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I N T R O D U C T I O N

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

American children spend the equivalent of a 

full-time work week using media. 

Kids today grow up literally surrounded by media.

Even the very youngest children are 

widely exposed to media.

Many parents do not appear to exercise much 

oversight of their children’s media use.

Young people’s media use hits its zenith just as children 

are making the transition to their teenage years. 

Despite widespread access, children spend a relatively 

small amount of time each day using computers.

Traditional media — especially TV — continue 

to dominate children’s media use time.

Most kids still read for fun.

Kids use new media to supplement rather than 

replace other forms of media.

In a possible indication of things to come, most kids 

say they prefer computers to TV, if they’re forced to choose.
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Children who spend the most time with

media are the least contented. 

Children who live in or go to school in lower income 

communities spend more time with most types of 

media than kids in wealthier neighborhoods, but are 

significantly less likely to use computers. 

Black and Hispanic children spend significantly more time 

using media — especially television — than White children. 

Black and Hispanic children have significantly less access 

to computers than White children, but find a way to spend

about as much time on computers as White kids anyway. 

Boys and girls spend roughly the same amount of time 

each day using media, but girls listen to more music 

and boys watch more TV and play more video games. 

Boys spend a little more time than girls do with

computers, mostly playing games. 

Whether kids live in rural or urban areas makes very little 

difference in how much or what kinds of media they use. 

Kids in single-parent homes watch more TV 

than those in two-parent homes. 
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c o n c e r n  o v e r  t h e  r o l e  o f  m e d i a  i n  c h i l d r e n ’ s  l i v e s

has never been higher: hardly a week goes by without a public debate

about violent video games, educational TV, depressed computer-

users, gender stereotypes in rap music, the technology gap between

rich and poor, or the online dangers lurking just behind the computer

screen. And never has there been such a push to use media proac-

tively to reach young people with information or positive messages.  

Introduction

Kids A N D Media

A T T H E  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M

4
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t h e n &n o w :

Percent of homes with more than one tv set in 1970: 35% 1

Percent of homes with more than one tv set in 1999: 88%

At the same time, the “media environment” for kids of

all ages has changed radically in recent years. While

one generation of Americans experienced a childhood

in which they shared a single black and white, three-

channel TV with their parents, the next is growing up

with a Walkman glued to their ears, 100 channels in the

bedroom, and a World Wide Web of information at their

fingertips. One generation may have flinched at gun-

shots in a western; the next generation plays video

games with violence so vivid it leaves them ducking to

avoid being splattered.  

Despite the widespread debate over kids and media,

and despite the dramatic changes in children’s media

environments, no publicly available study has yet exam-

ined the full pattern of media use among American

youth. The majority of studies tend to focus on just a

few media (e.g., television, or music, or computers) or

to use small, non-representative samples of respon-

dents (e.g., adolescent girls, or preschoolers, or 12th

graders in the Northeast). This study examines media

use patterns among a large, nationally representative

sample of children ages 2–18, and it explores how chil-

dren choose and interact with the whole array of media

available to them, including television, movies, comput-

ers, music, video games, radio, magazines, books and

newspapers. The goal of the study is to provide a more

solid base from which to examine media’s effects on

children and develop strategies for proactively using

media to communicate with America’s youth.



t h e  a v e r a g e  c h i l d  s p e n d s  a b o u t  f i v e  a n d  a  h a l f  h o u r s

a day using media (5:29) — more than 38 hours a week. This figure

includes electronic media (TV, videos, movies, music, computers and

video games), as well as books, magazines and newspapers. It does

not include any media used in school or for homework.

A M E R I C A N  C H I L D R E N  S P E N D  

T H E  E Q U I V A L E N T O F  A  F U L L - T I M E  

W O R K  W E E K  U S I N G  M E D I A .

6
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O l d e r  k i d s  —  t h o s e  8  y e a r s  o l d  o r  o l d e r  —  s p e n d  a n  a v e r a g e

o f  a b o u t  s i x  a n d  t h r e e - q u a r t e r  h o u r s  a  d ay  ( 6 : 4 3 )  u s i n g  m e d i a .

O n ly  5 %  o f  k i d s  s p e n d  a n  h o u r  a  d ay  o r  l e s s  w i t h  m e d i a .  
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7 hours

6 hours

5 hours

4 hours

3 hours

2 hours

1 hour

5:29

3:34

6:43

5:19

5:37

5:08

6:03

Times are presented in hours : minutes

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media Use
On a typical day, the total amount of time spent using media by…

All Children 2–7
year-olds

8–18
year-olds

Girls Boys White Minority



m o s t  c h i l d r e n  s p e n d  a t  l e a s t  pa r t  o f  t h e i r  d a y  u s i n g  m o r e

t h a n  o n e  m e d i a  a t  a  t i m e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  r e a d i n g  a  m a g a z i n e

w h i l e  w a t c h i n g  t v  o r  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  r a d i o .  The chart above shows

the average amount of time spent with each medium, but can’t be summed due to this

multiple media use.
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Watching
TV

Listening 
to CDs 

or tapes

Reading Listening 
to the 
radio

Using the
computer

for fun

Playing video
games

Using the
internet

3 hours

2 hours

1 hour

0

2:46

:48 :44 :39

:21 :20
:08

Times are presented in hours : minutes. Numbers cannot be summed to calculate children’s total media use time

because they may have used more than one medium at a time.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media Use
In a typical day, the average amount of time children spend…
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Daily TV Viewing
On a typical day, the percent of children who watch TV for…

0 Hours •    17%

1 to 3 Hours •    31%

More than 5 Hours •    17%

1 Hour or Less •    19%3 to 5 Hours •    16%

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

m o r e  t h a n  o n e  o u t  o f  e v e r y  s i x  k i d s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  ( 1 7 % )

w a t c h e s  m o r e  t h a n  f i v e  h o u r s  o f  t v  a  d a y.  

II



K I D S  T O D A Y  G R O W  U P

L I T E R A L L Y  S U R R O U N D E D  B Y  M E D I A .  

t h e  a v e r a g e  A m e r i c a n  c h i l d  g r o w s  u p  i n  a  h o m e  w i t h :

three TVs, three tape players, three radios, two VCRs, two CD players,

one video game player, and one computer.

Many young people live in homes in which the TV is a constant

companion, left on for much of the day, with no guidelines limiting its

use. The TV is on “most of the time” in 42% of children’s homes, and

is usually on during meals in 58% of children’s homes. Among kids 8

and older, two-thirds (65%) say the TV is usually on during meals in

their home.

10
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Radio Tape
Player

TV CD Player Video
Game
Player

VCR Cable 
or

Satellite
TV

Computer Internet
Access

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

70

64

53
51

33

29

24

16

7

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media in the Bedroom
Percent of children who have the following media in their bedroom…

c h i l d r e n ’ s  b e d r o o m s  a r e  r a p i d ly  b e c o m i n g  ‘ m e d i a  c e n t r a l , ’

o f f e r i n g  m o s t  k i d s  t h e  c h a n c e  t o  c o n s u m e  m a n y  k i n d s  o f

m e d i a  i n  t h e  p r i v a c y  o f  t h e i r  o w n  r o o m s . More than half of all children

have a radio (70%), tape player (64%), TV (53%), or CD player (51%) in their bedroom;

a third (33%) have a video game player in their bedroom, and almost a third (29%) have

a VCR there. More than one in seven (16%) has a computer in their bedroom. 

Among older kids, the proportion with TVs or computers in their rooms is even 

higher. Two-thirds of children 8 and older (65%) have a TV in their bedroom and about

one out of five (21%) has a computer there. 



TVs in the Home
Percent of children who live in homes with…

1 TV     •    11%

3 TVs •    28%

5 or more TVs •    12%

2 TVs •    28%4 TVs •    20%

“No answer” responses not shown.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

n e a r ly  a  t h i r d  ( 3 2 % )  o f  k i d s  l i v e  i n  h o m e s  w i t h  f o u r  o r

m o r e  t v s .  About as many children live in homes with five or more TVs (12%) as

live in homes with only one TV (11%). 
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t h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s  r a p i d ly  b e c o m e  a  s t a n d a r d  f e a t u r e  i n  m o s t

c h i l d r e n ’ s  h o m e s .  Nearly seven out of every ten (69%) children have a 

computer in the home, and nearly half (45%) have Internet access.  

TV VCR CD Player Cable or
Satellite TV

Video Game
Player

Computer Internet
Access

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

99 97

90

74
70 69

45

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media in the Home
Percent of children who live in homes with…
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E V E N  T H E  V E R Y  Y O U N G E S T C H I L D R E N  

A R E  W I D E L Y  E X P O S E D  T O  M E D I A .

a c c o r d i n g  t o  pa r e n t s ,  2 – 7  y e a r - o l d s  s p e n d  a n  a v e r a g e

of three and a half hours (3:34) a day using media. Only 8% spend an

hour or less a day with media. 
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Radio Tape Player TV VCR CD Player Video 
Game
Player

Computer Internet
Access

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

42

36

32

16
14

13

6

2

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media in the Bedroom
Percent of 2–7 year-olds who have the following media in their bedroom…

m a n y  p r e s c h o o l e r s  h a v e  t h e i r  o w n  t v  o r  v c r  i n  t h e i r  b e d r o o m .

A third (32%) of 2–7 year-olds have a TV in their bedroom.2 A fair number of this 7-and-

under crowd have additional media in their rooms: more than one in ten has a VCR (16%)

or a video game player (13%) in their bedroom. 

The majority of 2–7 year-olds have a computer in their home. More than 

six out of ten (62%) kids under 8 have a computer at home, and 40% have Internet access. 

On an average day, 16% of 2–7 year-olds play video games and 26% use 

computers. Kids in this age group who play video games spend a fair amount of 

time at the controls—an average of 50 minutes a day. Those who use computers spend

about 40 minutes a day at the keyboard. 
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Media Use
On a typical day, the amount of time  2–7 year-olds spend…

parents report that their  kids in  this  age group spend an aver age

of more than three hour s (3:09)  in  front of  the t v  each day, including

about two hours (1:59) watching their own shows, three-quarters of an hour (:43) in the

same room with a parent while he or she is watching TV, and half an hour (:29) watching

videos, either of movies or of previously taped TV shows.3

More than a third of parents (35%) of 2–7 year-olds report that the 

TV is on “most of the time” in their home; and almost half (47%) say the 

TV is usually on during meals. 

Watching TV
and videos

4 hours

3 hours

2 hours

1 hours

0

:08:11

:45

3:09

Times are presented in hours : minutes. Numbers cannot be summed to calculate children’s total media use time

because they may have used more than one medium at a time. Reading includes amount of time children are read to.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Reading Using a computer Playing video games

in the room when
parents watch TV

watching their 
own shows

watching videos

II

1:59

:43

:29
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M A N Y  P A R E N T S  D O  N O T A P P E A R  T O  

E X E R C I S E  M U C H  O V E R S I G H T O F  T H E I R  

C H I L D R E N ’ S  M E D I A  U S E .

m a n y  c h i l d r e n  a r e  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  h o m e s  w h e r e  t h e  t v

is always on, there are no rules about how much or what kinds 

of shows can be watched, and kids are left on their own with media

for large portions of the day.

About half (49%) of all kids don’t have any rules about how

much or what kind of TV they can watch. Among kids 8 and older,

61% say there aren’t any rules about TV watching in their homes. 

•17
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TV is usually on 
during meals

There are no set rules 
about TV watching

TV is on 
“most of the time”

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

58

49

42

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media Use in the Home
Percent of children who live in homes where…

pa r e n t s  d o  n o t  w a t c h  m u c h  t v  w i t h  t h e i r  k i d s .  According to the

diaries kids kept of their media use, those over 7 almost never watch TV with their par-

ents (95% of the time they are not with their parents); according to parents who filled

out diaries about their younger kids (2–7 year-olds), 81% of the time these youngsters

are watching TV, their parents are doing something else. 
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predictors of  high media  use 
that parents can control:
(based on 8–18 year-olds)

Our analysis found that certain demographic variables such as race,

age and family composition are significantly related to high media

use. However, other media-related environmental conditions that can

be altered also act as consistent predictors of media use, even after

accounting for these demographic factors. 

Media use is higher among children who have access to a lot of

media in their bedroom (computer, video game players, and cable are

especially strong predictors), live in homes where the TV is frequent-

ly on “even when no one is watching,” or spend more than half of

their TV time watching alone. 

Parents who want to help limit their children’s media use should:

•  Limit the number of media a child has access to in the bedroom.

Specifically, the presence of a computer, a video game player or

cable TV in the bedroom are among the strongest predictors of

higher media use that a parent can control.

• Limit the amount of time that the television is on in the home, even

if it’s just on as background noise.
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c h i l d r e n  a g e s  8 – 1 3  s p e n d  m o r e  t i m e  w i t h  m e d i a  t h a n  k i d s

in any other age group — six and three-quarter hours (6:47) a day. 

These “tweens” spend as much or more time with virtually every

kind of media except listening to music. 

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

Z E N I T H  J U S T A S  C H I L D R E N  A R E  M A K I N G  T H E  

T R A N S I T I O N  T O  T H E I R  T E E N A G E  Y E A R S .  
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Tweens spend the most time of any age group watching TV, watching videos of TV shows,

and playing video and computer games, and they are most likely to have gone to a movie the

previous day. They spend about the same amount of time each day as older kids watching

movies on video, using computers for fun, and going online. By contrast, they spend much less

time than older kids listening to the radio, CDs or tapes.

TV is still the medium of choice for this age group. More than one in four (27%) tweens

spends more than five hours a day watching TV. By contrast, a much smaller proportion spends

more than a single hour playing video games (13%), going online (5%) or playing computer

games (3%). 

t h e n & n o w :

Percent of sixth graders who had 
a tv in their bedroom in 1970: 6% 4

Percent of sixth graders who have 
a tv in their bedroom in 1999: 77%
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II

o n  a  t y p i c a l  d ay,  4 2 %  o f  a l l  c h i l d r e n  a g e s  2 – 1 8  w i l l  u s e

a computer. Parents report that about a quarter (26%) of 2–7 year-

olds spend at least some time using a computer on a typical day,

while about half (51%) of all children 8 or older report using a com-

puter. On a typical school day, 29% of students will use a computer in

the classroom. 

Almost seven in ten (69%) children 2–18 have a computer in their

home, and 45% have Internet access. More than one out of every five

kids (21%) over 7 has a computer in his or her bedroom, and one in

ten (10%) has Internet access from their own room.  

D E S P I T E  W I D E S P R E A D  A C C E S S ,  C H I L D R E N  

S P E N D  A  R E L A T I V E L Y  S M A L L  A M O U N T O F  T I M E  

E A C H  D A Y  U S I N G  C O M P U T E R S .
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But while the vast majority of kids have access to computers, on the whole most kids spend

very little time using them. 

Among all children ages 2–18, kids spend an average of about a half an hour a day using

computers (:34), including time spent on computers in school. They spend an average of 21 min-

utes a day using computers for fun. By contrast, kids average two and three-quarter hours a day

watching TV. 

Fewer than one in ten kids (9%) spends more than an hour a day using computers for fun,

and only 3% spend more than an hour a day online.

t h e n & n o w :

Percent of homes with 3 or more tv sets in 1970: 6% 5

Percent of homes with 3 or more tv sets in 1999: 60%



•24 K I D S  A N D M E D I A A T T H E  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M

Computer Use
Among children who use a computer, the average amount of time 

spent at the keyboard per day by…

All children

2 hours

1.5 hours

1 hours

0.5 hours

0

1:26

:40

1:41

Times are presented in hours : minutes

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

2–7
year-olds

8–18
year-olds

Girls Boys White Black Hispanic

1:20 1:20

1:31 1:34

1:49

e v e n  t h o s e  c h i l d r e n  w h o  u s e  c o m p u t e r s  s p e n d  s u b s t a n t i a l ly

l e s s  t i m e  a t  t h e  k e y b o a r d  t h a n  t h e y  d o  w a t c h i n g  t v .   

The limited time kids spend with computers, on average, is clearly due in part to

the fact that more than half of all kids don’t use a computer at all on a typical day (58%

of all 2–18 year-olds).  

Looking just at those children who use computers on a given day, 2–7 year-olds 

spend an average of 40 minutes a day at the keyboard, while kids 8 and older who use

computers spend an average of more than an hour and a half (1:41) each day. 
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Computer Use
Of children who use a computer on a typical day, 

the proportion of time spent on…

Job-related tasks •    4%

Chat Rooms •    10%

Schoolwork •    22%

Using E-mail •    9%

Games •    26%

Something else •    14%

Web sites •    15%

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

t h o s e  k i d s  8  a n d  o l d e r  w h o  u s e  c o m p u t e r s  s p e n d  a b o u t  a

q u a r t e r  o f  t h e i r  t i m e  ( 2 6 % )  p l a y i n g  g a m e s , almost a quarter (22%)

doing school work, and about a third of their time on the Internet, either chatting (10%),

surfing the Web (15%), or sending e-mail (9%). 
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T R A D I T I O N A L  M E D I A  —  E S P E C I A L L Y  T V  —  

C O N T I N U E  T O  D O M I N A T E  C H I L D R E N ’ S  

M E D I A  U S E  T I M E .  

despite  all  the new media  technologies avail able  to kids,

young people today continue to spend the large majority of their

media time with the same types of media that kids spent time with 

a generation ago: watching TV, listening to music, and reading books

and magazines. 



Media Use
Of all time with media, the proportion children spend…

Using computers •    5%

Watching TV, videos, or movies •    56%

Reading •    12% Playing video games •    5%

Listening to CDs, 
tapes or radio •    22%

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

of all  the time the aver age kid  spends with media, more than half (56%)

is spent watching TV, videos or movies, nearly a quarter (22%) is spent listening to

music on CDs or the radio, 12% is spent reading, and 5% each is spent with computers

and video games. 
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II

Watching
TV

Reading 
for fun

Listening 
to CDs 

or tapes

Listening 
to the 
radio

Using the
computer

for fun

Playing video
games

Using the
Internet

Playing 
computer

games

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

64

20 19
17

9
8

3 2

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Media Use
Percent of children who spend more than one hour per day…

w h e n  v i e w e d  f r o m  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n

w h o  s p e n d  m o r e  t h a n  a n  h o u r  a  d a y  u s i n g  a  pa r t i c u l a r  k i n d  o f

m e d i a ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  m e d i a  a l s o  d o m i n a t e .   

About two-thirds (64%) of all kids spend more than an hour a day watching TV, and

about one out of six (17%) spends more than five hours a day watching TV. 

By contrast, fewer than one out of ten (9%) kids spends more than an hour a day

using a computer for fun, including 3% who spend more than an hour online and 2%

who spend more than an hour playing computer games. Eight percent spend more than

an hour a day playing video games. 
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M O S T K I D S  S T I L L  

R E A D  F O R  F U N .   

a s  t e l e v i s i o n  h a s  c e m e n t e d  i t s  p r e s e n c e  i n  y o u n g

people’s lives and kids have added video games, Walkman headsets,

computers and Game Boys to their media repertoires, concern has

grown that reading may be going by the wayside. While this study

confirms that electronic media certainly dominate children’s time, it

also indicates that reading for pleasure is still a staple in young

people’s lives. 

•29
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In a typical day, about eight out of ten children (82%) will read or be read to, excluding time

spent reading in school or doing homework. Kids spend an average of nearly three-quarters of

an hour a day (:44) reading for pleasure.7 Most experts recommend that kids read or be read to

for a minimum of 20–30 minutes a day, a standard that kids are meeting, on average. 

In comparison to most electronic media, however, reading certainly lags far behind: kids

spend more than five times as much time in front of a TV or computer screen as they do reading

(an average of more than four hours a day (4:06) watching TV or videos, playing video games, or

using a computer for fun).   

Of all the print media, kids spend the most time each day with books — an average of 25

minutes a day, followed by 16 minutes a day reading magazines and an average of five minutes a

day reading a newspaper. In a typical day, 57% of kids will read a book for fun, 51% will read a

magazine, and 31% will read a newspaper.

The amount of time young people spend reading for fun drops off precipitously once they

hit the teenage years — especially the amount of time spent reading books. “Tweens” in the

8–13 year old age group spend an average of 50 minutes a day reading for fun, including 28 min-

utes reading books; by contrast, teens in the 14–18 year age range spend an average of 37 min-

utes a day reading, including just 14 minutes with books. In a typical day, 59% of tweens spend

some time reading a book for pleasure; only 30% of teens do the same. 

II

i n  a  t y p i c a l  w e e k :

Kids spend an average of more than

nineteen hours watching tv (19:19),

more than ten hours listening to

music (10:04), more than five hours

reading for pleasure (5:15), about two

and a half hours using computers for

fun (2:29), and more than two hours

playing video games (2:17). 6
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K I D S  U S E  N E W  M E D I A  T O  

S U P P L E M E N T R A T H E R  T H A N  R E P L A C E  

O T H E R  F O R M S  O F  M E D I A .  

k i d s  w h o  s p e n d  a  l o t  o f  t i m e  w i t h  o n e  k i n d  o f  m e d i a  —

whether it is TV, computers or books — tend to spend a lot of time

with all kinds of media. Those kids who watch a lot of TV also spend

more time reading than most other kids; and those kids who spend a

lot of time using computers also watch more TV and read more than 

most other kids.

•31
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Children who watch a lot of TV tend to read slightly more than other kids. On average, “high”

TV users read for about eight minutes more a day than “low” TV users.8

Children who spend more time using computers than other kids also tend to spend more

time watching TV and reading. Children who use a computer for enjoyment for more than an hour

a day watch about one hour and 40 minutes more TV a day and read about 22 minutes more a

day than children who don’t use computers at all. These “high” computer users are also twice as

likely as kids who don’t use computers at all to watch TV for more than five hours a day (35% v.

15%), and to read for more than an hour a day (34% v. 17%). 

II

o n  a  t y p i c a l  d a y :

Two percent of all kids will use the Internet 
to visit research or information sites.

Eight percent of all kids will visit a Web site
about a tv show, movie or musical group.
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I N  A  P O S S I B L E  I N D I C A T I O N  O F  T H I N G S  T O  

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

T O  T V,  I F  T H E Y ’ R E  F O R C E D  T O  C H O O S E .

when push comes to shove,  children 8 and older say they

prefer computers to TV; even among preschoolers, computers are 

a close second.
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Favorite Media
When asked to choose which medium to bring to a desert island, 

the percent of children aged 8–18 who picked…

Videos •    3%

CDs, tapes or radio •    24%

Books or magazines •    8%

Computer with Internet access •    33%

Video games •   13%

TV •    13%

“No answer” responses not shown.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

k i d s  8  a n d  o l d e r  a r e  n e a r ly  t h r e e  t i m e s  a s  l i k e ly  t o  c h o o s e

c o m p u t e r s  o v e r  t v  if forced to pick one form of media to have with them on a

desert island (33% pick computers, 13% pick TV). Of course, a computer with Internet

access could theoretically offer someone on a desert island a range of news, entertain-

ment content and interpersonal communication that no other media can compete with;

but the fact that so many young people selected computers and so few chose television

is nonetheless illuminating. 

Among 2–7 year-olds, 29% say TV is their favorite, while 23% pick computers and

23% pick video games as their favorite medium.9

Nothing •    3%



Are entertained
“most of the time”

Learn interesting things
“most of the time”

Are just killing time
“most of the time”

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Attitudes Toward Media
When asked how they feel when they use computers or watch TV, 

the percent of children aged 8–18 who say they…

m o s t  c h i l d r e n  d o n ’ t  m a k e  a  b i g  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t v s a n d

c o m p u t e r s  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e i r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  o r  e d u c a t i o n a l

v a l u e .  

Similar proportions of children say they are likely to learn interesting things from

TV (20%) as from computers (26%), are entertained “most of the time” by TV (54%) and

computers (50%), and are just killing time “most of the time” with TV (16%) and com-

puters (10%).

TV

16

Computer

10

TV

20

Computer

26

TV

54
Computer

50
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C H I L D R E N  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 R E  

T H E  L E A S T C O N T E N T E D .  

overall,  most kids report that they have lots of  friends,

are happy at school, get along well with their parents, don’t get into

trouble a lot, and are not often bored, sad or unhappy. On a “content-

edness index” summarizing self-reports on these issues, the average

child scores 18.4 on a scale that ranges from 6–24, a fairly good

indication of overall contentedness. It should be noted, therefore,

that differences on this index are relative differences among kids who

appear quite happy and well-adjusted. 
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Nevertheless, the study results do indicate that those children who use the most media tend to

be the least contented. “High” media users (those who spend more than ten and a half hours a

day using media; about 16% of all kids 8 and older) score significantly lower on the contentedness

index than do other kids, averaging 17.5 compared to 18.6 for other kids. Statistically, this is a

highly significant difference. Indeed, further analysis found that even when controlling for factors

such as income of the community in which the child attends school, race, age, and family compo-

sition, indicators of discontent such as not getting along with parents, unhappiness at school and

getting into trouble a lot are strongly associated with high media use. 

In addition, kids with lower grades spend significantly more time with TV, movies, videos, CDs

and tapes (1:07 more a day), and significantly less time reading (12 minutes less); conversely,

those children who report mostly A’s and B’s spend more time reading and less time with most

other media. 

It should be stressed that no causality can be inferred from these data. We cannot say, for exam-

ple, whether TV causes kids to get into trouble, whether getting into trouble leads to watching more

TV, or whether something else entirely leads to watching more TV and getting into trouble. 

t h e n & n o w :

Percent of sixth graders who said 
they learned a lot “most of the time” 
they watched tv, in 1970: 38% 10

Percent of sixth graders who said 
they learned interesting things“most of 
the time” they watched tv, in 1999: 29%
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CH I LDR E N W HO LIVE I N  O R GO TO SCHOOL I N 

LOW E R I NCOM E COMMU N ITI E S SPE N D MOR E 

TI M E WITH MOST T YPE S OF M EDIA THAN K I DS I N 

W E ALTH I E R N E IG H BO RHOODS,  B UT AR E S IG N I F IC ANTLY 

LE SS LI KE LY TO USE COM PUTE RS.

children who live in or go to school in poorer neighborhoods

spend an average of almost an hour more with media every day than

kids from wealthier communities (6:08 v. 5:13), including about half

an hour more watching TV each day (3:06 v. 2:29).11 Kids from lower

income areas are more likely to have a TV in their bedroom (61% v.

44%), less likely to have family rules about TV watching (45% v. 54%),

and more likely to live in homes where the TV is on “most of the time”

(51% v. 36%), or is usually on during meals (70% v. 48%).



Computer Use
In a typical day, the percent of children who use a computer…

All children

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

Income categories are based on the median income of the zip code in which a child lives (among 2–7 year-olds) or

attends school (among 8–18 year-olds), and represent the following ranges: “Low Income,” less than $25,000; “Middle

Income,” $25,000 to $39,999; “High Income,” $40,000 or more. 8

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

2–7
year-olds

8–18
year-olds

Boys Girls White Black Hispanic Low
income

Middle
income

High
income

42

26

51

42
45

39

28

41

29

50

however,  children who live in or go to school in higher income com-

munities are much more likely to use computers than children in

lower income areas: less than a third (29%) of kids from lower income communities

use a computer on a typical day, compared to half (50%) of kids from higher income neigh-

borhoods. 

Kids who live in or go to school in lower income neighborhoods are much less like-

ly to have a computer anywhere in the home. About half (49%) of kids in lower income

communities have a computer in the home, and about a quarter (23%) have Internet

access. By contrast, 81% of kids in higher income neighborhoods have a computer at

home, and more than half (58%) have Internet access. 

40

•A  K A I S E R  F A M I L Y  F O U N D A T I O N  R E P O R T •  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y 39

••



•40 K I D S  A N D M E D I A A T T H E  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M•4 0 K I D S  A N D M E D I A A T T H E  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M

II

Percent of children not yet
in school who use 

a computer

Percent of schoolchildren 
who use a computer

in school

Percent of schoolchildren 
who use a computer 

outside of school

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

Income categories are based on the median income of the zip code in which a child lives (among 2–7 year-olds) or

attends school (among 8–18 year-olds), and represent the following ranges: “Low Income,” less than $25,000; “Middle

Income,” $25,000 to $39,999; “High Income,” $40,000 or more.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Computer Use
The impact of school on income differentials 

in computer use. In a typical day…

s c h o o l s  a r e  h e l p i n g  t o  e q u a l i z e  a c c e s s  t o  c o m p u t e r s .  Children from

lower income neighborhoods are just as likely as those from higher income communities to

have used a computer in school the day before (32% v. 30%). By contrast, children in upper

income communities are more than twice as likely as children in poorer areas to have used

a computer outside of school (48% v. 23%).  

This income gap is even more pronounced among younger kids: among kids who aren’t

in school yet, just 5% of those from lower income neighborhoods use a computer on a typ-

ical day, compared to 19% of those from wealthier communities. 
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B L A C K  A N D  H I S P A N I C  C H I L D R E N  S P E N D  S I G N I F I C A N T LY

M O R E  T I M E  U S I N G  M E D I A  —  E S P E C I A L LY  T E L E V I S I O N  —

T H A N  W H I T E  C H I L D R E N .  

•41
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on average,  children from minorit y  groups spend almost

an hour more each day using media than White children do. Among all

kids 2–18, those from minority groups spend an average of six hours 

a day using media (6:03), while White kids spend an average of 

just over five hours a day (5:08). 

•41
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II

Much of the discrepancy in media use between kids of different races

is a result of time spent watching TV. Black (3:56) and Hispanic (3:13)

kids spend more time watching TV than White kids (2:22). Black

(30%) and Hispanic (22%) children are both more likely than White

(12%) children to spend more than five hours a day watching TV.

Black (69%) and Hispanic (60%) children are more likely than White

(48%) children to have a TV in their bedroom.

Black children are also more likely than White children to live

in homes where the TV is often on. Fifty-six percent of Black children,

42% of Hispanic children and 39% of White children live in a home

where the TV is on “most of the time.” They are also more likely to

live in homes where the TV is usually on during meals (76% of Black

children v. 63% of Hispanic and 51% of White children). 

Black (:25) and Hispanic (:24) kids also spend more time on

average with video games than White kids (:17). Sixteen percent of

Black and Hispanic kids play video games for more than an hour a

day (11% of White kids do). 

Overall, based on the measures available to us in this study,

socio-economic status does not appear to account for the discrepan-

cies in the total amount of time spent with media between White and

minority kids. 

At every income level (based on the average income for the com-

munity in which the child lives or goes to school), White children

spend substantially less time with TV and with media overall than do

either Black or Hispanic children.
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B L A C K  A N D  H I S P A N I C  C H I L D R E N  H A V E  

S I G N I F I C A N T L Y  L E S S  A C C E S S  T O  C O M P U T E R S  

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

A B O U T A S  M U C H  T I M E  O N  C O M P U T E R S  A S  

W H I T E  K I D S  A N Y W A Y .  

l a r g e l y  d u e  t o  i n c o m e  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  c h i l d r e n  f r o m

minority groups have substantially less access to computers outside

of school; but because schools appear to have done a fairly good job

equalizing access to computers, and because once they get on a 

computer Black and Hispanic kids tend to spend more time there than

White kids, children of different races average roughly the same

amount of time in daily computer use. 
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A Computer Internet Access

80%

60%

40%

20%

0

Income categories are based on the median income of the zip code in which a child lives (among 2–7 year-olds) or

attends school (among 8–18 year-olds), and represent the following ranges: “Low Income,” less than $25,000; “Middle

Income,” $25,000 to $39,999; “High Income,” $40,000 or more.

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Computers in the Home
Percent of children who live in homes with…

w h i t e  c h i l d r e n  a r e  m u c h  m o r e  l i k e ly  t o  h a v e  a  c o m p u t e r  i n

t h e  h o m e  ( 7 8 % )  t h a n  b l a c k  ( 5 5 % )  o r  h i s pa n i c  ( 4 8 % )  c h i l d r e n .

White children are also far more likely to have Internet access in the home (54%) than 

Black (29%) or Hispanic (24%) children. These differences are significantly affected by

income: for example, 67% of Black children who live in or go to school in upper-income

communities have a computer at home, and 37% have Internet access, compared to

46% of Black children from lower-income areas who have computers at home and 17%

who have Internet access.  
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Yet despite this difference in access, Black and Hispanic children average approximately the

same amount of time on computers as White kids do (:35 for White and Black kids, :29 for

Hispanics). Among those children who use a computer, Hispanic children spend an average of

one hour and 49 minutes a day at the keyboard; Black kids spend an average of one hour and 34

minutes a day, and White kids spend an average of one hour and 20 minutes a day.

t h e n & n o w :

Percent of tenth graders who read 
a newspaper every day in 1970: 47% 12

In a typical day, percent of tenth graders
who read a newspaper in 1999: 50%
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In an average day, 45% of White kids, 39% of Black kids and 28%

of Hispanic kids will use a computer.

Racial disparities in computer use among 2–7 year-olds

who are not yet in school are pronounced, with White young-

sters about twice as likely as Black or Hispanic kids to use a

computer. One out of every five (20%) White preschoolers uses

a computer on a typical day, compared to one in ten (9%) Black

or Hispanic (11%) kids. 

However, this disparity disappears when it comes to how

likely kids are to use a computer in school. In a typical school

day, 37% of Black schoolchildren, 29% of Hispanic, and 28% of

White kids use a computer in school.

II
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B O Y S  A N D  G I R L S  S P E N D  R O U G H LY  T H E  S A M E  

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

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

T V  A N D  P L A Y  M O R E  V I D E O  G A M E S .  

b o y s  s p e n d  a n  a v e r a g e  o f  1 8  m i n u t e s  m o r e  e a c h  d a y

using media than girls do (5:37 v. 5:19). The media gender gap grows

slightly as kids get older — among 2–7 year-olds, boys spend 19 min-

utes more each day using media than girls; by the time they are 8 or

older, that gap has grown to 24 minutes (6:53 v. 6:29). 
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b o y s  s p e n d  m u c h  m o r e  t i m e  p l ay i n g  v i d e o  g a m e s  t h a n  d o  g i r l s .

On average, boys spend a little more than half an hour a day playing video games (:31),

while girls average just eight minutes a day. 

The video game gender gap starts young: 25% of little boys (2–7) play video

games, compared to just 7% of girls. 

Among 8–18 year-olds, 55% of boys and 23% of girls play video games on a typical

day. Nearly one out of every five boys (17%) in this age group spends more than an

hour a day playing video games, compared to just 4% of girls.  

Media Use
Average amount of time boys and girls spend with the following media…

TV Computers Internet Video games Reading CDs and
Tapes

Radio

3 hours

2 hours

1 hour

0

Girls

2:36

Times are presented in hours : minutes

Source: Kids and Media at the New Millennium, Kaiser Family Foundation, November 1999

Boys

2:56

Girls

:32

Boys

:38

Girls

:47Boys

:42
Girls

:42Boys

:36

Girls

:56
Boys

:41

Girls

:08

Boys

:31

Girls

:08

Boys

:09



Boys watch TV for about 20 minutes more each day than do girls (2:56 v. 2:36). Boys are slightly

more likely (56%) to have a TV in their bedroom than are girls (50%). Boys and girls average the

same amount of time reading for pleasure every day. 

Girls spend more time listening to music. Girls average about 20 minutes more a day than

guys listening to CDs, tapes and the radio (1:38 v. 1:17). 

There are significant differences between boys and girls in terms of the genres of media they

like to use; these differences generally fit with existing gender stereotypes. 

Of those kids who watch TV, boys watch more sports (19% v. 5%). 

Of those who play video games, boys are more likely than girls to play action or combat

games (46% v. 30%) or sports and competition games (44% v. 33%).

Of those 7th–12th graders who read magazines, girls are much more likely than boys to read

“teen” magazines (73% v. 4%) while boys are much more likely than girls to read sports maga-

zines (46% v. 7%). 

o n  a  t y p i c a l  d a y :

A third of all kids (34%) will watch a tv sitcom

Six percent of all kids will watch a tv news show
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B O Y S  S P E N D  A  L I T T L E  M O R E  T I M E  T H A N  G I R L S  D O

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

i n  a  t y p i c a l  d ay,  b oys  a n d  g i r l s  a r e  e q u a l ly  l i k e ly  to  u s e  

a computer, and they average about the same amount of time at the key-

board – about a half an hour a day, including time spent with school work

(:38 for boys and :32 for girls). Boys and girls also spend roughly the

same amount of time online each day (:09 for boys and :08 for girls).
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However, among kids who are 8 and older, boys average about 10 minutes more a day using com-

puters than girls do. Looking only at those kids who use a computer in a typical day, boys aver-

age almost 20 minutes more each day at the keyboard than girls. Almost all of this gender gap

in computer use is due to the fact that boys spend more time playing computer games than girls

do; when it comes to the amount of time spent using computers for school or job-related tasks,

the gender gap disappears. 

Among children 8 and older, on a typical day 36% of boys play computer games, compared to

28% of girls, and boys who play do so for an average of 16 minutes more a day than girls (:46 v.

:30). Across all ages, boys are more likely than girls to spend an hour or more using computer

games (8% of boys v. 4% of girls). 

Boys who play computer games are more than three times as likely to play action or com-

bat games than are girls who play computer games (27% v. 8%). They are also more likely than

girls to play sports or competition games (23% v. 9%) and to play simulation or strategic plan-

ning games (14% v. 5%). Girls are more likely to play classic games like Solitaire or Word Grid

(29% of girls who play computer games v. 19% of boys). 

Of those who visited Web sites, girls are more likely to visit entertainment sites (64% v.

44%), while boys are more likely to visit sports (33% v. 12%) or gaming sites (32% v. 13%).

o n  a  t y p i c a l  d a y :

One out of every four boys (24%) will

play an action or combat game like

Doom or Duke Nukem

Seven percent of all kids will play an

educational computer game
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whether a  child  l ives in  the c it y  or in  a  rural  communit y

makes very little difference in the amount or kind of media to which

they are exposed. 

On average, rural kids (2–18) spend five and three-quarters

hours (5:43) a day using media, compared to five hours and thirty-five

minutes for urban kids. 

52

Kids A N D Media
A T T H E  N E W  M I L L E N N I U M

W H E T H E R  K I D S  L I V E  I N  R U R A L  O R  U R B A N  A R E A S

M A K E S  V E R Y  L I T T L E  D I F F E R E N C E  I N  H O W  M U C H  

O R  W H A T K I N D S  O F  M E D I A  T H E Y  U S E .  
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When it comes to what types of media rural kids versus city kids

choose, there are very few differences. Kids over 12 watch the same

genres of TV, are equally likely to play a computer or video game such

as Doom, and, for the most part, listen to the same types of music.

Rural kids listen to Rap or Hip Hop almost as much as urban kids (on

any given day, 42% of 12–18 year-olds in rural areas listen to Rap or

Hip Hop, compared to 48% of city kids). One musical difference is

that more rural kids listen to country music on the radio than kids in

the city (17% v. 9%). 

Even when it comes to new media, there are very few differences

based on whether a kids grows up in the city or in a rural area. Rural

and urban kids are about equally likely to have a computer in their

home (63% rural, 66% urban) and to have Internet access (39% rural

v. 41% urban). As a result, urban and rural kids are just as likely to

use computers or go on the Internet, and they spend roughly the

same amount of time doing so. (On a typical day, 39% of urban and

rural kids will use a computer; 15% of urban and 18% of rural kids will

go online.) 

On the other hand, kids who live in the suburbs tend to use less

media overall (5:19) but are more computer-oriented than either city

kids or kids who live in rural areas. Nearly three out of four kids in the

suburbs (74%) have a computer at home (63% rural, 66% urban),

and more than half (51%) have Internet access at home (39% rural,

41% urban). 
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k i d s  i n  s i n g l e - pa r e n t  h o m e s  a r e  m o r e  l i k e ly  to  h ave  a  t v

in their bedroom (60% v. 50% for two-parent homes), but less likely

to own a computer (55% v. 73%). They spend almost 45 minutes more

each day watching TV (3:16 v. 2:34). Single-parent homes are more

likely to have the TV on during meals (69% say it’s usually on during

meals v. 54% of those in two-parent homes) and less likely to have

rules about TV watching (42% v. 53%). 

II

K I D S  I N  S I N G L E - P A R E N T H O M E S  W A T C H  M O R E  

T V  T H A N  T H O S E  I N  T W O - P A R E N T H O M E S .  
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The study is based on a nationally representative sample of 3,155 children ages 2–18,

including oversamples of African-American and Hispanic children. The media included

in the study are television, computers, movies, videos, video games, books, magazines,

newspapers, radio, and CDs and tapes. The study was designed by Kaiser Family

Foundation staff in consultation with Stanford University Professor Donald F. Roberts

and Harris Interactive, Inc., and the data were collected by Harris Interactive. The results

were analyzed and this report was prepared by Foundation staff and Professor Roberts. 

The sample includes 2,065 students in grades 3–12 (who completed self-adminis-

tered written questionnaires in the classroom about their media use the previous day) and

1,090 children ages 2–7 (whose parents or caregivers participated in an hour-long in-home

survey about the child’s media use the previous day). In addition, week-long media use

diaries were collected for 621 of these children (487 completed by 3rd–12th graders, and

134 completed by parents of 2–7 year-olds). 

The margin of error for the combined sample of children 2–18 is ±3%; for the in-

school sample of 3rd–12th graders it is ±3%; and for the in-home sample of 2–7 year-olds

it is ±5%.

The findings reported on in this summary are based on the nationally representa-

tive sample, except where noted; the diaries were used primarily for verification, to

examine media use patterns among individual children over the course of a week, and

to collect additional information about media genres. 

A more detailed description of methodology can be found in the full report on which

this summary is based, and in Appendix A.
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