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ABSTRACT

Background: Digital spaces are rapidly emerging as a space for children to engage in autotelic
play.

Aim: To explore and describe children’s experiences of choice-making in their play in digital
spaces from the perspective of children themselves.

Methods: Focus groups were conducted with a total of eight children aged six years of age
within their school, in a large city in Ireland. A Mosaic Approach with drawing, cutting, and
colouring in was used to elicit the children’s voices to ensure their active engagement throughout
the data collection. Data was analyzed using focus group analysis.

Results: Data analysis revealed three main themes; children enjoy the ability to make choices in
their play, that they are often constrained in their ability to make choices, and that they negotiate
ways in which they can select options for play in digital spaces.

Conclusions: Findings indicate that children are agentic individuals who are capable of making
decisions in their play in digital spaces. This knowledge provides implications for Occupational
Therapists to enhance play as an occupation in digital spaces.
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Introduction

Play is the primary occupation of children [1] with
the right to play widely acknowledged [2]. Play is
known to further children’s physical, social, emotional,
and psychological well-being, building confidence and
self-esteem and allowing children to form friendships
and construct attachments to places and people [3].
Play is often characterized as an activity engaged in
for its own sake (autotelic) or secondary purposes
such as learning, skill development, or rehearsal
(instrumental) [4]. Thus, play as a unique children’s
experience is defined as being initiated, organized,
and controlled by the child themselves [1,2,4]. The
exceptional way in which play is experienced by chil-
dren has been illustrated in studies [5,6], in which
researchers found variance in children’s and adults’
perceptions of play with children recognizing an
activity as play when they had a choice, autonomy,
and less adult involvement. Consequently, a key com-
ponent in how children experience free play is each
child’s capability to make free choices with regard to
that play.

The terms choice or decision are often used as
equivalent to each other with assumptions often made
that making a choice or decision being equally avail-
able to all [7,8]. Ultimately, making choices are com-
plex; influenced by a child’s intrinsic motivation and
ownership, often made in response to the perspectives
of others and any social discourses, as well as being
dependent on the context in which they are partici-
pating [7-9]. For children, choice-making is also
known to be influenced by the value of participating
and whether there is any social approval gained [10].
Children experience choice in play as a result of a
transactional and relational process as influenced by
the characteristics of the child, the activity, the rela-
tionships involved, and the context indicating the sit-
uatedness of choice-making [11,12]. Thus, children’s
ability to express their views and make choices are
part of their everyday repertoire of doing and being.

It should be stressed that play is not a single,
homogenous experience for children as it manifests in
many forms and is often reflective of the context in
which it occurs. Descriptions of play are often
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informed by our understanding of; 1. The child’s
developmental capabilities, 2. The context in which
the play occurs, 3. The objects implicated in the play.
Much of the literature regarding play in this sense is
centred around the natural or built environment [13-
15]. With such forms of play and in these contexts,
we understand the choices made by children in terms
of what to play, who to play with, and when to play,
with each choice illuminating a new perspective on
the meaning children derive from their experiences.
In recent years, digital technologies and connected
online spaces have provided children with new places
and contexts in which to play. From simple puzzle
games to complex strategy and construction games,
digital spaces are proffering children a range of play
experiences. These digital play spaces are accessed by
a range of technologies and digital platforms, allowing
children to participate in spaces such as Minecraft or
Roblox. Play in digital spaces, as in all contexts,
evolves throughout childhood with the motives for
play changing as children get older. Younger children
commonly engage with tablets and older children pre-
fer consoles and computers [16]. Opportunities for
play in digital spaces are now entangled within every-
day experiences [17,18] which challenges us to under-
stand more about the nature of childrens play
experiences including those in a digital space.
Within digital spaces, children have commented
that their choices in play in digital spaces can be con-
strained by the input and influence of adults. Children
report such constraints on their free choice as emerg-
ing from adult concerns with limits focused on screen
time allowance and that the negotiation of rules
around devices confused [19,20]. Whereas in more
traditional play contexts such as the outdoors or play-
grounds, there is an increased recognition of the value
of providing children ‘free choice’ [21], the prevailing
narrative suggests that children are not capable of
making choices when it comes to technology. In such
circumstances the choices of what to play, who to play
with, and when to play in digital spaces are signifi-
cantly less ‘free’ than when play is situated in other
spaces such as playgrounds. A fear or ‘moral panic
with technology is often associated with levels of con-
sumption, addiction and violence [22,23]. This results
in restrictions on screen time suggesting that as adults
we do not trust children to make choices. Thus, an
examination of the choices that children make in
their play in digital spaces is hampered by decisions
about whether or not they should be playing at all.
However, as with inquiries that focus on the choices
made by children in other play spaces and by recog-
nizing the reciprocal relationship between the child
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and the technology, we can shift from individualist
perspectives where the nature of choice is one of per-
sonal agency to recognizing the range of entities that
configure the play choice moment [24,25].

Despite the ongoing debate about play in digital
spaces, children themselves describe their active
engagement with technology and electronic games as
play and describe them as playing [4]. Furthermore, a
growing body of research has emerged that examines
the benefits of children’s play in digital spaces, includ-
ing a focus on understanding young people’s motiva-
tion for engaging in play in digital spaces and with
electronic games [26-28]. Despite a recent influx of
research examining the benefits of children’s play in
digital spaces [29-31], to our knowledge there remains
no in-depth examination of children’s experiences of
choice-making in play in digital spaces. Thus, under-
standing the choices that children make in their play
in digital spaces in everyday life warrants further
exploration.

Engagement in play that reflects the child’s unique
play preferences should be a primary goal of paediat-
ric occupational therapy [1]. In early research relating
to digital play, occupational therapy interventions
involving computer play were shown to enable chil-
dren with disabilities to engage in play [32]. In later
research, computer play was identified as a meaning-
ful occupation amongst children with sensorimotor
disorders, and therefore they were motivated to engage
in interventions involving digital play [33]. However,
using a prescriptive approach to digital play interven-
tions and eliminating the choices offered to children
resulted in decreased motivation over time [34].
Exploration of the child’s subjective experiences would
undoubtedly enrich implementation of interventions
involving digital play.

A greater understanding of the choices children
make in the context of play in digital spaces can be
utilized by Occupational Therapists to support play in
digital spaces as a meaningful and purposeful occupa-
tion as well as by other stakeholders, such as, game
designers and wider society to enhance wellbeing and
alter current discourses. Therefore, the aim of this
inquiry is to explore and understand how children
experience choice-making within play in digital spaces.

Methods
Study design

A qualitative study using a focus group design was
applied [35,36] to generate discussion between partic-
ipants and to gather their collective thoughts and
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experiences. This included a plethora of data collec-
tion tools as indicated by the Mosaic Approach [37].
This ensured that the participants were actively
engaged and felt listened to and advocated the con-
ceptualization of children as meaning-makers [38,39].
Ethical approval was provided by University College
CorK’s Social Research and Ethics Committee [Log
2021-110] and the Swedish Ethical Review Board
[Log 2021- 03411].

Participants

The study was conducted within a primary school in
a large city in Ireland. Inclusion criteria included
being in 1% class and thus aged between 6-7years of
age, attending the specific class and school, speaking
English, and having returned assent and consent
forms. The principal of the school acted as the gate-
keeper, distributed information and consent forms to
the children and parents of a whole class. The partic-
ipants and their parents were provided with separate,
age-appropriate information sheets and consent/assent
forms, providing parents with the necessary informa-
tion to discuss with their child. A total of eight writ-
ten informed consent forms from parents and assent
forms from girls were returned from a class of around
28 pupils. All participants played games in digital
spaces to varying degrees.

Data collection

Preparation for focus groups

To prepare for the data collection an initial dialogue
was conducted via telephone call with each partici-
pant’s parent to answer any questions parents may
have had with regards to the research and to ensure
informed consent was also confirmed verbally. This
also served as an opportunity to introduce the research
team (FL, MLL, BB), the first author (FL) as the
group moderator and to have an initial discussion
regarding play at home and specifically their child’s
play in digital spaces. By gathering information from
the parents and taking brief notes from the dialogue,
ensured that the initial focus group with the partici-
pants was relevant and meaningful to each individual
whilst ensuring the main scope of data was generated
by the child.

Focus groups

Following this, a total of seven focus groups were
conducted between January and March 2022 to gather
data. Data was collected in the school context as

children were familiar with this environment, how-
ever, the discussions focused on children’s typical play
experiences. The first two focus group sessions were
run with 4 participants attending each session, with
the third session having no more than 3 participants
to provide each child with further opportunity to
share their views (Table 1). Only one participant was
unable to attend one session. The first author (FL)
moderated all focus groups. A reflective journal was
used and field notes were taken at the end of each
group session which were used for triangulation
purposes.

Each focus group began by welcoming the partici-
pants to the group and encouraging each child to
speak clearly and one and a time [40]. Each partici-
pant was reminded that the sessions were
audio-recorded and that they were present if they
wanted to be and could withdraw at any time. Name
badges were created and worn by each participant to
assist the group moderator when facilitating the focus
group and consequently when transcribing the data.
The first focus group gathered initial discussions from
the children as they drew pictures of their favourite
games and characters. This information was used
along with the information from their parents to
download and print pictures and photographs for the
second focus group. This ensured that the session was
relevant to each participant’s interests and engaging
for all participants. Activities that were familiar to
them, such as drawing, cutting, and sticking down
pictures were used to create their collage. This pro-
vided the children with a visual representation that
aimed to generate and elicit an open discussion
between the participants of their experiences of play
[39,40]. The discussions and collage-making focused
on their whole play repertoire enabling the group
moderator to use probing questions to further explore
the digital dimensions. The third focus group provided
each child the opportunity to reflect on their collage
and explore some of the factors that influence their
selection and choice-making in play in digital spaces
[39]. Open-ended and probing questions, such as ‘tell
me more about that facilitated a more in-depth

Table 1. Focus groups.
Focus Length of

Session group  Participants (pseudonyms assigned) focus group
Session T Group 1T  Rebecca, Caitlin, Ciara, & Hannah 39min
Group 2 Brianna, Sinead, Samantha, & Emily 37 min
Session 2 Group 3  Rebecca, Ciara, Hannah, & Sinead 54 min
Group 4  Emily, Brianna, & Samantha 56 min
Session 3 Group 5 Rebecca, Samantha, & Ciara 43 min
Group 6  Brianna, Emily, & Hannah 38min
Group 7  Sinead & Caitlin 47 min
Mean length of focus group 45min




discussion ensuring that the focus of the discussion
was led by the children [38]. On listening to the
recordings, it was challenging to pick up each distinct
voice especially when participants were talking simul-
taneously. Thus, the recordings required to be tran-
scribed verbatim and cross-checked several times.
Following this, the transcripts were anonymized, and
pseudonyms were assigned to each participant.

Data analysis

Focus group analysis was applied to the data as
described by Dahlin-Ivanoff & Hultberg [35] and
Krueger & Casey [36]. The first step in the process of
analysis began during the focus groups and continued
by listening to the audio recordings and reading the
transcripts numerous times to provide an overall
sense of the collective discussions [35,36]. Further,
reflective discussions between the first and second
authors were also carried out. The next stage involved
reviewing each transcript to identify elements of the
whole discussion relevant to the purpose of the
inquiry; children’s experiences of choice-making in
play in digital spaces. This stage was completed for
each transcript with the emerging findings synthe-
sized from all focus groups until preliminary themes
were established, for instance, the constraints children
experience in their play in digital spaces. This enabled
the raw data to be organized into themes and
sub-themes ensuring that the meaning was adequately
reflected and that the analysis remained close to the
original data. Throughout the data analysis, the pro-
cess was dynamic, referring back to the themes,
sub-themes, and the purpose of the study. A clear
consensus was achieved between all authors by repeat-
edly checking and discussing the data, themes, and
sub-themes to ensure trustworthiness. The use of
quotations demonstrating the discussion between the
participants and language close to that of the children
is utilized throughout the findings as a way to ensure
the quality of analysis by keeping close to the
data [36].

Findings

The analysis of childrens discussions of their experi-
ences of choice-making in their play in digital spaces
generated three main themes with sub-themes [see
Table 2]. The first theme describes the enjoyment
they experience when making choices in their play in
digital spaces. The second theme indicates the con-
straints in choice making that children describe due
to restricted possibilities in their play in digital spaces.
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With the third theme conveys the ways in which chil-
dren feel they negotiate play experiences of choice
making in digital spaces.

Enjoyable play experiences in digital spaces

Children’s experiences reflected how they enjoyed the
flexibility and variety of choices in their play in digi-
tal spaces. The sub-themes demonstrate how children
like variation in their play, that their play includes the
requirement to manage responsibility and that play
offers the right amount of challenge.

Variation in play in digital spaces

Children expressed that they enjoyed variation whilst
they played in digital spaces and recognized that if it
was all the same then it would get boring. Games
such as ‘Adopt Me’ offered a variety of pets as well as
different levels and editions of the game to keep play
interesting and varied:

Ciara: There’s only two of the same thing...
Researcher: And then what are the rest?

Ciara: They're all different

Hannah: This one is Adopt Me guy, Adopt Me Pet...

Researcher: Do you think it's good to have things in
games that are all different?

Hannah: Because youd get bored of that one game
that’s the exact same as all the other games and youd
just get really bored

Researcher: yeah...

Hannah: The reason I like Adopt Me, it's not the
same and there are lots of different pets that you can
collect and there is a Halloween edition, Christmas
edition...

Ciara: yeah.

Table 2. Overview of themes and sub-themes.

Theme Sub-themes
Enjoyable play Variation in  Managing Creativity and
experiences in play in responsibilities challenge
digital spaces digital
spaces
Constrained Play in Boundaries to access Play in digital
possibilities digital play in digital spaces
for play in spaces spaces dependent on
digital spaces being others
less
valued
Negotiating play It's play! Secrets! Extending
in digital possibilities
spaces for play in

digital spaces
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They preferred the ability to choose themselves, as
well as being flexible to play with the things they
wanted in that moment or when they were in the
mood for certain types of play. Children enjoyed the
possibilities of their play which typically included
both play in digital and physical spaces. Children
indicated that they enjoyed play with physical Barbie
dolls as well as playing with the online game, Barbie
Dreamland and spoke about how the physical and
virtual were combined. Despite, children describing
playing with the physical Barbie doll and the Barbie
avatar in the digital space, they saw continuity between
these two experiences by drawing attention to the
objects not the space or platform for the play.

Managing responsibilities

Children discussed the fun they had managing differ-
ent responsibilities which were proffered by the games
they chose to play in digital spaces. Their manage-
ment of their routines was indicated by what they
typically enjoyed playing with and involved favourite
animals, resulting in their perceived competence in
their play. Children told of earning game money to
buy certain things within the game, which also
resulted in their perceived competence in their game
play. The chores required for looking after animals
were expressed as an important responsibility by the
children. Despite this, they also expressed frustrations
that came with carrying out, what they perceived
managing chores, indicating the negotiation that they
engage with:

Researcher: What’s the problem, with playing Toka

Life?

Brianna: It's because whenever you feed them, they

always poo and it’s really annoying...

Researcher: Any why’s that annoying?

Brianna: Because, even if you feed them something
they poo, and it’s just really annoying

Sinead: Humans do that

Brianna: Yeah, I know. But you have to clean it up
afterwards. And the problem is Toka Life people
poo way more than the other ones and its
annoying

Emily: Horses can't clean up themselves, so we have
to do it.

Brianna: Why can’t they clean it up, theyre in a
video game? Theyre not actually real.

Children described that they had the skills and
understanding that device maintenance was part of

their play. This included being able to charge them
and download games onto devices. They spoke of
developing mastery and their perceived competence
in being able to look after the devices.

Creativity and challenge

Children enjoyed the possibility to choose autotelic
play in digital spaces with various characteristics, such
as creativity and challenge. The levels presented in
games afforded the possibility of differentiation in
their play which resulted in their sustained engage-
ment. Children expressed that they enjoyed the antic-
ipation of getting new characters, the skills of being
able to unlock new parts of the game and earn
rewards, such as rare diamonds and coins and timing
themselves:

Researcher: And why do you like that?
Samantha: Because I like timing myself...
Ciara: Oh, I love timing myself

Samantha: I mean, I like timing myself. So, I can give
myself a challenge

Children expressed that the affordances of play in
digital spaces offered the ability to do things that you
might not be able to do in real life, including making
your own stories and characters:

Researcher: Yeah, do you like that one [game]
better?

Samantha: Yeah, because on Toka you're able to steal

Researcher: How does that make you feel if you're
stealing stuff?

Samantha: It’s not really stealing because it’s a game
Researcher: So, it’s fun?

Ciara: It’s fun stealing

Rebecca: And the other person can steal it back...

Samantha: But they don’t steal it back. You can make
characters and the characters made there already and
you can make, like, stories with it. It’s like a record
button so you can make stories with it. It’s really fun.

This negotiation to engage in play in digital spaces,
resulted in children participating and creating a range
of creative and diverse play experiences, sometimes
beyond what was intended by the game. Children also
spoke about imaginative play such as role playing and
being able to build houses, hotels, or skyscrapers, and



trying to replicate real world elements within the dig-
ital. Children discussed doing various things are the
same time, such as playing games on the go.

Constrained possibilities for play in digital spaces

Children recurrently expressed how their choices of
play in digital spaces were restricted dependent on
the constraints presented. This formed three
sub-themes reflecting how the children experienced
restrictions which included play in digital spaces
being less valued, that there were boundaries to access
various games and devices, and that this play was
often dependent and controlled by others.

Play in digital spaces being less valued

Children spoke of the choices that they intended to
make for personal interest, enjoyment or skill level
being not necessarily valued by their parents. They
recognised that certain games and devices may be
valued more by their parents that had been played by
themselves when they were children, as well as games
that teach you stuff and that got you moving. Certain
types of devices, applications, and games were deemed
more valuable by parents and caregivers which was
often in opposition to what the children’s interest was.
Children reported times when they were not allowed
to play on the iPad but were allowed on the Nintendo
or Xbox:

Researcher: So, what else do you think your mum-
mies and daddies think?

Ciara: I think we’re robots

Hannah: I think, they think we're screen robots.
Researcher: what does that mean?

Hannah: that were addicted to screens....

Caitlin: My daddy hates Adopt me! Because all you
do is trade but it's actually really fun but my dad
hates it...he says it sounds really boring because he
thinks that the Xbox and the Nintendo switch are
way better because they actually teach you stuff. On
the Xbox you can play driving games, but I always
crash into stuff, and I always get police following me.

Researcher: Do you think you always have to learn
stuff when you play?

Hannah: no

Ciara: no

Caitlin: And my daddy played the Super Nintendo
and the Xbox all...he used to always play that when
he was a kid. And we still have the exact same one

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY 1465

The children discussed how play in digital spaces
was limited by what to play, for how long, when, and
with whom. The restrictions were bounded by the
constraints of parents’ rules and largely dominated by
‘screen time’ discussions. They were constrained by
rules to play only at the weekend or for a certain
time after school. However, they spoke of times that
this would change when their older siblings were
allowed to play with friends online.

Boundaries to access play in digital spaces

Children indicated that there were boundaries to their
choice making in their play in digital spaces which
consisted of access to the devices used and to play
experiences, elements of the game costing money, and
as a result of games being too difficult.

Children expressed that they reliant on using their
parents’ old devices or had apps on their parents
current device. Some children received their own
tablet devices as a birthday or Christmas present,
others shared a device with siblings or their parents,
whilst others were dependent on visiting family to
play on devices. Children expressed that they could
only play with certain games and devices with cer-
tain people and in certain places. Roblox becomes
an example of a game with restrictions, where get-
ting cool pets cost money; limiting children’s play
and progression within a game. Children also
acknowledged and discussed factors such as in-game
advertising which influence the flow of play within
the game or application and impacted on their
choice making within their play in digital spaces:

Brianna: I've got these cube games. It’s really annoy-
ing because when I'm in the game, the game is really
quick, but when I'm in the middle of playing it the
ads come up, and its really annoying and I have to
get them and it takes ages for the ad to be over. You
have to keep on watching the ad.

Sinead: You can just fast forward

Brianna: No, you have to wait until it's over and it’s
really annoying

Despite children enjoying the challenge in play in
digital spaces, they also indicated that the devices and
games themselves could lead to restrictions in their
play in digital spaces. If games were perceived as
being too difficult or challenging, children spoke of
this being annoying and frustrating and at times this
would result in them stopping play.

Play in digital spaces dependent on others
Children expressed that their choices in their play in
digital spaces was dependent on being included or
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invited to play with others, such as siblings, cousins,
and their parents. Children indicated that although they
developed knowledge and awareness of certain games
from their siblings, their play was often constrained by
a dependency on them to play. Non-mobile devices
such as Xbox or Nintendos were often located in their
siblings’ bedrooms which restricted their use of them
freely. Children also indicated that their play in digital
spaces needed to adjust to the changing needs and
wants of their siblings as they grew older. Children
expressed that their younger siblings tended to domi-
nate play or that they enjoyed playing with their siblings
in the past when they were asked to but as their sib-
lings got older, their play habits changed and developed:

Rebecca: we used to play that every time. So, my
brother kind of got bored of it because like you do
the same thing over, and over again. So, then we
started playing like other games like they go on
adventures and more. And then and then for some
reason, he just stopped.

Researcher: Why do you think he stopped?

Rebecca: I don't know...He is nine, turning ten in
April.

Ciara: maybe he’s too old for those baby games?

Rebecca: yeah, maybe

Children also indicated that their play was influ-
enced by other events, family commitments and rou-
tines, such as visiting family or birthdays. Children
also spoke of digital spaces being used as a distrac-
tion by their parents, as Samantha recalls being given
a tablet when she had a ‘thorn in my finger’ or
Brianna remembers being allowed to play when
they’re ‘in a restaurant and we’re waiting for food’
with Hannah recalling that ‘sometimes, when I'm
waiting for my sister to finish something or do some-
thing I play Angry Birds on mummy’s phone and I
really like that game’ Children told of the choices for
play in digital spaces being dependent on the time
their parents had to download specific games or
applications. This also included the time that their
parents had to play with their children in digital
spaces due to busy work schedules.

Negotiating play in digital spaces

Children spoke of the ways and means in which they
negotiated and selected their play experiences in dig-
ital spaces to enable further possibilities for play in
digital spaces. The sub-themes indicate that children

negotiated more play experiences by persuading par-
ents, keeping secrets, and by promoting social oppor-
tunities with friends.

It’s play!

Children spoke about how they negotiated play expe-
riences within digital spaces. They queried how play
was defined, expressing that they themselves were able
to recognise a distinction in the way digital devices
and technologies were potentially used. Children par-
ticularly differentiated between the passivity of watch-
ing and the doing of the play with screens and the
levels of interactivity afforded by devices:

Brianna: when you play, you do stuff and you're
watching stuff you dont do anything. You kind of
have to move your hands and TV you can just sit
down.

Emily: When you're playing, youre moving but when
youre watching something you just sit there and look

Sinead: and you make the characters do what you want.
On TV, people will do what theyre meant to do...

Emily: Just Dance is watching and playing because
you watch then person then play the game

Irrespective of how it was defined, children were
able to recognise their competence in their play and
not requiring adult assistance and doing so with
independence.

Secrets!

Children spoke about how they negotiated their play
in digital spaces to increase their possibilities, often
without adult awareness. Children recognised that
although at times they werent ‘allowed’ their devices,
children would sneak them up to their bedroom and
put a ‘do not disturb’ sign up on their bedroom door
or turn the volume down so they wouldn’t be heard.
Children expressed ways such as charging their devices
in their bedrooms to prepare for the possibility to play
if they wanted. Children also told of the ways in which
they were secretive from their parents to hide certain
games otherwise they feared it would be deleted:

Roisin: ...I put a do not disturb sign up

Researcher: You've got a do not disturb sign on your
door?

Roisin: yeah

Neasa: yeah, do you know what I do if I'm playing a
video game in my room and I don't want anyone to
know? I turn off the sounds...so they dont hear me

playing.



Extending possibilities for play in digital spaces
Despite the restrictions imposed on children with
regards to their play with digital devices, children
expressed the ways and means in which they negoti-
ated opportunities for play and have fun. Children
spoke of the opportunities that were possible from
sharing games between friends:

Roisin: if you get one for Christmas, Santa gives you
a game with it even if you don't ask for it...

Neasa: Well, I probably do. I really want the Mario
game. I love the Mario game

Roisin: If you want, erm, I could give you a rent of it

Children recognised that play in digital spaces
offered the possibilities of being able to play both
alone and together. Their experiences reflected on the
social dimensions of play in digital spaces as oppor-
tunities to engage with friends and siblings. However,
children also spoke of wanting to play on their own.
When playing with friends, children recognised that
they could ask their dad to text their friend’s dad to
see if he’s available to play online. Children also indi-
cated that playing with siblings and friends also
improved their skill level.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore and describe children’s
experiences of their choice making within play in dig-
ital spaces. The findings from the inquiry are based
on conducting focus groups resulting in a descriptive
examination of their own experiences. The findings
indicate that childrens choice making is influenced by
a range of dynamic components. The variation prof-
fered by the technology and digital spaces provide
children a space in which they enjoy the flexibility to
make choices in their autotelic play experiences.
However, making choices in their play was con-
strained by entities such as being dependent on oth-
ers to play and access to devices resulting in children
negotiating further play experiences.

The findings from the study indicate that children
are both competent and capable of sharing their
unique perspective of their play in digital spaces and
emphasises the significance of listening to children as
substantiated by the UNCRC [2]. They actively
describe the range of choices available in play in dig-
ital spaces as being fun and when they were good at
it, enjoying the creativity and challenge afforded by
the play. Wider research indicates that children enjoy
the freedom to make their own choices such as
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personalisation and developing their own characters
[41,42] indicating that play in digital spaces denotes
purpose and meaning for children [43]. However, in
a recent study by Livingstone & Pothong [44] chil-
dren expressed that play in non-digital contexts
tended to be more diverse, imaginative and ‘offered a
greater sense of achievement than play in digital con-
texts’ [p. 491]. This signifies that children seek play
opportunities in digital spaces that offer these experi-
ences rather than constraining their play and choice
making. Play in digital spaces that offers challenge
can result in childrens sustained engagement in their
play often confused with the discourse of addiction
focused on the quantity of time spent on device [45].
This can be explained by the wider research with
regards to the concept of ‘flow’ whereby individuals
experience a state of complete engagement with tem-
porary loss of conscious awareness of time and space
[46]. Specifically, flow refers to the correspondence
between the child’s perceived skill, the challenge pro-
vided along with the immediate feedback which result
in play that is rewarding and engaging [47].

Further, the findings indicate that children are
aware of and actively work around parents’ perspec-
tives of play in digital spaces which influences their
decision making. Children indicated that play in dig-
ital spaces for secondary purposes, such as education
or being physically active, was preferred and encour-
aged by their parents. As reflected in their discus-
sions, restricted choices in play in digital spaces was
often influenced and concentrated on ‘screen time.
Further research indicates that children do not recog-
nise the necessity for play in digital spaces to hold
secondary benefits [44]. A recent review of the litera-
ture on parents’ mediation of media found that par-
ents are influenced by a variety of factors, including
their knowledge and experience, the vulnerability of
their child, potential risks of online experiences, and
how intense the activities are [48]. Generally, adults’
perspectives reflect on their own childhood memories
to consider the value and meaning of play for their
children [49]. However, this fails to consider the con-
tinued evolution of gaming, leisure, and technology in
our day to day lives. To explore digital spaces and
technologies as a place where children engage and
participate in play, the language beyond ‘screens’ and
‘screen time’ needs to be promoted. Thus, looking
beyond the quantity of time spent on devices and
rather examining the quality.

From the discussions, children described that their
overall play repertoire was not dominated by play in
digital spaces and that they recognised the benefits
of variation in their play, being inside and outside.
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Thus, what was not influencing their choice making
in play in digital spaces, is a decision between play
being either indoors or outdoors, real or virtual
Children in this study were not constructing a binary
decision as is typically presented, rather a much more
nuanced choice making process. They recognised
variation prevented them from getting bored and pro-
vided them with an increase of choice. The fluidity
between the digital and non-digital contexts was evi-
dent throughout the findings thus rejecting the tradi-
tional notions of the dichotomies of play being either
online or offline. This is consistent with research by
Livingstone and Pothong [44] and Brooker & Siraj-
Blatchford [50] that suggest that children do not typ-
ically distinguish between them as adults do. However,
the choices that are available are hinged on the
possibilities that are ideal and possible in a given
context [51].

The findings in the study suggest that the choices
children make in play in digital spaces, tend to be
choices that engage them opposed to choices of chil-
dren requesting the most up to date application, con-
sole, or game. The choices are influenced by mundane
and everyday experiences, who is around them, what
they have, and what their friends and family have.
The choices that children engage in their play in dig-
ital spaces are often proximal to them, for example,
games and apps that are preloaded on devices such as
tablets and smart phones. Thus, their choice making
is restricted within parameters set out for them.
Practical requirements such as apps being linked to
adults Google or Apple accounts indicate a wider
reliance on parents for them to participate in play
experiences [52]. Children spoke of their play being
shaped by larger play systems such as Lego, Barbie,
Roblox and that play was influenced by alternative
and broader transmedia frameworks and systems [52].
Findings from this study demonstrated children’s abil-
ity to negotiate their play experiences in digital spaces
within the context of the family unit. Arnott [53]
found that the process of negotiating their play in
digital spaces was not as a result of children lacking
agency or understanding; rather children were con-
scious of the expectations that were presented to them.

Clinical implications to occupational therapy

For decades, Occupational Therapists, have been
leveraging the potential of technology for children
with disabilities in educational establishments, at
home, and within their communities. The results of
this study provides new knowledge and understanding
which elevates play in digital spaces as a meaningful

and purposeful occupation for all children. Thus, pro-
viding Occupational Therapists with the understand-
ing of the potential role of digitalisation in children’s
everyday play. This knowledge can be utilised to sup-
port children to organise, direct, and control the
choices they have in play in digital spaces [2]. Further,
given the exponential growth of occupations in digital
spaces, the requirement to integrate and expand the-
ories and frameworks to acknowledge occupations
with and through technologies is necessary for occu-
pational therapy and occupational science.

Limitations

The inquiry was conducted within a specific area
within a large city in Ireland effecting the potential
transferability of the findings to another location. A
further limitation of the study was only girls were
recruited to the study, whereby a mix of gender would
have added a broader understanding of choice mak-
ing offering a more transferable perspective.
Additionally, further information regarding the char-
acteristics of the child’s play at home and the family
context may have alternative perspectives. However,
this study is the first that we are aware of which
explores childrens experiences of choice making
within their play in digital spaces. The choice of using
a focus group design provided depth to the data col-
lection. However, further research would be beneficial
to examine the breadth of children’s choice making in
digital spaces. The group moderator was the lead
researcher in the study which supported data analysis,
however, a reflective diary mediated potential limita-
tions. Despite having extensive experience of working
with children on an individual and group basis, the
group moderator had limited experience of conduct-
ing focus groups which may be seen as a limitation.
All researchers involved assumed different roles in the
analysis process to increase the trustworthiness.
Further research would be beneficial which elevates
children’s perspectives and experiences of their play in
a digital landscape and specifically explore the affor-
dances and meaning of engaging in, with, and through
technology.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that children are making
choices in their play in digital spaces. This knowledge
provides an enhanced understanding of play in digital
spaces. The findings of this inquiry demonstrate that
children experience that the distinction between
watching and playing was not consistently recognised



by adults, thus diminishing their unique perspective
and ability to make choices [2]. Despite the prevailing
narrative of the passivity of children in society and
the use of technology, the findings can be used to
elevate active choice making for children in their play
in digital spaces and position children as agentic indi-
viduals within society who are capable of making
decisions. However, this creates both a challenge and
responsibility for parents and caregivers in navigating
children’s opportunities for choice making in their
play in digital spaces amidst the backdrop of the soci-
etal discourses. Thus, emphasising the value of future
research being contextualised and from the child’s
experiences may help shift perspectives [54].
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