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The paper intends to construct a critical and nuanced image of online communities and their 
potential social implications for youngsters or vice versa. For this reason we investigate what 
the concept ‘community’ means to children in their environment; an environment that is not the 
same as before. We first take an interdisciplinary perspective to discuss theories on pre-
adolescence and on communities. We investigate the determinants of (online and offline) 
communities and try to identify what children find important in a community. Especially we want 
to find out where and how children experience the sense of community? Are children afterall, 
engaging e-actors in the community landscape and if so, how are they dealing with it?  
These insights are on the one hand based on a literature study. On the other hand we discuss 
some essential findings from research in the case study ’Ketnet Kick’, a successful collaborative 
game developed by the Flemish public broadcasting company VRT (Flanders - Belgium) and 
gamesdeveloper Larian. First, diaries and questionnaires were used to identify the children’s 
user profiles. Next, six focus group interviews and ten in-depth duo-interviews were done, with in 
total 71 children in Flanders (Belgium). 
It is crucial that notions of online community and Web 2.0 concepts are re-interpreted for and by 
children. The context of the children’s everyday life is a central factor in determining the media 
practices and needs of children. In this regard, we find applications designed for pre-adolescents 
– i.e. children between the ages of eight and ten – aiming at a sense of community through 
collaboration and co-creation of content. The act of communicating online is not the ultimate 
goal of these children. Rather, they strive for common experiences and are cooperating for 
common purposes. 
 

1. Introduction: the ‘netplay’ society 
We are living in a network society (Castells, 2004). Scholars like Castells and Wellman, argue 
that we live in a paradigmatic shift, for example in the way we are connected to each other. ‘It is 
the shift from living in ‘little boxes’ to living in networked societies (Wellman & Hampton, 
1999).’ People are always and everywhere connected in a positive feedback-loop, according to 
Wellman. ‘The personalization, portability, ubiquitous connectivity, and imminent wireless 
mobility of the Internet all facilitate networked individualism as the basis of community 
(Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 2002).’ We are witnessing the emergence of ‘networked 
individualism’, were individuals are becoming the portal to social contacts and communities.  
Also digitalisation and online networks cause profound changes in mediated communication and 
media experiences. Social networks are becoming hybrid. New media developments like Web 
2.0 and social software (e.g. MySpace) are lowering the threshold for participating and 
connecting online. They have the potential of reconfiguring social networks and vice versa. 



  

Internet services that enable community building have also become popular, especially among 
young people: they grow up using and domesticating these new media (Livingstone, 2002). We 
are heading towards an age of digital natives. In this changing world it is usefull to know what 
the role of children is. Are children as an audience changing? 
Some scholars argue that currently, children develop into communicators at an increasingly 
younger age. The changing environment is transforming the child. Many online communities for 
children have been conceived, based on this notion.  
Recently we also observe an increase in interactive and community products and services for 
children: for example Taatu, Habbo Hotel, Kid City, the upcoming BBC project, Toyinima and 
the Belgian/Flemish case of Ketnet Kick.1 Gaming, pre-adolescents and virtual social worlds are 
thus becoming central research issues.  
We assume that children adopt the new media in their own specific way. We say that children are 
not living in a network society but in the ‘netplay’ society, because children live and create 
social networks during play. Nowadays, the playground of children is situated offline but also 
online. In this playground they are mediators of the media. We are witnessing the advent of new 
activities in the lives of children, for example the participation in online communities. 
Concretely, we have investigated the meaning of communities in a netplay society and how 
children experience them. Are children experiencing these online communities in a different 
way? We will try to identify the essential practices of children in communities and provide a 
general insight on this topic. It is important that we keep listening to the voices of children in 
order to be able to provide them with the appropriate tools in this ‘netplay’ society. 

2. Theory on children in online communities 
We provide in this theoretical part a quick overview of the most relevant aspects related to 
children and communities. We start with a short introduction of pre-adolescents and how they 
experiences life. Additionaly we give an overview of the different dimensions that, in our view, 
shape a community. These two components wil help us in analyzing one particular community 
case for children: Ketnet Kick.  

2.1. The child: the player of games  
This paper focusses on communities for children. Therefore, it is necessary to know more about 
the targeted age group. What are the charachteristics of children and what are their visions on 
new media? 
Children have always been a difficult research topic. Therefore, it is not surprisingly that there 
are different theories on the role and position of children in the network society. Often, children 
are reduced to almighty computerhackers or cyberkids, with the computer as it were a ‘child’s 
machine’. According to Katz (1997), children are at the epicentre of the information revolution 
and the digital world (Selwyn, 2003).  
For children new media, like internet and games, are no longer unusual or even ‘new’ but are 
experienced as everyday, natural objects and thus domesticated. According to Haddon (2004) 
friends are an important factor in the adoption and of new media, and learning the skills to use 
them. Wartella and Jennings (2000) talk about ‘pervasive media’. ‘The new media are becoming 
ubiquitous; that is, touching all aspects of children’s lives. As digital circuitry becomes smaller, 
cheaper, and more plentiful, and as computer networks become larger and more pervasive, new-
media implementations are likely to show up anywhere, including the nursery and the 
playground (Wartella, Jennings, 2000).’ They are in fact ‘early adopters’: ‘As ‘early adopters’ of 



  

new media, children and youth are, in many ways, the defining users of the digital media 
(Hartman, 2003).’ Children are not experts but mediators of technologies. Therefore, it is 
important that we continue to listen to children and observe their innovative practices. Are 
children of middle childhood changing? What are they doing and thinking? 

2.2.1. Towards an understanding of pre-adolescents 
We have studied children in middle childhood, often called pre-adolescents (concept often used 
within the marketing discipline). These are children between 6 and 12 years old, an age group 
often overlooked in user research (Fine, 1987). Our study focusses in particular on the age group 
between 8 and 10 years old, who are considered as the ‘forerunners’ of pre-adolescence. It is 
however often stated that these children increasingly behave like adolescents (Lorré, 2005). 
The age phase of middle childhood is a transitional phase, which makes it a difficult to research 
subject (Thornburg, 2001) since the children are evolving and changing: psychologically, 
physically as well as socially. Michael and Sheila Cole (2001) identify a number of biological 
characteristics that arise during middle childhood and which have consequences for the cognitive 
and social developments. They start from a ‘bio-social-behavioral shift’ at the age of five and 
seven, when an improvement in coordination and balance occurs as well as significant 
developments in the brainstructure and –functions, which coincides with the first years of 
schooling.  
The social evolutions in pre-adolescence are the most pertinent: ‘Children who are seven to ten 
years of age in these societies spend much of their lives in mixed-age groups caring for and 
playing with younger siblings and other younger children in their local communities (Corsaro, 
1997).’ Friends and other peergroups are becoming increasingly important. Children spend more 
time in places where they encounter friends. They are shifting from the environment of the 
family to peergroups. Their social environment is enlarged with school, sports- and youthclubs, 
which they can choose for themselves (Van Nes, 2004). 
Members, participating in common activities or sharing interests, form groups. Mutual 
understanding and trust are important factors in this formation of groups. Children also show a 
tendency towards social participation. They mainly like to play together, but sometimes, for 
example, they exchange personal information or gossip. This kind of social behaviour is often 
seen as important for future social development (Cole & Cole, 2001). 
Life for preadolescents is seen as one big adventure. They are very active and cannot stay 
focussed for a very long time. Their need to discover is facilitated by an adventurous world, 
wherein games form the centre. Child’s play offers an interesting insight in the development of 
children, as it often reflects the formation of social networks. Pre-adolescents evolve from 
fantasy role-play to rule-based play, which to a certain extent functions as a model for ‘the real 
world’. Non-verbal elements are replaced by verbal elements such as planning and reflection 
(Van Nes, 2004). 
Children in middle childhood also begin to contemplate on the nature op friendship. They try to 
influence the composition of their group of friends: they ‘select’ children with whom they have a 
high level of coordination, which leads to more solidarity and more fun (Corsaro, 1997).  
Three general characteristics – in correspondence to trends on the intellectual, social and 
personal plan – accurately summarize the essence of middle childhood (Hughes, 1999). The most 
important evolution in middle childhood, on the intellectual plan, is that the child’s reasonment 
becomes more ordered, structured and logic. This affects the child’s play, which reflects a 
growing need for order. Secondly, schooling increases the child’s social involvement with 



  

peers. Friends offer support, a role that previously was reserved for the child’s family. Being 
accepted by their friends is of increasing importance for pre-adolescents, and is also reflected 
in play. Finally, there is the huge dare of growing self-awareness: they feel a need to demonstrate 
their talents, knowledge and possibilities to others and to themselves. Also in their play, pre-
adolescents show a strong need for ‘industry’. Young people love to show their talents to their 
peers. They show a strong sense for activity. These aspects are also essential to better understand 
how children experience communities.  
We will try to look which of these characteristics are important in the experience of online 
communities? 

2.2. Online communities 
The internet becomes domesticated in people’s daily lives, especially embraced as a 
communicative platform. It is not surprisingly that the internet is a place where people interact 
and develop communities, often referred to as online or virtual communities. Rheingold (2000) 
defined the latter as: ‘social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry 
on . . . public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal 
relationships in cyberspace’. This paper will discuss the idea of online communities often 
viewed as new places for communication.  
The meaning of the original concept of community is apparantly becoming less valid and could 
need some adjustments in this changing context. In this paper we will investigate if and how the 
meaning of online and offline communities is different for children. Are online communities also 
domesticated as a new communication platform for the digital natives? 

2.1.1. Towards an understanding of ‘community’ 
The notion of ‘community’ or network sociality is a very charged concept (Rheingold, 2000; 
Wittel, 2001; Turkle, 1995). Many scholars already have tried to make a definition. We see a 
community as a group of people that share a sense of community in a communal space, where 
interactivity can take place. In this brief theoretical part we quote the most essential 
characteristics of communities. This helps to analyse the different kinds of communities and to 
better understand the nature of the community under investigation. 
Tönnies is the well-known pioneer for describing community and society as two overlapping 
social spheres (Fox, 2004). He makes the distinction between ‘Gemeinschaft’ and ‘Gesellschaft’. 
The ‘Gemeinschaft’ is a tightly knit community of individuals, while the ‘Gesellschaft’ is a more 
individualized, dispersed society (Tönnies, 1957). 
These notions were part of typifying the age of modernization of society, combined with the 
negative consequence of often-fragmented social contacts. Tönnies regards the decline of the 
Gemeinschaft - the place of real, organic contact - as a loss for mankind. 

Place 
The concept community is frequently linked with the connotation of a new kind of 
‘Gemeinschaft’, thus a place where people interact intimately witch each other. Tönnies stresses 
the importance of locality and a place where people can gather. For Tönnies, the ultimate form of 
a community is the rural village (Tönnies, 1957). We see place as a position in space, whereas 
space means a continuous area. Locality, however, is regarded as a place occupied by certain 
people or particular activities. It is more in the sense of an area or neighborhood.  



  

Thanks to virtual media, however, it is no longer necessary for members of a community to be in 
the same locality. Nowadays the digitalisation and new media offer new ways to interact, but this 
evolution also leads to new patterns of time and space, referring to the notion of ‘time space 
distanciation’ (Giddens, 1990). The way people meet and interact has thus evolved. The contexts 
in which the communities originate are changing (supra).  
However the idea that place is no longer relevant for communities needs to be nuanced. The 
availability of a communal place is still important, yet this place can now also be a virtual one. 
The place can serve as a recognizable symbol for a community. Fox (2004) is convinced that a 
community is bound by place, which always includes complex societal and environmental 
necessities’. ‘For an individual to be able to picture the virtual community, there must exist some 
semblance of a physical community system, or even a visual web content, from which he or she 
can begin to imagine a collective identity. Without the web content or graphical interface that 
constitutes a home for virtual community, it becomes difficult for an individual to create a 
communal picture in his or her mind, and as a result, it works against the very survival of the 
group (Fox, 2004).’ Our hypothesis is that this is also a very important aspect for online 
communities for children. 
The interpretation of the concept of ‘place’ in a context of online communities is reflected in the 
online –offline continuum. The online sphere, which rather takes place in the virtual, is mediated, 
whereas the offline sphere, which takes place in the outside world, is physical. Often, a clear 
distinction is made between the online and the offline, but in reality this is not always the case. 
Online and offline spheres are most of the time intertwined, in creating one reality and not two 
different realities for community members (Wittel, 2001; Miller & Slater, 2000; Wellman, 
Hampton, 1999). Also Ward (1999) sees the online sphere not as an alien world, as something 
totally different and cut off from the real world. Both life spheres are part of the everyday life 
experiences of the user. ‘The internet has become a part of everyday life, rather than a separate 
place to be (Howard, Rainie & Jones, 2003).’ Thus the concept of place can entail a virtual 
aspect (the online sphere) as well as a physical aspect (the offline sphere), which constantly 
influence each other (and ultimately) form one ‘place’ in the experience of the community 
members. Our hypothesis is that this kind of hybrid sphere is essential for the experiences of 
communities of children. 

Imagined 
The community takes form online and offline, but also exists on the level of the mind. Even 
Tönnies already described such a kind of community: community of mind (Li, 2004). The latter 
stresses the importance of a sense of community or the imaginative. The element ‘imagination’ 
transcends the physical and virtual place; we move into the individual and collective 
imagination, as Fox (2004) suggests. A community exits when it has a meaning for people. This 
is linked to the concept of ‘imagined community’ by Benedict Anderson (1983): ‘All 
communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are 
imagined (Anderson, 1983).’ 

Communion 
A community is only a community when the members experience it as something real. There 
needs to be a ‘common feeling’ or a ‘will-to-community’ (Fox, 2004). According to Reid (1995): 
‘The illusion of reality lies not in the machinery itself but in the user’s willingness to treat the 
manifestations of his or her imaginings as if they were real’ (p. 166). 



  

Members also have to be committed to the community. This commitment, or ‘sense of 
community’, is an essential characteristic. McMillan and Chavis characterise this concept 
as:’[…] a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another 
and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ need will be met through their commitment to 
be together (Meng, 2005).’ This sense of community has a positive influence on the way a 
community is experienced.  
In a virtual community, this is even more the case. The members do not always have face-to-face 
contact. As such, they need to place trust in the community they are belonging to. More 
accurately, this ‘sense of community’ can be called the ‘spirit of community’, or ‘communion’: 
‘[T]he networks of people that constitute the community. This adds new incentive to the debate 
as it suggests that the spirit of community or communion that is found among networks of people 
is […] more important than having a sense of place (Ward, 1999).’  
The sense of community stresses an important factor in today’s experience of communities. It 
shows that mind and feeling play a central role in communities. This aspect will be central in our 
analysis of a community for children. 

Interactivity 
Communities, and especially online communities, are seen as a group of people that interact with 
each other in a communal place (supra). In the literature on communities, communication is 
often seen as an essential factor (Wilbur, 1997). Also Rheingold speaks in his definition of the 
importance of discussions between the members of the community (supra). 
We suggest that the concept of ‘interactivity’ is more suitable. In the following part, it is shown 
that interactivity cannot be reduced to communication. It seems ‘interactivity’ can play an 
important role in bringing a community to live. Interactivity can be understood as the degree 
people have an influence, have choice and are empowered (Manovich, 2001). The different 
forms of interactivity can play a role in the experience of communities. We recognize user-to-
user interactivity, user-to-documents interactivity and user-to-system interactivity2 (McMillan, 
2002). Interactivity is also a useful concept in comprehending the Web 2.0 story, actions of 
children and the possibilities for creativity. Our hypothesis is that user-to-user interactivity is not 
always required in online communities for children. For this we start from the notion of the 
imagined community.  

2.3. Merging of online communities and children 
Children increasingly learn how to use internet applications like e-mail and instant messaging for 
mediated interactions. In this respect, Tobin argues that online interaction is a means for children 
to share their worries and problems with others, something for which they do not always have 
the occasion in other environments, like school of family (Buckingham, 2002).  
The difference between online and offline interaction is an important element in online 
communities for children. According to Livingstone (2002), children integrate both kinds of 
communication in order to maintain their social networks. They move freely between both 
worlds, although most interactions are local (Livingstone, 2002). Thus, the internet positively 
influences children’s existing social contacts instead of undermining them.  
As such, online interaction is primarily used to forge ‘strong ties’3 (Subrahmanyam, Kraut, 
Greenfield & Gross, 2001). However, the internet also offers opportunities to form ‘weak ties’. It 
is an environment in which one can meet new people, using applications such as MUD’s (Multi-
User Dungeons), chat rooms, multiplayer games etc. According to Livingstone (2002), Valentine 



  

and Holloway (2003) children are engaged in two-way interaction in‘the real’ as in ‘the virtual’ 
The real world and the virtual world are no separate entities. On the one hand the internet can be 
seen as a tool for developing online friendships. On the other hand others use it as a means to 
reinforce their existing offline networks or as a welcome addition to their offline hobbies: they 
like spending time surfing and ‘looking in’ here and there (Holloway & Valentine 2003).   
The online applications often used by children are games. Games are also an essential aspect of 
children’s lives (supra). Games are often regarded as applications that can only be played. 
However, Fromme (2003) states that games are frequently integrated in the social and cultural 
activities of the users. For example, children often play with or against each other, and friends 
often serve as the most important advisors in game-related issues. This contradicts the idea that 
playing games leads to isolation. They are integrated in the circles of friends and can originate 
more or deeper social contacts.’Playing computer games has generally been regarded as an 
individual, more or less asocial activity, […] On the contrary there is a wealth of social activity 
around the games, which are closely integrated in the social relations and cultural networks of 
the young (Jessen, 1999).’ 
According to Jenkins, games offer now the same satisfaction and fun as before playing outside 
did: the exploration and knowledge of the environment, activities with a goal and self-control 
(Buckingham, 2002). Jensen (1999) states that children develop a specific culture in which one 
has to take part, in order to understand it completely. Children, in his opinion, form interpretative 
communities, for example around games. He uses football as an example to explain the concept 
of interpretative community: ‘[…] cultural phenomena are quite dependent on living cultural, 
interpretative communities, and even if there are many differences between football and 
computer games, both are functions of social and cultural communities (Jessen, 1999).’ 

3. The case Ketnet Kick 
Within this research Ketnet Kick was chosen as a case to examine the community experiences of 
children of middle childhood. Is Ketnet Kick really a community? How and where is the sense of 
community experienced? 

3.1. Ketnet Kick 
Ketnet Kick is developed as an online community in the form of a 3-D game for children 
between the age of 6 and 12. Especially children between 8 and 10 are the most frequent players. 
Being set up as a user-generated content application for children, it gives them the possibility to 
play games, but also make drawings, compose music, improve their dancing skills, create 
content. Ketnet Kick is designed as a feedback loop: children create content that is showed in the 
game, on the internet and on tv. Now children can see what the community of Ketnet Kick is 
creating and can get inspired.  
In the case of Ketnet Kick, it is not possible to have user-to-user interactivity, but there is user-
to-documents interactivity in the sense of creating content. One can also speak of user-to-system 
interactivity since the players can lose themselves in a 3D world. They have the illusion of 
empowerment. 
Ketnet Kick is also based on a story. The purpose is creating a lot of content against Kroknet, the 
adversary of Ketnet, By creating an enemy one creates an opportunity for a sense of community.  
The 3D world provides the aspect of place for a community. The 3D space online provides a 
place that they can love, feel and experience. It makes it tangible for the children. Ketnet Kick is 



  

a community that has more than 100,000 players and therefore consists of a large group of 
children who are connected online in a virtual world.  

 
Figure 1: Ketnet Kick screenshot 

3.2. Method 
This research is situated in ‘the new social studies of childhood’: research ‘with’ children instead 
research ‘about’ children. (Greig & Taylor, 1999) Children are seen as competent social actors 
(Holloway & Valentine, 2003). Also Piaget cited by Greig and Taylor (1999) presents children 
as active ‘constructors’ of their own knowledge. 
In order to get an in-depth insight in the everyday life and online activities of children, we used 
qualitative research methods. The aim was looking at the nature of the phenomenon, based on an 
explorative and inductive approach and by this discovering the community practices of children. 
How do children experience communities? What roles fulfill the dimensions: imagination and 
interactivity in creating and sustaining a sense of community? 
These issues were investigated by the examplary case: Ketnet Kick, developed by the Flemish 
public broadcasting company VRT.4 
The recruitment of the respondents was carried out via schools. In this way our target group was 
already classified by age and was easily accessible as a group. However children are considered 
as an internally heterogeneous group. To make a distinction, the typology developed by 
Livingstone and Bovill (1999) was applied, which makes a distinction depending on how 
children generate their own style of media-use: 
- ‘Screen entertainment fans’: these children spend a lot more than the average amount of time in 
front of the TV-screen, watching videos and playing games.  
- ‘Specialists’:  they spend more than the average amount of time using one specific medium. 
Three types are identified: the book fans, the PC fans and the music fans. During the research we 
discerned other types of specialists: the game fan and the MSN fan.  
- ‘Tradionalists’: They spend a lot of time with the traditional media (television, music, 
books,…) They spend less time using the PC and playing games. 
 - ‘Low media users’: These children spend less time than the average on all the media.  
 
Firstly structured diaries were distributed in six classes, spred over two schools. The diaries were 
used to determine the children’s profiles and provided after fulfillement an overview of the 
children’s activities. The data, collected from the diaries served as input for six focusgroups. We 
have done separate focusgroup with traditionalists, screen entertainment fans and specialists. 



  

Two complementary focusgroups were carried out wherein the respondents were separated by 
gender: one with just girls and one with boys. The sixth focusgroup was mixed in gender and 
profile.5  
The reason for chosing focusgroups as a method is related to the fact that group dynamics play a 
central role when dealing with communities. ‘Groups give children space to raise issues that 
they want to discuss (Greig & Taylor, 1999).’ However working with children expressed the 
need for interactive focusgroups, since they cannot stay focused for a very long time. Therefore, 
during the conversations, the children had the opportunity to make drawings of their thoughts 
and feelings, which were also used as input for the conversations. This is one of the reasons why 
we chose a case study closely related to the children. Conducting research on and especially with 
children is challenging. During the focusgroups, it was sometimes difficult to stimulate the 
discussion. In retrospect, traditionally focusgroups do not seem to be the ideal way to conduct 
qualitative research on children. There is a need for new and interactive research methods, since 
it is not so easy to receive information rich judgments from children.  
The focusgroups were complemented with 10 in-depth interviews wherein two children 
participated. In these interviews the children were different from the participants in the 
focusgroups. The children in the duo-interviews had some sort of relation with each other (e.g. 
brother, friend,…). We chose for two people that know each other to enhance the dynamic of the 
interview.   

3.3. In search of the sense of community in Ketnet Kick 
The case of Ketnet Kick (KNK) enabled us to understand how these pre-adolescents make sense 
of their participation in an online community. KNK is not a community wherein children talk 
about common topics and interest, due to the lack of user-to-user interactivity within the KNK 
game. So it is not an ordinary online community like a forum, as it is often stated (supra). The 
data showed how children experience Ketnet Kick and what they find important.  
Specific elements from the game, like the mysterious island 6, and new games are popular topics 
in offline conversations. 

Iris(9 years old, PC-specialist): ‘At a certain moment I was standing before a rock far 
away from me. I heard from a friend of school, that when you jump very far and when 
you are almost faling, you have to jump again at the right time. Then it is possible to 
reach the mysterious island, because he has reached it yet many times. He even found a 
red bottle. 

 Int: ‘So you think that children alreeds have reached the island?’ 
 Iris: ‘If it is true off course’ 
It was amazing that some children started a myth around Ketnet Kick and that it lived between 
the children. The new and the mysterious are important topics of discussion for our respondents, 
especially among the children who are real fans. This means that Ketnet Kick is in fact part of 
their everyday conversations at school and at other places where they meet. This implies that 
KNK has received a place in the lives of people and that this fascination helps sustaining a sense 
of community.  
The interactive feedback loop in KNK7 also creates a possibility for a feeling of ‘togetherness’ 
among the members, especially in their battle against the evil Kroknet8. In this way we can say 
that all the children playing the game form an imagined community. In order to belong to this 
imagined and imaginary community, there is no need for direct contact: all gamers battle for 
their world, the world of KNK. They are fighting for a symbol. Here we see links with the way 



  

Anderson (1983) refers to nationalism as the basis for an imagined community: people do not 
need to know each other in person to love and even fight for the same country. They unite 
against a common, external enemy. Yet, similar to nationalism, not every member of KNK is 
equally enthusiastic. Some take the story very seriously, while for others, this is certainly not the 
main reason to play the game. Other children see past the magic of the game, and experience it as 
just a game they play for fun. The experience level is therefore not the same for every child.  
 
Another aspect was the importance of the offline sphere wherein children hang out and spend a 
lot of time. There were children who were spontaneously talking about KNK, in order to get help 
in finishing the game.  

Irani (9 years old, MSN-specialist):’Sometimes, on the playground, he asks me: ‘How far 
did you get? Do you remember how to get passed that level? Do you know what that 
means?’’ 

Their conversations are mainly held among friends. In a game, challenge and satisfaction are 
important. It is essential that children are offered sufficient help, so that they do not give up too 
soon. It is remarkable that children partly accomplish this need by asking each other for help or 
by completing a level together. However this cooperation mainly happens offline. This is 
demonstrated nicely by the following citation:  

Jonas (9 years old, screen entertainment): ‘We always say: ‘How far did you get in the 
cave game?’, and the one who got the furthest gets a piece of candy on Monday.’ 
Int: ‘How did you think of that?’ 
Jonas: ‘We use it with games that have levels, like ‘flying’ or the cave game or the 
mystery island. Everyone brings three pieces of candy on Monday, and whoever got the 
furthest in one game, gets one piece of candy from everyone.’ 
Int: ‘And who thought of that?’   
Jonas: ‘We were talking about the game, and at one point, someone said that we could do 
that.’ 
Int: ‘That’s fun!’ 
Jeroen (low screen entertainment): ‘In fact it is stupid, because you can never prove that 
you got that far…’ 
Jonas: ‘Yes you can! When you push F7, you can print how far you got in the game!’  

 
They generally try to fulfil this need offline, by asking each other questions. Yet some children 
also use online channels for this purpose. 
However there are also mechanisms offered by Ketnet Kick to help the children, like Star Square 
or the ‘Ket’ of the Day 9, are in their own way, also effective. They can be seen as forms of 
indirect cooperation and are shaped by user-to-documents and user-to-system interactivity that 
provides alternative ways for helping the members of the community and sustaining the sense of 
community. In these kinds of interactivity lies the online community practice of the pre-
adolescents. Thus, we conclude that Ketnet Kick is an interpretative community, mainly offline 
but also online, through co-creation, in which the users play and interpret the game together and 
offline friends are the most important game advisors. Jessen (1999) also stated that these kinds of 
communities often arise in a game context. This research confirms this and offers support to his 
concept.  



  

Online, children are engaged in the imagined KNK community. The KNK-community is also 
sensed offline in small group of friends. Mainly they help each other and form interpretative 
communities around the game. Ketnet Kick can thus be seen as an imagined multi-platform and 
hybrid community (online as offline): on internet, television and around friends. 

3.4. In search of the appealing practices of Ketnet Kick for children 
KNK is appealing because it offers a lot of practices relevant to the agegroup of middle 
childhood. Since KNK is a game, it greatly appeals to children. As such, it is an appropriate 
medium to set up a community for the researched age group because it is trough play that 
children create friendships. During play they create their networks and create a netplay society. 
As stated above, the element of play is thus regarded as more relevant to a community aimed at 
children than the element of user-to-user interactivity. The theory about children in middle 
childhood mentions the role of games in children’s live (supra). Jessen states this as wel: ‘The 
cultures of games playing involves an ongoing construction of an ‘interpretive community’ and 
in this respect it may be better suited to the patterns of children’s play than older media such as 
books, which one is alone in consuming’  (Jessen, 1999). Our respondents play various electronic 
games, but also play a lot of games at school and at home. The interviews confirmed the 
importance of play for social contact between children. Play is central in the everyday life of 
children. Although pre-adolescents love to communicate, they perceive the play element as more 
relevant than communication. 

Tieboo (8 years old, high screen entertainment): ‘You can also chat with your friends 
because you found a new game…’ 
Int: ‘Which do you like better: playing together or talking to each other?’ 
Nick (8 years old, PC-specialist): ‘I like playing more than talking.’ 
Int: ‘And can you tell me why?’ 
Nick: ‘Playing is much more fun than talking, because you can play with your friends and 
that is more fun. And else, you only talk to one person.’  

The interactivity, in the sense of creating, is a useful tool to foster the online community for 
children. This kind of interactivity is more suited for children of middle childhood who love to 
be active. They are able to enjoy themselves in KNK. 

Ketnet Kick also provides room for imagination in an adventurous world and that is just what the 
life of pre-adolesents is a lot about.  
The data have shed a new light on the experience of communities by pre-adolescents and has put 
the role of user-to-user interactivity into perspective. The emphasis must lie on imagination, 
creativity and co-creation. The concept imagined community is appropriate here, but maybe this 
particular online community experience by children can be labelled otherwise: ‘imagion’, a 
contraction of imagination and communion. An imagion is a group of children that has a sense of 
community and has a place as a symbol, but where the experiences of the group lie in user-to-
documents and user-to-system interactivity.   

4. Conclusion: communities in the ‘netplay’ society? 
In our analysis we focussed on pre-adolescents in relation to online communities. We conclude 
that online communities are to some extent experienced as an important new sphere in the lives 
of these young people, but we may not underestimate the value of the offline sphere. The online 



  

and offline are complementary and both have their specific values. In the case of middle 
childhood, it is important that we know which sphere provides which values.  
Analyzing Ketnet Kick, we can say that children have created a sense of community. They show 
it with engagement and sometimes some elements in KNK live on their own.  One can also 
notice that children bring the online community more or less ‘alive’ offline. This indicates the 
importance of locality and their close friends. If the community wants to be real in the minds of 
children, it needs to be linked to their own life and 
experiences; offline interactions can be very 
helpful. Often, children spontaneously give an 
offline extension to the online communities. This 
indicates the commitment to and appeal for the 
online community. The community lives and goes 
on in their local community of friends. This 
indicates another kind of sense of community. The 
sense of community is very important in the 
survival of a community. Therefore it is important 
that the sense of community is stimulated in the 
appropriate way. 
Therefore we suggest that online communities need 
to be environments, in which children can imagine 
and play. These are the most striking characteristics 
for children of middle childhood. The KNK study 
also demonstrates that online communities can 
exist without the need of user-to-user interactivity. 
These findings lead to the idea of an ‘imagion’, in 
which the emphasis lies on sense of belonging and 
imagination. The online community practices of 
the children are mainly situated in the creativity. 
Children also show a tendency to collaborate in this 
dimension and are active users of user-generated 
content.  
Middle childhood is a transitional phase and also in our research, we found some youngsters who 
were more active online than others. These are some indications for future research. How do the 
community experiences evolve in relation to age? Is the online component and need for user-to-
user interactivity growing? Still we need to be aware that children remain children and they will 
always pass through the childhood phase. Children as an audience are not really changed. It is 
still play (online and offline) that shapes the social network of children and with the 
incorporation of online community games for children in the social network. In the case of 
children we could re-interpret the network society as the netplay society. Children have new 
possibilities in the ‘netplay society’, like interactive communities, that extends their playground, 
but we may not forget that children remain children. The goal is to incorporate the new 
possibilities of the internet in the mindset and practices of children. That is why games like 
Ketnet Kick can form a smooth transition between the ‘child’s world’ and the ‘adolescents 
world’. The concept, ‘imagion’, can serve as a bridge, to help children, step by step, learning to 
get involved with the interactive communities.  



  

Central in this research is the combination of two disciplines to generate an interdisciplinary 
insight: child development on the one hand and the evolution of media and media audiences on 
the other. The findings acknowledge the current changes regarding child sociology and media 
use and provide insights on children’s digital experiences as a reference for media producers and 
parents. Moreover, this research stresses the importance of collaboration between researchers 
and new media designers. It is crucial that notions of online community and Web 2.0 concepts 
are re-interpreted for and by children. The context of the children’s everyday life is a central 
factor in determining the media practices and needs of children.  
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1 See www.taatu.com, www.habbo.com, www.kidcity.be, the upcoming BBC project, www.toyinima.be, 
www.ketnetkick.be  
2 user-to-user: to interact with each other or computer-mediated-communication 
user-to-documents: the way people interact with content and content makers, the way active users interprete and use 
mediacontent. 
user-to-system: it is the way people interact with the interface. For example: flow = people lose thereselves in 
simulations, like virtual worlds. 
3 Related to the concept of Granovetter (1973), Granovetter (1983) 
4 See http://www.ketnetkick.be 
5 The traditionalists contain 8 children of 9 years old, 4 girls and 4 boys. The screen entertainment fans contain 8 
children, 4 boys and 4 girls. Two children have the age of eight and 6 the age of nine. The specialists is a group of 9 
children with 4 boys and 5 girls, 6 children of nine years old, 2 of eight and 1 of ten. The group is a combination of 
PC fans, game fans and MSN fans. The group with girls contains 9 children of nine years old. There are 4 
traditionalists, 4 screen entertainment fans and 1 PC-fan. The group of boys contain 9 children, 4 children of nine 
years old, 3 of ten years old and 2 of eight years old. There are 5 screen entertainment fans and 4 game fans. The 
mixed group contain 7 children, 1 of eight years old and 8 of nine years old. There is 1 traditionalist, 1 game-fan, 2 
PC fans and 3 screen entertainment fans. 
6 Mysterious island: a place in KNK where children are unable to go to. Children even created a myth because some 
children claim that they reached the island and told this to their friends. 
7 Children can make content in KNK and show it to other children through the game, website and television. The 
content can be an inspiration or a tool to make content on their own. 



  

                                                                                                                                                       
8 Kroknet is the adversary of Ketnet (the public tv-station for children). The aim of KNK is to defend the values of 
Ketnet by creating a lot of content against the wraptors, evil crocodiles, which want to incorporate their tv-station. 
9 Star square: this is the main location in KNK. In this square creations of players of KNK are showed and available 
for all the players  
Ket of the day: Every week a player of KNK is selected and his avatar is showed in the centre of the Star square. 
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