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Abstract 
In the design of technology for children, many products 
hope to encourage ideal behavior. Goals or desired 
outcomes for children-oriented products, such as 
learning, exploration or self-expression, are often set 
by adults (e.g. parents, guardians, teachers). These 
adult goals are often considered alongside the goals 
and interests of children, but what happens when these 
are conflicting? It is common for technology creators to 
have to make choices that support or prioritize one set 
of goals over the other.  
 
In this workshop, we will be discussing real world case 
studies, as well as theoretical approaches used by 
researchers, designers, and academics to design 
technology for children between the ages of 5 and 14. 
The expected outcome of the workshop will be a set of 
principles to consider when balancing the needs of 
children and adults in the design of technology for 
children. 
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Introduction 
 
Sam loves Minecraft. As a 7 year old, he is allowed one 
hour of tablet time on school nights and happily spends 
all of his time playing Minecraft or watching videos 
about Minecraft. He constantly asks his parents for 
more tablet time and this can turn into a source of 
conflict when his hour of tablet time is up. Sam’s 
parents had purchased the tablet for him in hopes that 
he would use it for school and learning. His mom 
wishes that he would spend more time exploring other 
topics besides Minecraft.  

Technology designed for children frequently carries 
aspirations for ideal behavior: learning, exploration, 
and self-expression are a few examples. These 
aspirations often come from adult perspectives, many 
times in the context of what they consider an ideal way 
for children to spend time with technology. When 
comparing children's’ actual behavior against 
technology’s potential benefits, these aspirations can 
turn into disappointments, as they were for Sam’s mom 
in the scenario above.  

This workshop aims to take an introspective look at the 
role adult perspectives should play when designing 
technology for children from 5 to 14 years of age. 
Some technology usage limits set by parents arise out 
of clear concerns. An example of this is the concern for 
physical health, discussed by Anderson et al [1], which 
can drive parents to set screen time limits in hopes of 
more active lifestyles for their children. 

 

However, other adult aspirations are less clearly 
defined. From questions like “What apps count as 
educational?” to “How much screen time should 
children have?”, adult perspectives vary considerably in 
what is considered healthy and appropriate technology 
use for children. Wartella et al have identified three 
distinct parenting approaches, from media-centric to 
media-light, all influenced by parents’ own media 
consumption [4]. In addition, the Joan Ganz Cooney 
Center provides flexible guidelines related to 
appropriate screen time for children: “The bottom line 
is, you know your child best, and can create the best 
routine for your family” [3]. While this broad advice can 
work for certain families, technology creators must 
make products at scale across all three parenting 
approaches.  

When creating technology for children, product 
developers often make decisions that impact families 
and children. However, to our knowledge, no guidelines 
exist to assist designers in establishing a balance 
between the needs of children and the needs of adults. 
This is important given the potential biases inherent in 
any product team. Team members can be parents, who 
can have biases based on their own family’s use of 
technology, or young adults, who might have an 
idealized view of parenting and children's use of 
technology.  

In addition to parental rules around technology use, 
other adult constructs can also influence the basic 
premise of technology made for children. For example, 
adults may want an app that is educational while being 
fun, so "children won't even notice they are learning". 
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This comes from a very adult perspective of considering 
learning as something that is not fun, when children 
rarely think about these distinctions. Separating adult 
needs from children’s needs is not always 
straightforward.  

The needs of adult and child users of a product in 
everyday life are different from the needs that arise in 
formal educational contexts. The domain of educational 
technology has a long history of research that looks at 
roles for adults and technology in helping children 
reach or set learning goals, but there are other possible 
goals in non-educational contexts. For example, leisure, 
socializing or playing, may or may not be considered 
learning, but can still be considered developmental 
goals that are important for children at different stages. 
Going back to our opening scenario, Sam has not 
expressed a desire to explore other topics, but should 
technology encourage him to do so anyway?  

There exists prior research that provides insights on 
how to include children in the design of specific 
technologies [2]. However, to our knowledge, not much 
prior work exists around how the goals of technology 
for children should be negotiated, and how much 
influence children should have over the goals of the 
technology itself. For example, of all the full papers 
ever published at IDC (ACM SIGCHI Interaction Design 
and Children), less than 10% discuss balancing the 
needs of multiple stakeholders (and this includes all 
potential stakeholders: parents, teachers, doctors, etc.) 
[5]. Although one of the aims of design methods like 
codesign is to empower and involve children [2] in the 
design process, this involvement often happens in the 
context of product development, where goals are set by 
adults and may or may not be up for negotiation.  

Technology for children is often designed for the adults 
in children's lives as well. We look forward to discussing 
the best practices around balancing these two, 
sometimes opposing, needs and interests. 

Topics of Discussion 
 
The goal of this workshop is to bring together 
researchers, designers, and academics, who envision, 
design, create and study technologies for children. We 
would like to build a community to discuss possible 
approaches to take when needing to balance the 
(sometimes conflicting) interests of children and adults 
in the design of technologies for children. Within this 
scope, we will focus on and discuss the following 
issues:  

• How should we design for a wide range of 
parent/child relationships? Should we assume 
that parents discuss the importance of their 
motivation with their children?  (e.g. 
communicating the importance of learning and 
emotional development)? 

• How should we empower children while 
keeping their best interests in mind? 

• Is there inherent conflict in designing products 
that put children's needs at the forefront 
versus designing products that promote a set 
of adult-generated values and needs? 

• Do adult goals get in the way of children’s 
autonomy and independence when using 
technology? 
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• Should we have different guidelines for 
technologies that have different sets of goals? 
E.g. learning, exploration, self-expression, etc. 

Workshop Outcomes 

The outcome of the workshop will be a whitepaper and 
potentially a journal publication with a set of principles 
and best practices that should be considered when 
making the tradeoffs between the needs of parents and 
children in the design of technology for children.  

Structure of the workshop 
 
This half-day workshop will include activities centered 
on addressing the issues mentioned above. Select 
workshop attendees will present their research or 
design work focusing on the topic of the workshop and 
the questions of interest. This will be followed by 
breakout sessions for attendees to discuss the open 
question in small groups and share the learning with 
the entire group. After the breakout sessions, 
attendees will come together to discuss design 
principles and best practices for designing technologies 
for children. 
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