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iKids, KidTech, and Digital Capitalism

Uncovering the workings of the KidTech industry, this book explores how capitalism operates in digital spaces that are geared toward children and how this impacts children’s everyday lives.

This book foregrounds the social, cultural, and economic logics of capitalism and the historical trajectories of how children, childhood, and what it means to be a child have been shaped by these logics throughout the 20th century. This is followed by three core sections of the book, which examine present concerns. The first explores how young people are now entangled in digital capitalism as data, the second traces how children are recruited into producing digital content and—by extension—value for digital corporations, and the third explores how KidTech platforms are increasingly constructing digital spaces that isolate children from parental involvement. The book concludes by questioning the wider implications of KidTech on children’s rights and its long-term consequences.

This book will be of interest to students and scholars in a wide range of fields including digital media studies, children’s media studies, internet studies, media policy, children and youth studies, digital governance studies, and beyond. It will also be of interest to educators and policymakers seeking to understand the complex workings of children’s digital lives.

Natalie Coulter is a Professor in Communication and Media Studies at York University. Her research focuses on young people’s digital cultures, children’s media, girls’ culture, and digital capitalism. She is the Past Director of the Institute for Digital Literacies (IRDL) and a founding member of Girls’ Studies Research Network (GSRN). She is co-author of Media and Communication in Canada (2025) and author of Tweening the Girl (2014). She has published widely on such topics as digital media, social media, consumer culture, gender and youth culture, Canadian media, masculinity and Playboy, research harassment, and the social impacts of digital technologies.ii is blank. 
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At the end of the day, as my kids get their snacks and settle down on the couch with their phones in hand, I ask them how their day was. “I dunno, fine,” they shrug, barely looking up. “So, what did you do?” I ask. “What happened in school?” “The usual,” they say. It takes a while, a bit of joking, a bit of prodding to figure out what “the usual” is, but eventually I get little snippets of their day. They did a test on Google Classroom in geography class, practiced French on Duolingo, charted a graph on Desmos in math class, created a presentation in Canva for art class, hung out with their friends at lunch while scrolling “Insta,” passed 10,000 steps on their Fitbit, played Roblox at their friend’s house before coming home. When I envision their days, I am surprised at how much “the usual” involves gliding through digital spaces. “What’s up for tonight?” I say slyly trying to continue the conversation. One kid has to meet her tutor online and will probably FaceTime her friend afterwards. The other will watch Netflix and finish up her science homework on Brightspace. She will also probably “snap” her friends on Snapchat, but she’s not sharing that with me because I will “bug her too much” about her social media use. My children, like many other children, seamlessly slide through digital spaces all day long. As they move through these spaces, they have sponsored content delivered specifically to them, their data is harvested and tracked, and their creative outputs become content on multiple platforms.

As a parent, I barely see these spaces they weave in and out of all day long, leaving little wisps of themselves scattered across this digital media ecosystem. But when I take a deeper look what I really see is a virtual full-scale takeover of children’s lives by these tech companies that are geared to kids. While this is happening “on the daily” in our own home, outside of my home global tech companies are racing to dominate these digital spaces and to consolidate them 2into larger platforms as “omni-experiential” places to learn, work, watch media, socialize, shop, game, and communicate—all within one connected immersive environment (Yamada-Rice, 2021). At the moment, there is little understanding of how these spaces will emerge and what their impact on our children’s lives will be.

Children create, socialize, and play in digital spaces, which can be a place of pleasures and fun, but also spaces of regulation and control. Children’s lives are entangled in these corporate digital spaces and their activities are captured, tracked, and stored by corporations in commercial databases that are beyond parental control and can potentially last forever. At the same time, as digital technologies, platforms, and apps become more intensely embedded into the rhythms of a child’s everyday life, which families have access to these technologies and digital spaces and which don’t becomes a greater source of inequality.

This book has been percolating away in my brain for close to three years, before I even put pen to paper or, let’s be honest, fingers to keyboard. I don’t know when I started to think about this specifically, but slowly I came to the realization that what it means to be a child is sculpted by the social, political, and economic demands of digital capitalism, and since this moment of late-stage capitalism is dramatically shifting, what it means to be a child is also changing. This book is less about the experiences of being a child, and more about what it means to be a child in these spaces. The focus of the book is on the industry itself, as opposed to young people’s actual experiences. I know as a reader you might be disappointed to not have the perspectives of young people themselves in this book. Trust me, I struggled with this myself but I had to make this editorial choice to keep the scope of this project manageable. Including young people’s perspectives on their experiences of digital platforms took the argument in a different direction, away from the focus on how digital capitalism shapes what it means to be a child. How kids engage with these framings is a different project, and one that is worthy of study, but beyond the scope of this book.

The impact of the digital on children’s lives became even more evident with the global pandemic as many young people retreated to their bedrooms and basements, to be on their digital devices to meet up with their friends in the virtual spaces of Roblox, to practice the latest TikTok dance moves, or to attend virtual school via Classroom or Brightspace. It felt like virtually overnight children’s entire social, educational, and play lives moved fully online, allowing for the massive proliferation and expansion of digital technology and digital platforms and further entrenching big tech giants even deeper into children’s lives. For example, at the time of writing this in 2025 every day approximately 151 million users worldwide play Roblox1 and there have been 40 billion visits to its most popular game Adopt Me!,2 TikTok had close to 1.59 billon users worldwide3 with many of the users being children under 13 3despite the platform’s age restrictions, and Google Classroom has an estimated 150 million users.4 Hidden in these statistics were those kids who were left out as they didn’t effortlessly make this shift to online because they lacked access to computers, reliable WiFi or even private bedrooms to engage in the digital. There is an embedded privilege in which kids were even able to move their lives online, and which were not. It’s easy to forget as we are a few years out of the pandemic, but there were deep inequities in how this shift was experienced. This moment reminds us that digital capitalism impacts all, both those that are included and those who are left out.

At the core of this massive change, where much of children’s daily lives moved into online spaces, there is shifting reality of what it means to be a child in these spaces. Throughout this book, I argue that with this virtual full-scale takeover of children’s lives by tech companies, we need to slow down and ask critical questions about children and childhood in the context of this moment of digital capitalism. It is imperative that we begin to understand the workings of tech companies, specifically the ones geared to kids as they are shaping what it means to be a child. This has to be done in order to protect children’s digital rights and support children, families, educators, and policy makers as we all navigate the rapid changes in all of our digital lives.

Before doing this, we also need to really understand this kids’ digital media ecosystem. I focus specifically on the spaces where kids play—or what is colloquially called the KidTech industry, which can be defined as the professional ecosystems, digital infrastructures, and regulatory frameworks that create digital play spaces geared to kids with the purpose of engaging directly with kids as consumers.

Understanding the KidTech industry means to understand its two parts, the kid in KidTech, and the tech in KidTech. And, as a third component, how does the kid and the tech interact as two working parts of a whole. Young people have always been central to the way the capitalism unfolds, and this moment of digital capitalism is no different. As I will show in Chapter 2, the workings and logics of capitalism has always reconfigured the lived experiences of being a child, and by extension has shaped the contours of what it means to be a child. At the same time, the ways kids engage in capitalist spaces has broader impact on how capitalism functions. The two are mutually constitutive, but the balance of power is never equal. By building on a historical trajectory of the symbiosis of kids and capitalism, I am arguing that the logics of digital capitalism and the affordances of digital platforms shape what it means to be a child in this current moment, while at the same time children shape the functioning of these platforms. Underpinning this argument is my belief that understanding how children and young people are embedded in digital capitalism is critical if we really want to understand the workings, logics, and futures of digital capitalism for us all.

4How I Got Here

Many of the ideas in this book have been taken from other publications and projects I have worked on over the years. When I was working on these projects, they seemed disparate. I thought of them as small individual projects that had little do to with each other, a project here on girls and fun, a project there on Canadian media for example. While I was interested in all of them, I would work on each of them for different reasons. Some of them grew out of my dissertation and subsequent book on the development of the tween girls’ market in the 1990s. Others were small projects that I applied for funding for on childhood, as I was positioning myself as a scholar of young people’s consumer culture, following the example set for me by my PhD supervisor Dr. Stephen Kline 25 years ago when I started my studies. I would think of a current project that could be an abstract for a conference that I wanted to attend. Some of these abstracts would grow into bigger papers to become a larger separate project or published as articles or book chapters. Some of these projects were collaborative in that I worked on research teams or with research partners, and some projects were solo acts. And some projects I started would eventually die through a slow death of neglect as I lost interest when I couldn’t seem to find a core argument that would work, but they still sit there on my desktop, half written, half formed, a few with the potential to be reborn as new ideas. This is the pile of work that I draw from as I write this book. Together these projects are the trees of my intellectual forest. At first, I couldn’t see the forest because of the trees, but when I step back and look at the full forest,5 a much bigger argument about children and digital capitalism begins to form.

As I skim through this reservoir of research materials on my hard drive, I can see the glimmers of a larger argument start to solidify around how the children are central to the workings of capitalism. The commercial epistemologies of capitalism have reconfigured childhood subjectivities according to marketplace logics and in doing so have naturalized the child as a consumer. The scraps of my research reveal a trajectory that starts with some of my historical research looking at the late 1800s with the rise of Victorian girls’ magazines that began to position young people as having distinct and separate interests and desires from adults. This trajectory continues through the mid-20th century with expansion of the teen market and the rise of Disney, as a moment when youth tastes began to influence culture. The 1980s are critical moment in the explosion of children’s consumer culture, as media deregulation allowed for media properties such as Strawberry Shortcake or the Smurfs to be both a TV show and licensed merchandise, firmly solidifying children’s role as consumers in a model of business practice that has grown exponentially ever since. Across the decades of the 20th century, young people have been naturalized as consumers and segmented into narrower niches such as the 5toddler, the teen, and the tween, offering more intense marketing opportunities, all defined, understood, and organized according to the commercial logics of the mediated marketplace. The digital child is a continuation of making capitalism hum over the long haul (to paraphrase my absolute favorite quote by Daniel Cook, 2004). This book is me tracing how the child fuels the workings of capitalism throughout the 20th century to the contemporary moment. As I make these traces, I am beginning to see deeper core questions in my research and how they fit together in new ways, like a Frankenstein-ed quilt, built of scraps of material but stitched together in a new formation.

The main thesis of this book is that the child is being redefined according to the logics of digital capitalism, to become a datafied subject, a promotional laborer, and a naturalized citizen of digital enclosures. I argue that the stakes for understanding KidTech is high, as we need to understand both the tech and the kid. For the first time we as humans are entrenched in corporate structures of digital capital even before we are born; we are captured as digital data in databases that can potentially last our entire lifetimes, the distinction between play and labor is collapsing as our play lives are recruited into modes of promotion for corporate brands. Our futures are being reimagined as unfolding in digital enclosures where we learn, work, play, watch, socialize, and shop all in corporately owned digital spaces. We need to understand these logics and demands in the context of the current moment of digital capitalism (what is the tech?) in order to understand how the child is formed as an epistemological entity (what is the kid?). As the KidTech industry is expanding beyond childhood and beginning to colonize all of our digital worlds such understandings are critical to our futures. Defining what it means to be a child ultimately shapes our ideological construct of what it is to be human. Thus figuring out definitions of the child under the neoliberal logics of digital capital has broader implications on how we ultimately come to define all of our rights and our human subjectivity.


Overview of Chapters

To understand the implications of KidTech and digital capitalism, we need to understand its historical underpinnings of the child and the marketplace. I do this in Chapter 2 where I begin to sew together my scraps of the historical research to provide an overview of how young people’s culture has been central to the capitalist enterprise of an expansion of consumer culture throughout the 20th century. In this chapter I show how the cultural definitions of what it means to be a child have been shaped by the commercial epistemologies in which the consumer culture industries (i.e., market research, advertising, media, retail) construct cultural categories of childhood according to the logics of the marketplace. Throughout the chapter I trace how as the 20th century progressed children were naturalized as consumers and segmented into narrower niches such as the 6toddler, the tween, and the teen that offered more intense marketing opportunities, and who were all defined, understood, and organized according to the commercial logics of the mediated marketplace.

In Chapter 3, what I think of as the theory chapter, I question what is the tech in KidTech by illustrating that KidTech is a form of digital capitalism that includes the digital media, platforms, and technologies geared to young people as well as the underlying corporate infrastructures and profession ecosystems that support these. This chapter provides a deeper explanation of the workings of digital capitalism and the KidTech industry.

The fourth chapter of the book traces how children have become entangled in digital capitalism as datafied subjects as their lives are embedded within the digital even before they are born, and continues as they age. This, I argue, makes this young generation the first fully datafied generation, fully known through the lens of the commercial, but unequally experienced, as young people’s lives now unfold in the spaces of private capital and surveillance capitalism. Chapter 5 questions the moral logics of the KidTech industry in naturalizing children as workers whose creative labor is extracted for value to digital corporations. Kids are also laborers, conscripted into capitalism to create content and to do promotional work through the activities of play.

In Chapter 6 the book returns to the definition of KidTech and does a deeper dive into the workings of KidTech, its corporate infrastructures and professional ecosystems—by focusing mainly on Roblox. I return to the original question of what is the kid in KidTech to show how KidTech companies build narratives around children’s autonomy in order to justify creating digital enclosures that isolate children’s digital lives from their parents’ involvement. The chapter has two components. First, I explore the professional ecosystems of KidTech as a commercial epistemology that “knows” the digital child, according to the logics of digital capitalism. I show how such commercial epistemologies are central to shaping how KidTech extracts value from children by defining kids as being tech-savvy and deserving of their own spaces. These logics are used to justify children’s digital spaces as digital enclosures. Second, I then define Roblox’s vision of its platform as a “omni-experiential” converged digital space where a child can learn, work, watch media, socialize, shop, game, and communicate—all within one connected immersive environment, as a “moated walled garden.” I argue that this moated walled garden is a form of digital enclosure that isolates children from parental involvement and is potentially a virtual full-scale corporate takeover of children’s lives. I end by arguing that this will have a dramatic impact on children’s lives, the experiences of childhoods, and by extension on the lives of all of us.

The book concludes by stating that the stakes of this technology are high for young people whose entire lives unfold within the enclosures of the neoliberal corporate frames of digital capitalism. KidTech is changing what is means to be a child, and by extension what it means to be a parent, a family, 7and a citizen. I contend that there is great urgency in understanding these digital spaces and how they are structured within the logics of digital capitalism. As KidTech becomes more prevalent and begins to colonize almost all aspects of our children’s lives, we must be attentive to the ways that the structures of the digital world can potentially replicate and exacerbate the oppressions and inequalities that are already centered in society. Protecting young people’s digital rights and right to privacy is increasing complex as children become datafied subjects on corporate servers that buy and sell information to third parties and content producers whose creations, images, and stories become content for KidTech platforms. As the world becomes more digital, which children get access to digital technologies and services becomes an even greater possibility of exacerbating inequalities and privileges already experienced by children. I conclude this chapter by exploring the new General Comment 25 (GC25), adopted by the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which clarifies the UNCRC as it applies to a digital context, in relation to the key findings of the book.


Terms of the Book

Before continuing, I want to explain the terms of the book. Who exactly am I studying, and why am I using the term “kids”? Originally, I was going to use the word child but it is such a tricky term. In legal definitions such as how the United Nations uses it, the term child sometimes means anyone under the age of 18 years old which lumps teenagers, tweens, and young children all into category, and flattens out differences. In other contexts, child may mean those under 13 years old, which then excludes those older children. In the past I have used the term young people—as a way to get around this trickiness. The term young people is not as confining as child, but it is so elusive. It’s hard to pinpoint what it means, especially as youth under the pressures of late stage capitalism is bloating outwards to those in their twenties but that’s not what this book is about. Youth doesn’t work as a term, because it is something that people chase, to hold on to their youth, or to be youthful. It also doesn’t work because so often in work on media and digital culture, the older end of youth (the teenager and early adult) end up being the main focus of research and the younger child is completely ignored. Their culture is never as exciting to researchers as that of teenagers, and teens are a much easier category to study—getting a project past research ethics is easier and you don’t need parental permission.

Here in this book, taking a cue from the media and tech industries, I have decided to call them kids. I like the term kids because it is open, it’s colloquial, and it pushes beyond the parameters of legal definitions of the child. As a concept, kid can include tweens, sometimes even teens, without centering these ages. The term kid means not an adult. As a colloquial term, it also means being someone’s child—as in “I have two kids.” Used in this context it 8indicates a relationship with a parent/carer. The term “kids” simultaneously does and does not have hard edges. It is a term that is slippery and is designed to be such. For the sake of this book, we don’t need hard edges to this definition. In fact giving it hard edges by defining kids to a specific age, say the age of two to twelve, would go against the objective of this book to consider how social definitions of child and childhood are not absolutes but are pliable. They warp and flex in response to (and in resistance of) the changing needs of powerful institutions like education, the law, and of course the KidTech industry.

The kid that is at the center of the book is the child that is old enough to be online by themselves, opening up computer apps and platforms on devices and playing with them. This could be somewhere in the ages of 3 to 4 years old, or potentially younger. On the older end, the kid can include the legal policies of the US COPPA (Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act) of children under 13, the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR-K) which has shifting ages of consent including under 16, under 14, and under 13 depending on the country, and the UNCRC as under 18. In all of these legal spaces the child is young enough to not be treated as an adult and in need of separate protections. It’s a really slippery definition. I will leave the hard edges and boundaries of a childhood to legal and policy documents. Instead, I will use the term kids as more of a concept that an exacting term. The core of the kid I am referring to is roughly in the middle, old enough to be able to access digital media by themselves with little parental intervention but young enough to conceived of by corporate as having a separate set of tastes and preferences distinct from adult cultures occupying a distinct consumer market.

Another term I use throughout this book, is the term carer. I know that realities for many children are that it is not their actual biological parent or parents who are in positions to take care of them all the time. Children’s lives are much more complex: they might not be living with their immediate parents, but are instead living with aunts or uncles, grandparents, or siblings, or another adult who is the caregiver. Instead of parent, I use try to use the term “carer.” Carer is less a title and more a role being played in the moment, as an adult caregiver, or guardian of a child. I use this term inclusively, to include adults who are in caregiving roles but may not be moms or dads. I use this term to try to include caregivers or other adults who are in positions to supervise, support, regulate, police, or help kids navigate the digital worlds. Since this is a book about kids, parents, families, teachers, guardians, and all other caregivers play central roles in shaping how kids engage in digital spaces.


An Aside from the Overview

I stopped just thinking about this book and started writing this book in the spring of 2022 as we entered the third year of the Covid pandemic. The pandemic changed many things. Blah blah blah. You have heard this before; I am 9sure. But it did. There are two things that happened with pandemic that have shaped the way this book is written that you need to know about before continuing with an overview.

Firstly, I went for lots of walks (ok not that interesting) where, out of desperation to feel connected to my profession as I sat in my basement on an endless stream of Zoom meetings, I listened to lots of podcasts including a brilliant one hosted by Ethel Tungohan called Academic Aunties.6 The focus of Academic Aunties is to share stories and advice for academics who are traditionally unrepresented in the isolating spaces of academia. In each episode a rotating group of guests, called “academic aunties,” would tell stories on how they navigate these exclusionary complexities of academia. So often the guests would reflect on their collaborative networks of support that helped in their journey. After each podcast I came away with a reminder that research is always collaborative, but this collaboration is often hidden behind single-authored (or even multi-authored) publications. The practice of authorship, of giving credit to only the writers of the text, hides all of the small contributions made by others as our ideas ferment and congeal over time. Academic Aunties reminds us that we need to create spaces where we can pull back the curtain to reveal (and celebrate) these collaborative moments.

Secondly, at the same time to combat the loneliness of my basement office, I started to run online writing groups where groups of graduate students and academic researchers would meet up, spend time writing together, in 45-minute chunks of time, with 15 minutes for chatting. In the spaces between writing, we would chat about our projects, supporting each other and helping each other talk through the challenging ideas we were working with. This experience has really centered my work as collaborative.

Academia and research can be an incredibly lonely place. We work by ourselves tucked away in archives or hunched over computers, toiling away on our own data and writing. As much as I love the isolation of this practice, my most rewarding moments are when I am working through ideas with other folks. Sometimes it is one of the brilliant graduate students I have hired to work on components of a project. Sometimes it is the banter over coffee with a colleague at a conference with a conversation that starts with, “What you are working on these days?” Sometimes it is with one of insightful collaborators on a research grant I am working on. Sometimes it is with my dear friends at my university who generously shared an idea or resource that they came across and “thought of me.” And sometimes, actually lots of times, it is in the conversations with others about their work that gives me ideas on my own work. As an aside, at this point, if you are a scholar or researcher, I want to acknowledge how difficult research is and how important it is to find a group of supportive people. Like all good relationships, it takes time and care to cultivate networks of scholars and friends. There is a generosity of spirit, where you are often spending time with other people’s ideas and work, as opposed to your own work, but the payback is people spend time with your ideas.

10For the past decade much of my research has been funded. I have been able to win small and midsized grants both internally from York University, my institutional home, and from government agency, the Social Science and Humanities Research Council, or what we here in Canada affectionately refer to as SSRHC. Getting these grants allowed me to hire many brilliant graduate students to help me on my projects. Over the span of ten years, I have hired approximately 33 graduate students for various amounts of work. While I led the projects these students have always contributed a great deal to my thinking and understanding. As the author, I didn’t want to gloss over, or worse, ignore their contributions, but it also feels disingenuous giving them credit as authors in this book, since they didn’t write it. Instead I have tried my best to point out where a grad student has played an essential part in line of research that has become part of this book’s argument.

Ideas move and develop, they are not static thoughts that come at moments of brilliance, but instead they start to crystallize in the messiness of conversations with others where they are stretched, added to, and finally congeal into something that is worth writing about. It is in and from these spaces of collaboration and messiness that I write. My goal here in this book is to use a voice that lets me shine some light on some of the messy moments of collaboration in my academic scholarship.

In writing this book, I have tried to take a different approach, one that is more aligned with my teaching practice and collaborative research approaches, by pointing towards the collegial moments of learning.

As a teacher, I try to show the messiness of research by pointing out to my students the points where I have been confused and which ideas I am struggling with. I try to speak in more everyday terms instead of a more sophisticated academic language. I try to reflect on how ideas are perpetually changing and evolving as we consider new things with new implications. And I try to be funny. It’s in the sarcastic asides, the stating of the obvious, the jokes and humor of pointing out hypocrisies or making fun of the problematic, where I connect with students and the learning happens. This is the voice that works for me as an educator, and for too long I have abandoned this voice when I write in my research. Instead, I am writing this book from this voice that I have crafted and honed over the past 25 years in the classroom, and at the odd conference, but one that I have mostly abandoned in my other publications because it does not fit the conventions of the profession. I do appreciate these conventions as I love academic writing—I really do. I read it all the time, I use it in my teaching, it’s at the core of my work. I teach students how to do it, spending hours working with graduate students on how to hone their academic writing. I will continue to craft and practice my more conventional academic writing skills. But just this once, here in this book, where I am not terrified of the tyranny of the notorious peer reviewer number two, I want to try something a bit different for myself and see what happens. So, if you are 11still here, reading this, and haven’t abandoned this book on your Amazon cart to be sucked into the ether of unclaimed carts, thank you for staying and seeing where this journey will take us. Of course, this is assuming there is a book editor out there somewhere who also hasn’t given up and flipped this manuscript into their computer’s trash file where this manuscript will live in a digital purgatory for the trash box to be emptied before it meets its final death.

So, bear with me as I try this out. I may not get it right, and I certainly won’t get it right all the time, but hopefully I get it right some of the time. There will be times when you roll your eyes, or say to yourself: she thinks she’s funny but she’s not that funny. It’s ok, I don’t mind. I am the proud mother of two teenage girls (shout out to them) so I have been inoculating myself against such disdain by reminding my girls that “I am actually hilarious” even if I have told them the nacho cheese joke 12 times. “Why won’t I share my nachos with you? Because they’re not-ch yours!” Get it? I think this is hilarious and that it gets funnier each time I use it, but unsurprisingly my kids (and pretty much everyone else) don’t. But hopefully, like my daughters, as much as I may annoy you on the surface for being too cheesy, too preachy, or too obvious, you will still want to spend time with me on a deeper level and be interested in what I have to say about a topic that I have been thinking about for a long, long time.


Why Should You Read This Book?

So why should you read this book and not read other books on children and the digital, you might ask. Well, you should read what other people are doing. There is a whole list of brilliant scholars doing work in this field that come to mind: Crystal Abidin, Michael Dezuanni, Sara Grimes, Tama Leaver, Hyeon-Seon Jeong, Sonia Livingstone, and Rebekah Willett to name a few. The works produced from these people are critical reflections of young people’s digital culture and are critical aspect of the field. But what I hope to do in this work is situate children’s digital culture within a longer history of children in relation to the market. This is a book less about the digital technology itself and more about centering how children are positioned in the digital within the long history of the market and the economy defining children and childhood.

I come to this book as a communication and media scholar, whose focus has been on how young people (mostly tweenaged girls) are shaped and defined by the market and how they negotiate and push back on it. My first book, which was really my dissertation that I managed to corral into a book, focused on how the tween market came to be in the 1980s. I looked at how the tween girl, often assumed to be a natural category of childhood, is actually a product of the cultural industries of the youth media marketplace. I traced how, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the synergistic processes of the marketing, advertising, merchandising, and media industries began to slowly take 12interest in the girl and define her as a tween; an empowered female consumer who is no longer a child but not quite a teen. This is the starting point of my thinking on this topic of kids and digital capitalism, how the synergistic ecosystems of consumer culture shape aged subjectivities and in the process define what it means to be human.

But who are you? I open this chapter stating who I am and telling you about my voice I am writing with. But who I am writing this book to? Who are you, reader? Who do I think you are when I write for you? (Or is it to you?) I am envisioning you as one of three audiences (ok, four if you include my family members). My main guess is that you are someone who studies young people and digital culture, that you are a scholar in the burgeoning fields of digital media studies and/or youth studies who identifies with the book’s core thesis that digital spaces are shaped by and shape children and young people. You could be someone who works for young people, as a policy maker or industry leader who may be called upon to make decisions about young people’s digital lives. Or you may be someone who spends time with young people: as parents or grandparents, as carers or teachers, family members or community leaders, you are involved in the daily lives of children somehow. I am guessing that many of you are some combination of the three audiences.

To those who study young people, the researchers, scholars, academics, and students who are reading this book, you are the audience I am most comfortable with. You are the one I have spent my career writing for. The most obvious thing I write to you is my thesis of the book in which I hope to intersect critical technology studies with child studies. Both of these fields have not included enough of the other in the analysis of the digital lives of young people. I will spend more space to explain this intersection later, but in the meantime just know that my work sits at the juncture of these two theoretical frames.

As I write to you as an audience it is my hope to write this book in a way that makes the research process more transparent and traces how I came to various conclusions. In doing so I want to reveal the messiness of doing research in the struggle to find conclusions that make sense. But more than this, I really want this book to truly honor the collaborations that have been so critical in developing the work in this book. There are the official research partners, collaborators, and research assistants (often grad students), many of whom are co-authors on other publications, that contributed a great deal to my thinking on this topic. Throughout the book I try to acknowledge their contributions to the book’s arguments as a way to recognize the generative collaborative networks that have ungirded my research.

To those who work for kids, the professionals, policy makers, and educators, as I write to you, I hope to reveal the complexity of the digital landscape. So much of the policy work on children and the digital is stuck on one aspect of the digital without considering the complexities of how various aspects of the digital work together or how the broader implications of this may impact 13children and childhood. My hope in this book is to make the academic research accessible enough to include a broader audience of folks struggling to understand children’s digital lives

There’s a quote I have heard, bandied about, something like “I don’t know who discovered water, but it certainly wasn’t a fish.” I would google the quote, but it doesn’t really matter who said it or if I have it exactly right, and besides Google would just send me on an hour-long, wild goose chase down a rabbit hole, and I don’t have time for that right now.7 I need to be writing this book. Back to the point. If you are in the KidTech industry or are a policy maker, you are the fish, surrounded by the water of digital capitalism. My hope is this book encourages you to be able to take a step back, see a bigger picture of how things are connected and the broader implication of these connections.

As I write to both of these audiences, I also try to remember that so many of you, us, are also carers of children, that you have young people you care for in your lives. I know that you didn’t pick up this book to help with your parenting dilemmas. I struggle with the double burdens of both trying to understand digital media from a scholarly perspective for our day job, then have the whiplash of dealing with the realities of it in my home at the end of the day where I am no longer an expert but the mom who gets an eye roll and a heavy sigh when I can’t navigate my phone with the same dexterity of my daughters. I am told that “I just don’t get it.” I think about being a parent a lot when I write, when I get bogged down with the weight of the research and start to question “why does this matter?” and “who really cares?”. It matters because what I am researching has profound impacts on family life, on kids themselves, and the way they are situated in the world.

As a parent I am engaged in the same struggles as all carers.
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