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missing photos. The consistent number of responses across the three days, the 96% 
response rate and the high level of compliance with the requirements of the task suggest 
that the method was not overly complex or onerous, even though diary studies have been 
described as requiring ‘a level of participant commitment and dedication rarely required 
in other types of research studies’ (Bolger et al., 2003: 591).

Some insights into children’s play

The categories for analysis arose from the study’s goal of producing an account of play, 
learning and technology in the everyday lives of young children and the mobile phone 
diaries addressed two of the objectives in particular: (1) documenting an ecological 
framework of children in their natural settings and (2) producing a detailed description 
of children’s play activities and interactions. The analysis presented here is based pre-
dominantly on the data from the mobile phone diaries rather than other sources and 
provides indicative findings on children’s play. However, the motivation for this account 
is to illustrate the potential of this method so that researchers can adapt it for their own 
purposes, setting up the exercise and analysing the resulting information in different 
ways. Depending on the study, some researchers might use a basic content analysis to 
assess the frequency of particular places, objects, or people; others might analyse how 
people construct family or investigate representations of race or class. We have con-
ducted a linguistic categorization of the references to play, for instance, as well as 
examining indoor and outdoor activities and the toys. There is a wealth of material 
available on the topic of analysing photographs and other visual data (e.g. Banks, 2007; 
Pink, 2007) but these diaries also provide scope to look at the interaction between image 
and text.

We wanted to develop our understanding of play given its centrality to our study and 
the widespread belief that this is how children of this age learn. The data from the mobile 
phone diaries enabled us to consider play as seen through the eyes of parents as we had 
found that asking them direct questions about their definitions of play in an interview 
was, not surprisingly, problematic. The information leaflet said that we wanted to get an 
idea of ‘what a weekend day involves for your child’. Parents were not asked to focus on 
play but one of the three items required in the text message was a brief description of 
what their child was doing (along with where they were and who they were with) so we 
were able to identify all references to play included in the text messages.

Every reference to play or playing included in the text messages was identified. For 
instance, Arden’s mother makes three direct references to play in Figure 1: playing out-
side on his bike, playing with a set of safari animals and playing with a road layout mat. 
We found that the words ‘play’ or ‘playing’ featured in 25% of the responses, although 
the distribution in terms of numbers of play episodes per child was very uneven, ranging 
from 0 to 10 references per child. We cannot infer from this that children spend a quarter 
of their time playing, but it indicated that children were perceived by their parents to be 
playing across a wide range of activities and at different times of day, although there 
were considerably more play episodes in the afternoon, perhaps because chores were 
done in the morning to leave the afternoon free for more child-centred activities. The rest 
of the time – at weekends, at least – was spent eating, napping, shopping and cooking, or 
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going on outings with the child’s entertainment and enjoyment in mind. Most activities 
described as play occurred at home or in the garden.

Although this was not a requirement of the exercise, many of the text messages also 
referred to what the child was playing with, suggesting that the prop (e.g. a toy or a 
household object used as a toy) was an integral part of defining play. In the quarter of 
play episodes where there was no prop, there was always a play partner, such as a friend, 
sibling, or other family member. Only one-eighth of references are to play with technolo-
gies, suggesting that children’s time is not as dominated by technology as media cover-
age implies (Plowman et al., 2010), although parents do not describe activities such as 
watching a DVD or television programmes as play.

More than a third of activities that were recorded by the picture messages took place 
beyond the home, probably accounted for by the fact that the exercise was conducted at 
weekends. These beyond-the-home activities encompassed domestic routines such as 
shopping, but other activities included explicitly child-focused outings such as visits to 
Santa or places designed for family trips such as Butterfly World. In Figure 1, for 
instance, Arden’s pictures show the ways in which Saturdays are opportunities for regu-
lar activities, such as Little Kickers soccer training, visiting nearby relatives, or one-off 
outings, such as the trip to the garden centre, as well as play.

In summary, there was no typical pattern of play across all children in the sample or, 
indeed, across days. All of these children lived within 10 km of each other and the experi-
ence snapshots relate to the same times on the same three days, and yet it is the diversity 
of children’s activities which is striking, both across the 11 children but also, for indi-
vidual children, within the space of one day. In combination with other sources of data, 
the analysis of the mobile phone diaries illustrated the range of children’s experiences, 
challenging prevailing notions of the homogeneity of young children’s encounters with 
technology and highlighting differences between children with apparently similar back-
grounds. This variation concerned their experiences; as we describe elsewhere (Plowman 
et al., 2012), there was not a high degree of variation in the toys or technologies that were 
available at home.

Reflections on the mobile phone diaries

We focus here on what we have learned about the key benefits of the method, as sum-
marized below from the perspectives of the families and of the research team, but there 
are also shortcomings to consider. The diaries provide only a series of glimpses into a 
child’s day and limited information on duration of activities. Our decision to exclude 
early morning and evening distorted the data: we know from interviews that the children 
typically watched television early in the morning and before bedtime at weekends. Given 
our interest in their technology-related activities this means we have an incomplete pic-
ture of their day. It was not possible to take photos of some activities (such as visits to the 
pantomime or cinema) and this also limited the data, although parents sent an explana-
tory text message in those circumstances: ‘Sorry, no picture – Katie still away at theatre 
watching Cinderella’.

Photographs, whether taken on a mobile phone or not, privilege action and are not 
well suited to capturing unobservable processes such as thoughts, attitudes, feelings and 
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perceptions. As parents’ values and attitudes are central to understanding their views on 
children’s encounters with technology we had to look beyond the mobile phone diaries 
for this information and used accounts of their own childhoods and responses to a set of 
statements for this purpose. The mobile phone diaries enabled us to describe some facets 
of the everyday lives of families in a specific time and place but they are one of many 
methods of data collection that, cumulatively, enabled us to provide the rich description 
sought for Toys & Technology.

Family perspectives

The mobile phone diary was less onerous for families than completing a paper-based 
time-use diary. The text message prompts meant that there was no need to recall events 
later because the response was contemporaneous with the event being recorded and par-
ents did not need to remind themselves to complete the exercise. The researcher did not 
intrude into activities and the family had control over the images to which the researchers 
had access: they could choose to ignore the text prompt, or to send a message without a 
picture: ‘Olly’s still in bed, he’s been up most of the night’. According to Ofcom (2011), 
91% of UK adults use a mobile phone so the technique does not require special equip-
ment and parents do not need to remember to keep it with them as they habitually have 
it to hand when they are with their children. This meant that it was easy to integrate the 
procedure into daily routines, and the wide range of locations in which photos were taken 
(swimming pools, restaurants, a library, a garden centre, among many) suggested that 
this method was flexible and easy to use.

The text message provided an informal, undemanding way for mothers to interpret 
their children’s activities within the context of family life and its brevity revealed what 
was salient to them within the framework of the questions we asked them to answer. This 
was more direct and less intimidating than having to provide an account of their child’s 
day in a retrospective narrative, and the informality associated with text messaging 
resulted in some parents signing off their messages to us with a kiss (as in Figure 1) or, 
in one case, ‘mummy’.

Feedback from the parents suggested that sharing this activity with their child was 
pleasurable. Van House (2009) and Rose (2004) refer to the burden of organizing family 
photos and our offer of a readymade memento of a day in their child’s life was attractive. 
The high level of compliance and retention throughout the three rounds suggested that 
the participants saw some value in the activity as well as a desire to satisfy our request 
– their only incentive, apart from the laminated storyboards, was £10 towards their costs.

Researcher perspectives

From the researchers’ point of view, the method was straightforward to set up and was 
easy to duplicate on subsequent rounds once parents were familiar with the procedures. 
As the participants used their own mobile phones they did not need to be trained and this 
contributed to the 100% retention rate. The method generated data that could easily be 
stored and managed, particularly as compared to video. As well as providing insights 
into the spatial dimensions of their lives, the date- and time-stamped messages created a 
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record of activities that gave us an understanding of the temporal organization of the 
children’s days including insights into the mundane or routine aspects of day-to-day life 
that may get overlooked by other forms of data collection, such as interviews. As the 
researcher’s presence at the fieldwork site was not required the method enabled us to 
gain insights into the range of activities, resources, people and places which are difficult 
to access by other means and make up the ecocultural context of children’s lives.

There was nothing about the act of taking pictures that was unusual in this research 
setting and the frequency with which parents generally take photographs of their children 
reduced the element of performance: as Sontag (1979: 8) observes, ‘Not to take pictures 
of one’s children, particularly when they are small, is a sign of parental indifference.’ 
Although the audience for these photographs, initially at least, was us as researchers 
rather than other family members, the children were more likely to be relaxed than they 
would be in an outsider’s presence.

The combination of text and image addressed some of the concerns about interpreta-
tion of the data. For instance, two of the text messages referred to boys ‘playing Star 
Wars’. In one case Leo was playing the game on the Wii and in the other Liam and a 
friend were role-playing Stars Wars with a lightsabre, but we need the image to under-
stand that the referent of the text is different in each case. Another text message refers to 
‘Splashing thru puddles on way 2 bakers 2 get cakes 4 tea aftr swim’. The image of this 
apparently idyllic episode in Kelly’s day shows her looking cold and unhappy in a 
hooded anorak in the pouring rain. A reliance on text alone would not provide sufficient 
contextual information to make grounded inferences about the children’s activities but 
the pictures alone would often fail to provide the desired information on location or 
participants.

Visual data

In ‘The big picture?’ (Plowman and Stephen, 2008) we remarked that researchers are 
attracted to video as a medium for recording data because there is an implicit belief that 
the research setting is directly knowable through what we see and that real life can be 
‘captured’. Video is considered to provide more potentially illuminating data than ques-
tionnaires, interviews or field notes because it appears to represent the complexities of 
social life. Similar assumptions are also made about photographs and we do not suggest 
that the method described here provides a short cut to authenticity any more than other 
forms of data collection. Making principled decisions (Plowman and Stephen, 2008: 
554) at least has the benefit of providing some transparency in this process. These were 
(a) to state an explicit rationale for the format; (b) to maintain alignment between the 
theoretical and empirical approaches; and (c) to ensure fitness for purpose.

In the case of the mobile phone diaries, our rationale was to identify a format that lent 
itself to the content that we were interested in (glimpses of everyday life) and the analyti-
cal procedures that were appropriate to the research question ‘what do children do?’ The 
ecocultural approach framing the study design meant that we needed to develop an 
understanding of family cultures and practices. This was achieved by providing instances 
of children’s activities both at and beyond the home and showing the people and things 
that featured in their lives, so maintaining alignment between the theoretical and 
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empirical approaches. It was also important that the end result could form the basis of 
discussions with both parents and children. Our desire to enlist parents to collect data on 
our behalf meant that we needed a method which, from the parents’ perspectives, was not 
too intrusive, was easy to understand, gave them control over what was made available 
to us and used readily available research tools.

From our perspective, we wanted minimal distortion of the data in the translation 
from the form in which they were collected to the form in which they were analysed. 
These various criteria meant that by using the method described here we were able to 
ensure fitness for purpose. Typically, video and audio recordings need to be translated to 
another medium such as written transcripts to facilitate interrogation by researchers dur-
ing the process of analysis and again during the process of representing the outcomes of 
this analysis for dissemination to others. This entails a process of making judgements at 
the recording stage about the focus of attention and what should be recorded but this is 
delegated to the parent-photographer here, so the participants are actively involved in the 
construction of the data.

Epistemological questions about what can be known are thrown into relief by the use 
of visual methods. Buckingham (2009: 635) cautions that they have been overused and 
insufficiently problematized and we share his view that ‘naïve empiricism’ sometimes 
underlies their use, particularly in the guise of promoting participation in the research 
process (see also Piper and Frankham, 2007). With respect to this dataset, however, we 
are not unduly troubled by notions of authenticity or the constructed nature of the image: 
we know that the pictures are not simply an image of a child and their surroundings. 
While there may have been an element of parents constructing an image of family for the 
camera (cf. Van House, 2009), we had no evidence to suggest this negated the value of 
this approach or distorted the images. Demanding purity of motive seems misplaced: the 
parent-photographer’s representations of what it is to be a good parent or to have a good 
childhood are of interest in their own right and, as researchers, our interpretations are 
shaped by our research agenda, our own histories and our previous interactions with 
these families.

Notwithstanding the crisis of representation, we take a pragmatic view that the images 
of the situations photographed by the parents were sufficiently mimetic for our purposes 
and that the images were unlikely to have been manipulated until we re-presented them 
in the storyboard. Apart from anything else, the picture messages were generally sent 
very quickly after the text prompt, as indicated in the timings on Figure 1, and Rose 
(2010: 126) claims that manipulation is a ‘dormant affordance of family snaps’. This 
‘day in the life’ added a narrative dimension that was not apparent in the individual 
images but it does not alter their surface content – the only additional re-presentation 
involved was adding the verbatim transcription of the text messages in the format shown 
in Figure 1. Similarly, Rose (2010) claims that indexicality (i.e. the presumed relation-
ship between the thing photographed and the thing itself, in this case children) is ‘one of 
the most important aspects of family photographs’ and it is notable that Barthes (2000 
[1980]), well known for his semiotic analysis of images, suspended this approach for a 
much more direct and primitive response to the photograph of his mother as a child that 
he found after her death. For him, the photo transcended the analysis of a semiologist or 
sociologist.
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The photos taken for the mobile phone diaries hover between the personal and the 
documentary. For the mothers who take the photos, they are images of their child, their 
home and their possessions but they know that their purpose is to contribute to research, 
even if they do not know the details. For us, they have ethnographic value but we 
acknowledge that we are working within known and unknown constraints. We devised 
this technique to take into account the viewpoint of social actors and the embeddedness 
of social action within these constraints, what Becker (1996: 57) describes as a ‘practical 
epistemology’.

While some practices of family photography have shifted in the digital age (Graham et 
al., 2011; Van House, 2011), others are not so different from what Chalfen (1987) refers 
to as the ‘Kodak culture’ of the home mode of photography, within which photos are taken 
to record special occasions and shared within an existing social group. Miller and Edwards 
(2007) describe the ways in which many of the features of Kodak culture are retained but 
digitally adapted, but they also identify the emergence of a group they call ‘Snaprs’ who 
make extensive use of online sites such as Flickr and take photos in much higher quanti-
ties. The photos in this study do not fall into either category as they resulted from researcher 
intervention. The experiences recorded by the photos were naturally occurring, although 
the act of taking the photos in these particular circumstances was not. They combine an 
element of structured reportage with the informality of the family photograph, summa-
rized in our description of the photographs as ‘experience snapshots’.

Conclusion

In his study of 3-year-olds in seven countries, Tudge (2008: 89) describes an ecocultural 
approach that requires researchers,

. . . to pay simultaneous attention to aspects of the individuals who are the focus of the study, 
aspects of the context (immediate, cultural, and historical), and (most important) to the actions 
and interactions going on between these individuals and the social partners, objects, and 
symbols that play important roles in their development.

The mobile phone diaries provide a partial solution to this requirement for ‘simultane-
ous attention’. They are visual, presenting possibilities for observation by proxy, mobile, 
enabling us to glimpse into everyday lives beyond the home, including in hard-to-reach 
places such as car journeys, and textual, providing interpretation and commentary by the 
parents. They also convey information generated in the here-and-now, but easily avail-
able for future analysis. As Weisner (2002) indicates, it is the ‘everyday routines of life’ 
that are central to an ecocultural approach. The mobile phone diaries are particularly well 
suited to recording these as they provide a temporal dimension, present the viewpoint of 
those being studied and provide contextual information. The mobile phone diaries 
enabled us to describe some facets of the everyday lives of families in a specific time and 
place but they are one of many methods of data collection that, cumulatively, enabled us 
to provide the rich description sought for Toys & Technology.

Technological advances will supersede the mobile phone diaries in time. As such, we 
can think of this technique as an emergent method (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2008) that 
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provided a dataset not previously easily available and allowed us to consider new ques-
tions about the relationship between researcher and researched. The technique helped us 
to get a much better sense of the range of activities in a child’s day, to demonstrate that 
play is still important for these 3- and 4-year-old children and to see that technology does 
not dominate their lives to the extent that some media commentators would have us 
believe. The method could be used to generate quantitative information about frequency 
of events but it also enabled us to gain insights into the range of activities, resources, 
people and places that make up the ecology of children’s play and which are difficult to 
access by other means. The mundane activities of everyday life provide an arena for 
children’s experiences and, through those experiences, for learning and development; 
attention to these apparently inconsequential aspects of quotidian routines can therefore 
provide useful data for understanding more about family interactions and activities.
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