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Research Progress in Online Information Behavior and Cognition of
Young Children

TONG Yu & WANG Weijun

ABSTRACT
With the rapid growth of high-speed Internet and portable electronic devices, children are increasingly
exposed to various of online information, and this is especially true for young children. This review
summarizes the current state of the research by investigating 3 to 8-year-old children’s information behavior
in the network environment, children’s conception of online information, and how children evaluate the
credibility of information retrieved from the Internet.

Firstly, this review shows that the rapid growth of children’s online information behavior in frequency and
diversity benefit from the innovation of the interaction mode with internet-connected devices (such as touch
screen and voice command). Secondly, this review indicates that though young children have experience

with the Internet, they still lack sophisticated understanding of the essential source, transmission mode and
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scope of online information. Children tend to use their existing cognitive schema based on human and
electronic devices to understand the characteristics of network information: 1) They are not yet able to
understand the essential source of Internet information and have a tendency to believe that Internet
information originates from networkable devices or connection methods; 2) Children fail to understand the
dynamic dissemination of Internet information; 3) They do not think that the Internet is omniscient, and
they would adjust their understanding of the scope of the network according to their experience of searching
behavior on the Internet. Finally, this review revealed that children could view the Internet as a medium,
and they could compare the difference of credibility between online information and information from other
information sources. Children as young as age 5 have viewed the Internet as a reliable source of
information, and with age, their trust in online information increased. However, it remains to be discussed
whether children can realize the variety of reliability between different online information and whether they
can use some heuristics to evaluate the credibility of online information.

Future researchers should include this age group in the study of online information behavior and
information literacy in the field of LIS to make up for the lack of this age group. We also recommend
researchers and educators to deepen the research content and make innovation in the methodology to
strengthen the basic research and applied countermeasure research on children’s online information behavior
and cognition in order to better promote the digital growth of Chinese children. In practice, in order to
protect children’s online safety, we appeal network information technology products and information content
service providers to develop applications and system products with friendly and simple interfaces, prominent
focus, credible content and clear sources which are suitable for children’s operating ability. 1 tab. 48 refs.
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