
How is the relationship between children and technology translated 
through photography?

     There is certainly something curious about watching a young child swipe 
through apps as if they have been born with an iPad in their hand. 
Nowadays, advertisement plays a hugely important role in persuading the 
customers to purchase products and services. Technology plays a major role 
in relation to the Zeitgeist, as we are every day surrounded by technology that 
keeps improving and targeting every single one of us including young 
consumers, like children. In this essay we will discuss the impact of 
technology and television advertisement on children, how their behaviour is 
shaped and the decisions that they make. To get children’s attention towards 
the product or app it is required that the advertisement has to appeal to their 
age, mindset and interest according to that specific product. When children 
see the advertisement according to what they are interested in, they 
persuade their parents to get the product.

    Jonathan Maintland participated in a debate in a tv programme “Too young 
for technology?”. In this programme, it was revealed that, as children start 
school, at the age of four, 70% of them are already confident in using tablets, 
laptop and smartphones. In a survey conducted by the programme, it was 
said that 47% of the parents thinks it is important for a child to be confident 
with using technology before they start school, while 17% of the children 
under three years old already own their a smartphone or tablet. 

    One of the main point to consider is the role of the parents, who need to 
make sure that their child is using technology in an appropriate way and for 
sensible amounts of time at home. Every question, or most of them, once 
involved rooting through encyclopaedias and dictionaries, now they are 
solved with a cure-all: “google it”, expressed by the parents or teachers. 

    Electronic gadgets are at the top of the list in today’s children properties. 
Now more affordable on theelectronic market, manufacturers of tablets are 
encouraging more parents to buy gadgets for their children at Christmas. 
According to a report in December 2013 by uSwitch, parents collectively 
splashed out over 3 billion on tech gifts for their children that year, spending 
an average of £243 each. Tablets were top of the charts for most popular 
presents, being bought by one in four parents in the UK. 

  Photographer Eric Pickersgill shows, with one of his photography projects, 
how much power technology holds on us. (Beres: 2015). Eric Pickersgill, did 
a photo series called ‘Removed’, after witnessing a family eating breakfast 



together in a cafe while he was staying at an artist residency in New York. To 
his dissatisfaction, he noticed that everybody in the family, at the exception of 
the mother, was on a phone - connecting with people and content elsewhere - 
rather than those that they sat with. In this project, Eric Pickersgill removed all 
technologic devices from the subjects hands. By removing the phones or 
tablets in peoples' hands he shows us how it looks, staring into empty hands, 
ignoring the world around us. 

    ‘Without secrets, of course, there can be no such thing as 
childhood’ (Postman 1983: 80). Postman maintains that television demolish 
the privacy of the home, and, as a result, television destroys ‘Childhood’. 
Television, the ‘total disclosure medium’ (Postman 1983: 81), gives children 
access to images of the adult world. For Postman, television competes with 
adults in their role as media and mediators for their children. As a result - 
threatens the innocence of childhood. 

     Children represent a major target to marketers; because, in addition to 
their own purchasing power, quite substantial, they influence their parents’ 
buying decisions and are the future adult consumers. (Steven:2013) As a 
result, the industry’s spending on advertising to children has exploded over 
the past two decades. By using parents’ insecurities or feelings of 
inadequacy, marketers have an easy opening when pushing a product that 
promises to bring happiness to a child’s life. Parents are targeted with that 
mindset, ‘Your kids deserve more, and could be happier’.

    British artist, Wendy McMurdo, specialised in photography and digital 
media works with traditional photography and computer technology to 
produce pictures of children who seem slightly 'out of this world'. Her images 
stands somewhere between fiction and fact of reality. Like the work of an 
American documentary photographer, Helen Levitt, these photographs 
illustrate moments of play or reverie, isolated from the world of grown-ups. 
But the photographs are not simple images documenting a child's world. 
McMurdo is using digital techniques to manipulate the image, and 
intentionally removes or emphases certain elements to undermine the 
apparent objectivity of the photographic image and to situate the subject in 
the foreground of the scene. The children in McMurdo's images are often so 
carried away in their own activities that they seem separate from the rest of 
their world. McMurdo intensifies this feeling of childhood by eliminating or 
cloning elements of the scene making it seem strange or mysterious. (Clark 
1995).
In Wendy McMurdo’s project called “the Computer Class” the children are not 
playing with their   peers anymore. Instead, they are lost in absolute 



concentration, staring out at a screen, invisible to us, manipulating an 
invisible mouse. The intensity of their gaze as well as their posture helps us 
believe in the thing they are staring at - the computer - even though it is 
clearly not visible in the photographs. This series is fascinating as it suggests 
that even if the children are physically present, they are mentally elsewhere, 
with no awareness of either what is surrounding them or who is observing 
them. (Clark:1995) 

     A theory called Audience Reception Theory, developed by Stuart Hall 
during the 1980s and 1990s,  reinforces the message that photographer 
Wendy McMurdo expresses through her project The Computer Class. 
This theory defines the relationship between TV messages and spectators 
reading in a passive, negotiate or opposed way. In relation to children, their 
cognitive skills imply a more passive reading which means that TV producers 
have a responsibility towards children to this target audience. 

     Finally, to refer back to my previous point regarding the power of 
advertising in influencing children as consumers of technology, there is 
powerful supportive evidence. This evidence points towards children 
becoming trapped within the world of technology at whichever age they begin 
to engage with it. A Psychology research paper tried to make sense of the 
impact of visual salient online adverts with children when using the internet to 
do some tasks. The results show that the effects of online adverts are 
different for the performance measures and process measures. Whereas, a 
marked effect is seen on children's gaze behaviour while effecting a task 
performance with several online adverts. On the other hand, the gender, the 
age and level of gaze control seems to make a difference between individuals 
while doing a task performance.
As children use online to proceed a task, the results suggest that due to 
visual saliency in online adverts, we witness some evidence about cognitive 
and behavioural distraction effects. Therefore from whatever age a child 
initially engages with technology, it would seem that their continual 
engagement is secured by the power of online advertisements influencing 
their future behaviour and choices regarding technology. (Peer:2004)

     In conclusion to answer to the initial question ‘How is the relationship 
between children and technology translated through photography’, 
photographic images very clearly demonstrate the isolated, introverted and 
insular world that a child can enter into when engaging with technology. 
Removing themselves from people around them, reducing ‘real’ social 
interaction and replacing this with cyber relationships, interaction and 
knowledge of the world. The images convey a world of lots of individuals 



operating singularly rather than socially as a group and choosing to become 
informed via a technological world rather than allowing themselves to be 
informed by the people and resources in the real world around them. It would 
appear that advertising has a powerful influence in instigating children’s 
desire to initially engage in the technological world but has as strong an effect 
in securing and maintaining the child’s continuing relationship with technology 
through continuing advertising. The parental role of a child’s engagement with 
technology bears significance also, as both a facilitator in providing access to 
technology and also by being as equally influenced by marketing.
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