In a typical day, 

about half of young people (48%) go online from home, 

20% from school, and 16% from someplace else. Among 

the 96% who have ever gone online, 65% say they go online 

most often from home, 14% from school, 7% from a friend’s 

house, and 2% from a library or other location. One in ten 

young people (13%) reports having a handheld device that 

connects to the Internet. 

The most common recreational activities young people 

engage in on the computer are playing games (0:19) and 

communicating through instant messaging (0:17). For some 

young people, the Internet is a way to expand their access 

to music: two out of three (64%) have downloaded music 

online, and almost half (48%) have listened to the radio 

through the Internet. Half (50%) of all 8- to 18-year-olds say 

they have looked for health information online, and just 

under one-third (31%) say they have pretended to be older 

than they are to get onto a Web site. 

2 
For a discussion of trends regarding computers and the Internet, see the section titled Changes From 1999 on page 37.
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Time With Computer Activities

Average amount of time 8- to 18-year-olds spend using a computer per day to…

0 hours

1 hour

2 hours

0:17 0:14
0:19

Play games Instant
message

0:05 0:04

Visit Web sites E-mail Chat

1:02

0:04

Use graphic
programs

Total recreational
computer use

Computer Activities

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who have ever…

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Looked for health
information online

Used instant messaging

Bought something online

Downloaded music

Listened to the radio
through the Internet

Created a personal Web
site or Web page

66

50

38

64

48

32
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A C C E S S  T O  A N D  F R E Q U E N T  U S E  O F  T H E  I N T E R N E T  H A S  

B E C O M E  C O M M O N P L A C E  A M O N G  M A J O R I T I E S  O F  C H I L D R E N  

F R O M  T H E  M A J O R  R A C I A L  A N D  S O C I O - E C O N O M I C  G R O U P S ,   

B U T  A  S I G N I F I C A N T  D I V I D E  I N  T H E  Q U A L I T Y  A N D   

N A T U R E  O F  T H A T  A C C E S S  P E R S I S T S .  

13Key Finding
T H E  D I G I T A L  D I V I D E  

The majority of young people from each of the major ethnic and socio-economic groups 

now have Internet access at home, and the increase from 1999 has been higher among  

children and adolescents of color and those from lower socio-economic levels. For example, 

over the past five years there has been an increase of nearly 40 percentage points in home 

access among children whose parents have a high school education or less (from 29% to 

68%), compared to an increase of just under 20 percentage points among those whose parents 

have a college or graduate degree (from 63% to 82%). 

However, the gaps between young people of different 

races and different socio-economic groups remain signifi-

cant. For example, while 80% of White youth have Internet 

access at home, 61% of African American youth do; and 

while 54% of kids going to school in communities where 

the median income is less than $35,000 a year go online 

in a typical day, 71% of those from communities where the 

median income is greater than $50,000 a year do. 
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Internet Use, Race, and Socio-economic Group

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who have ever gone online, 
by race and socio-economic group

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

White

Less than $35,000

$35,000 – $50,000

More than $50,000

Black

Hispanic

High school or less

Some college

College degree or more

95

92

94

97

96

96

94

97

PARENT EDUCATION

MEDIAN COMMUNITY INCOME

RACE

96

Home Internet Access, Race, and Socio-economic Group

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who have Internet access at home, 
by race and socio-economic group

100% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

White

Less than $35,000

$35,000 – $50,000

More than $50,000

Black

Hispanic

High school or less

Some college

College degree or more

PARENT EDUCATION

MEDIAN COMMUNITY INCOME

RACE

80a

67b

61b

68a

74ab

82b

66a

72a

84b

Note: Results in any cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. 
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Daily Internet Access by Race and Socio-economic Group

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who use the Internet on a typical day, 
by race and socio-economic group

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

White

Less than $35,000

$35,000 – $50,000

More than $50,000

Black

Hispanic

High school or less

Some college

College degree or more

PARENT EDUCATION

MEDIAN COMMUNITY INCOME

RACE

62

57

57

57a

52a

69b

54a

57a

71b

Internet Use Outside of the Home by Race
and Socio-economic Group

Percentage of 8- to 18-year-olds who go online most often from school 
or other non-home location, by race and socio-economic group

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

White

Less than $35,000

$35,000-$50,000

More than $50,000

Black

Hispanic

High school or less

Some college

College degree or more

PARENT EDUCATION

MEDIAN COMMUNITY INCOME

RACE

22a

30ab

34b

30a

27a

15b

35a

25b

12c

Note: Results in any cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. 

Note: Results in any cluster with a different superscript differ significantly. 
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C H I L D R E N  C O N T I N U E  T O  R E A D  R E G U L A R LY  F O R  P L E A S U R E ,  

B U T  T H E  M E D I A  E N V I R O N M E N T  I N  T H E  H O M E  A F F E C T S   

T H E  A M O U N T  O F  T I M E  T H E Y  S P E N D  R E A D I N G .  

14Key Finding
R E A D I N G

In a typical day, nearly three out of four (73%) young people report reading for pleasure.  

On average, 8- to 18-year-olds spend about three-quarters of an hour a day reading (0:43). 

Interestingly, those young people who spend the 

most time watching TV (the 20% who watch more than 

five hours a day) don’t report spending any less time 

reading than other young people do; and those who 

spend the most time playing console video games (the 

13% who play for more than one hour a day) spend more 

time reading than those who play fewer video games 

(0:55 vs. 0:41 for those who don’t play video games at all, 

and 0:40 for those who play one hour or less). 

On the other hand, some kids do read less than  

others. For example, those with TVs in their rooms, those 

in homes where the TV is left on all the time, and those 

whose parents don’t have rules about TV watching all 

tend to spend less time reading than others do. 

Media Use and Reading

Average amount of time spent reading per day by 8- to 18-year-olds who…
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V I D E O  G A M E S  H A V E  B E C O M E  PA R T  O F  T H E  L A N D S C A P E  

F O R  C H I L D R E N ,  B U T  T H E Y  S T I L L  S P E N D  F A R  L E S S  T I M E  

U S I N G  T H E M  T H A N  T H E Y  S P E N D  W A T C H I N G  T V.  

15Key Finding
V I D E O  G A M E S  

More than eight in ten (83%) young people have a video game console at home, and a  

majority (56%) have two or more. About half (49%) have one in their bedroom, and just over half 

(55%) have a handheld video game player. 

On average, 8- to 18-year-olds are now spending 

just under 50 minutes a day (0:49) playing video games, 

including a half hour (0:32) on console game players, and 

0:17 minutes on handheld players. Game playing varies a 

lot by age, with younger kids playing a lot more than older 

teens (an average of 1:05 for 8- to 10-year-olds, compared 

to 0:33 for 15- to 18-year-olds). Eight- to ten-year-old boys 

are the biggest game players of all: in any given day, 73% 

of them will play video games, and they spend an average 

of 1:33 a day playing. 

Most parents don’t have rules about which games 

their kids can play. Among all 8- to 18-year-olds with video 

games, one in five (21%) says their parents have such 

rules, ranging from 32% of 8- to 10-year-olds to 5% of 15- 

to 18-year-olds. Overall, 17% say their parents check the 

ratings on the video games they buy. Perhaps not surpris-

ingly, then, two-thirds of all 7th- to 12th-graders say they 

have played the controversial Grand Theft Auto game, 

including 77% of boys in this age group (by comparison, 

49% of boys this age have played Madden Football, one 

of the most popular sports games). 
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In 1999, the Kaiser Family Foundation released its first major study of children’s 

media use, titled Kids & Media @ the New Millennium. Some of the information collected in 

the current study replicates that gathered five years ago, so in several instances it is pos-

sible to compare media habits then and now, and to note changes. In other cases, questions 

on this year’s survey changed to reflect differing circumstances—for example, asking about 

DVDs and MP3 players, and about new computer activities such as instant messaging—so 

that direct comparisons are not possible. 

While much has changed over the past five years, 

much has remained the same. The abundance of media 

in children’s lives has grown, but the total amount of time 

kids spend with media—and the dominance of TV and 

music—have remained the same. 

One of the more significant trends is, in some ways, 

a subtle one. Over the past five years, there have been 

numerous incremental changes that, added together, 

have substantially expanded the presence of media in 

young people’s lives. Today, there are more young people 

with cable or satellite TV in their home (up from 74% to 

82%), with subscriptions to premium TV channels (from 

45% to 55%), with three or more VCRs or DVD players 

(from 26% to 53%), and with multiple video game  

consoles (from 49% to 56%) in their homes. And more of 

these media have migrated to young people’s bedrooms: 

there are more young people with a VCR or DVD player 

(from 36% to 54%), with cable or satellite TV (from 29% 

to 37%), with computers (from 21% to 31%), and with 

Internet access (from 10% to 20%) in their bedrooms. 

One of the most interesting comparisons between 

five years ago and today is in the overall amount of time 

young people devote to using media, and the amount of 

media content they consume. While the number of hours 

a day young people spend using media has remained 

nearly identical (6:21 vs. 6:19), they have increased the 

amount of time they spend using more than one media 

at a time (from 16% of the time to 26% of the time), so 

that the total amount of media content they consume has 

increased by about one hour (from 7:29 to 8:33). 

The fact that there is such a remarkable consistency 

in the amount of time spent each day with media over 

this five-year period indicates that young people may 

well have hit a ceiling in terms of the portion of their day 

they can afford to devote to media. As new media tech-

nologies, content, or activities become available, they 

don’t give up old media, and don’t (or can’t) increase the  

number of hours they spend with media—so they are 

increasingly becoming media multitaskers, instant mes-

saging while doing homework and watching TV.

Changes From 1999

continued next page
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One noticeable change over the past five years is 

the rapid expansion of access to and use of computers 

and the Internet. The proportion of children with home 

computers went up from 73% to 86%, with many families 

having two or more computers at home (39%, compared 

to 25% in 1999). Home Internet access rocketed from 

47% to 74%. Today, as noted above, nearly one-third of 

young people have a computer in their bedroom (31% 

vs. 21% five years ago) and the proportion with Internet 

access in their room has doubled, increasing from 10% 

to 20%. In 1999, in a typical day about half (51%) of all 

8- to 18-year-olds used a computer, compared to 62% 

today, and the proportion who go online for more than an 

hour went from 15% to 27%. The average amount of time 

spent on a computer (outside of schoolwork) more than 

doubled, from 0:27 to 1:02. The amount of time young 

people spend looking at Web sites for something other 

than schoolwork doubled from an average of 0:07 a day 

to 0:14, and instant messaging—which barely existed 

five years ago—has become one of the most popular 

computer activities, averaging 0:17 a day among all 8- to 

18-year-olds. 

The popularization of DVD players can be seen in 

our new data as well. By the end of 1999 there had been 

about 5.5 million DVD players sold in the United States; 

by the end of 2003 more than 60 million had been sold. 

What appears to have happened is that as families added 

DVD players to their home entertainment options, they 

have kept their VCRs as well, and in many cases the VCRs 

have migrated into children’s bedrooms. As noted above, 

the proportion of 8- to 18-year-olds living in homes with 

three or more VCRs/DVD players doubled from 26% to 

53%, while the proportion with a VCR or DVD player in 

their bedroom increased from 36% to 54%. 

The big constants, when it comes to kids and media, 

are TV and music. Over the past five years, there has been 

virtually no change in the amount of time children spend 

watching television or listening to music, nor has there 

been any diminution in those media’s dominance over 

other activities such as computers or video games. On the 

other hand, there have been some changes in how kids 

watch TV or listen to music. More watch cable than broad-

cast TV, and they are starting to go online in conjunction 

with what they’re watching as well as to download and  

listen to music through the Internet. 

Changes From 1999 (continued)
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The sheer amount of time young people spend using media—an average of nearly  

61/2 hours a day—makes it plain that the potential of media to impact virtually every aspect of 

young people’s lives cannot be ignored. 

Conclusion

Not surprisingly, those with easy access to media 

spend more time using it. Young people with TVs, com-

puters, or video game consoles in their bedrooms spend 

more time using them, and those in homes where the TV is 

left on much of the day spend more time watching it and 

less time reading. 

Contrary to some expectations, the study does not 

find evidence for the theory that use of computers or 

video games displaces time spent with television. Indeed, 

it seems instead that media use begets media use: those 

young people who spend the most time using computers 

or playing video games also spend more time watching 

TV and listening to music. Media multitasking—a grow-

ing phenomenon—undoubtedly accounts for some of 

this. But television clearly remains the dominant medium 

in young people’s lives by far, with music nipping at its 

heels, at least where older teens are concerned. 

Despite the concerns parents express about the 

impact of media on their children, this study does not find 

much evidence of major efforts on their part to curb or 

monitor their children’s media consumption. The number 

of TVs, video game devices, VCRs, and the like in families’ 

homes and children’s bedrooms, the number of personal 

media players kids are permitted to own, the amount 

of time the TV is left on in the home and during dinner, 

the proportion of kids who say their parents haven’t set 

any rules regarding their use of TV, computers, or video 

games, and the infrequency with which kids say their  

parents check the ratings or advisories offered to them—

all indicate that the vast majority of parents either don’t 

feel their children are spending too much time with 

media, or have simply given up. Since this study also 

indicates that the children who spend the most time with 

media also report spending time pursuing hobbies, hang-

ing out with their parents, and in physical activity, it may 

be that parents don’t feel overly concerned about the 

amount of time their children devote to media. 

To the extent that parents are concerned about the 

amount of time their children spend with media, the  

survey indicates that they can have an impact if they 

choose to. Children whose parents have kept media out 

of their kids’ bedrooms, who turn the TV off during din-

ner, who don’t leave the TV on in the home unattended, 

and who set media rules and then enforce them, spend 

substantially less time using electronic media and more 

time reading than children whose parents don’t take 

these steps. 

Without question, this generation truly is the media 

generation, devoting more than a quarter of each day to 

media. As media devices become increasingly portable, 

and as they spread even further through young people’s 

environments—from their schools to their cars—media 

messages will become an even more ubiquitous presence 

in an already media-saturated world. Anything that takes 

up this much space in young people’s lives deserves our 

full attention. 

MUSIC TV VIDEO GAMESMOVIES MAGAZINESINTERNET
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This study is based on a nationally representative survey of 2,032 3rd- to 12th-grade 

students age 8–18, including an oversample of African American and Hispanic students. 

Methodology 

The sample includes students from public, private and 

parochial schools. Data from the survey are weighted to 

ensure a nationally representative sample of students. The 

margin of sampling error for the total sample is +/-3.8%, 

higher for subgroups.

Respondents completed a self-administered written 

questionnaire in the classroom. Trained interviewers were 

present in each classroom to provide assistance if needed. 

The survey instrument was completely anonymous. Older 

children (7th- to 12th-grade) were able to complete longer 

questionnaires than their younger counterparts (3rd- to 

6th- grade). Thus, some questions were asked of the older 

sample only. All results presented in this report are for the 

full sample of 8- to 18-year-olds unless otherwise noted. 

The media covered in the survey include television, vid-

eos, movies, computers, the Internet, video games, books, 

magazines, newspapers, DVDs, radio, CDs, tapes, and MP3s. 

The survey focuses exclusively on recreational (non-school-

related) use of media; for example, books read for a school 

assignment, or Internet research related to a class project, 

are not included. Video game use includes both console and 

handheld video game players, unless otherwise noted. 

In addition to the school-based questionnaires, a 

self-selected sample of 694 respondents also completed 

seven-day media use diaries, which were used to help 

guide the survey analyses (primarily to develop a pro-

portion of time spent multitasking with various forms 

of media). The findings in this report are based on the 

nationally representative sample, except where noted. 

All findings in the report have been tested for sta-

tistical significance. Standard levels of significance are 

applied at the p<.05 level (i.e., differences as great 

as those noted would occur by chance no more than 

five times in 100). In tables, superscripts are used to 

denote whether or not various data points differ reliably. 

Proportions or means with no superscript, or that share 

any superscripted letter, do not differ significantly. Those 

with no superscripted letters in common differ reliably. 

This system is explained in notes accompanying each 

table, and a further explanation can be found in Chapter 

Two and Appendix Two of the full report. 

 The survey was designed and analyzed by staff at the 

Kaiser Family Foundation, in collaboration with Donald F. 

Roberts and Ulla G. Foehr of Stanford University, and Dana 

Markow and Jordan Fein of Harris Interactive, Inc. Harris 

Interactive was responsible for sampling and data collec-

tion while data analyses and reporting of results were the  

primary responsibility of the Kaiser Family Foundation 

and Stanford researchers. At the Foundation, the project 

was directed by Victoria Rideout, and received substantial 

input from Mollyann Brodie. The current study updates the 

Kaiser Family Foundation’s 1999 study, Kids & Media @ the 

new Millennium, which was conducted by the same team. 

A copy of the questionnaires and the diary, along with 

a more detailed description of the study’s methodology, 

are available in the full report on which this executive 

summary is based. 
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