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ABSTRACT

Purpose — The current study was designed to examine how and why
divorced parents use computers and the Internet for communication with
their coparent and with their child(ren).

Methodology/approach — The current study utilized the uses and grati-
fication perspective. A subsample of 178 divorced parents with at least
one child aged 25 or younger from a larger research project participated.
Parents were recruited to participate in a 15-minute online survey
through email listservs with a nationwide and demographically diverse
reach.

Findings — Analyses revealed that divorced parents are active users of
technology, for communicating with their child(ren) as well as with the
child(ren)’s other parent. In addition, parents were comfortable using
the Internet and accessing online parenting information, citing few
barriers to use.
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Research limitations/implications — We did not capture the reasons for
communicating or the content of communication. Future research should
use innovative methodologies and measures to better understand the use
of specific technologies and tools to negotiate boundaries between copar-
ents living apart. In addition, a larger, more diverse sample might reveal
different patterns of divorced parents’ technology use.

Practical implications — Technology allows for asynchronous communi-
cation, staying up to date, making plans, and making decisions with mini-
mal interaction, and thus maintaining boundaries. Our evidence suggests
technology could help parents find areas of agreement around their chil-
dren’s lives in a less contentious environment.

Originality/value — This study provides the essential groundwork
for further examination of ways to support coparent communication
via technology.
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Approximately 21 million children, or roughly 28% of children in the
United States, were living with one parent in 2012 (Vespa, Lewis, &
Kreider, 2013). The courts are increasingly awarding joint legal and physi-
cal custody following divorce, to allow children continued access to both
parents. However, this means that coparents must collaborate to make
decisions about their children, and share parenting responsibilities while
living in different households (Ahrons, 2007; Miller, 2009). Being able to
communicate well is important for divorced coparents. The quality of the
coparental relationship is related to the well-being of the children and the
parents (Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dornbusch, 1996; Sandler, Miles,
Cookston, & Braver, 2008). Communication in particular has been identi-
fied as a factor that may facilitate or hinder postdivorce familial relation-
ships (e.g., Afifi & McManus, 2006).

The frequent use of technology for communication among adults sug-
gests that consideration of the use of new media and online activities is cri-
tical for facilitating coparent and parent-child communication. Research
on technology use in parent-child relationships has focused on adolescent
use and parental monitoring of adolescent technology use (Lee & Chae,
2007; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). The
limited research on technology use and parenting (Dworkin, Connell, &
Doty, 2013) and technology use in families has largely ignored family
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structure (Chapman, Ganong, & Coleman, 2015). Specifically, we know lit-
tle about how divorced coparents are using technology to communicate
with each other or with their child(ren). The present exploratory study is
designed to address this gap by considering divorced coparents use of tech-
nology to communicate with the other parent and with their child(ren),
while also taking into account their comfort with and attitudes toward
technology.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The uses and gratification perspective focuses on individuals’ purposive
and goal directed media use. One assumption of this perspective is that the
use of media tools competes with other resources to fill one’s gratifications
(Grant, 2005); and thus, individuals actively choose media to gratify their
needs (Rubin, 2002). Gratifications, based in social roles and contexts, are
the desires and needs users have that motivate them to use certain media
(Rubin, 2002), for example like staying connected to a coparent for the
benefit of the child and staying connected with the child when he or she is
with the coparent. The social context parents operate in can influence their
patterns of use and gratification. In the current study, the uses and gratifi-
cation perspective can improve our understanding of divorced parents’ use
of online tools. For instance, utility may affect divorced parents’ use of
online tools; parents who expect to benefit from a particular online commu-
nication method to avoid conflict with a coparent will be more likely to use
that method (Ruggiero, 2000). The current study utilizes the uses and grati-
fication perspective to consider how divorced parents use technology to
connect with their coparent and their child(ren). For researchers and educa-
tors to develop technology-based resources and educational opportunities,
it is important to better understand how divorced coparents are using tech-
nology and the possible barriers to use.

COMMUNICATION VIA TECHNOLOGY IN
DIVORCED FAMILIES

After divorce, many coparents need to have regular communication regard-
ing the day-to- day needs of their children. Coparents report that they com-
municate through technology, an often preferred method of communication,
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to avoid the conflict of face-to-face or verbal phone discussions when there
is a need to communicate with the other parent over child-related issues
(Ganong, Coleman, Feistman, Jamison, & Markham, 2012). Some initial
studies suggest that divorced parents use texting for day-to-day updates and
reserve email for planning and discussing bigger issues that need parental
consensus (Odom, Zimmerman, & Forlizzi, 2010). There are currently sev-
eral technology-based programs to help coparents with shared calendars
that have proven helpful for parents to make decisions regarding involve-
ment in activities and supporting positive perceptions of the other parent,
but can have the risk of reducing privacy (Odom et al., 2010).

Coparents who believe that interacting with the other parent about
child-related decisions will benefit both themselves and their child are more
likely to engage in communication (Ganong, Coleman, Markham, &
Rothrauff, 2011), and report similar messages in face-to-face and technol-
ogy supported modes (Laliker & Lannutti, 2014). There is limited research
on divorced parent’s use of technology to communicate with their children
when unable to connect in person. However, preliminary evidence suggests
parents may be trying to hide communications with the child from the
other parent (Saini, Mishna, Barnes, & Polak, 2013). Findings are mixed,
some fathers report enjoying the ability to connect virtually while others
resented the fact that they perhaps felt forced into virtual parenting. Other
studies have found that use of Skype and FaceTime are particularly useful
when parent and child want to maintain their relationship when they are
not physically together (Wolman & Pomerance, 2012). In addition, there
are gender differences. Mothers often report being managers of the copar-
enting team, deciding and managing who should play what roles in parent-
ing their children. They viewed themselves as having primary responsibility
for their children, with their children’s fathers as important coparenting
partners (Ganong, Coleman, Jamison, & Feistman, 2015).

Rodriguez (2014) focuses on the importance of maintaining day-to-day
communication, particularly around mundane topics, as a way to improve
and sustain relationships. When parents are not able to have mundane con-
versations with their children, it is harder to “know” their children and
maintain close relationships. Research on mundane talk exists in the peer
relationships (e.g., Goldsmith & Baxter, 1996) and intimate relationships
(e.g., Alberts, Yoshimura, Rabby, & Loschiavo, 2005) literature, yet mun-
dane talk has not been well explored in the parent-child relationship. One
notable exception describes the different roles of daily communication
among stepfamilies, with recapping the events of the day as an important
piece in maintaining and managing stepfamily relationships. Technology
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was a means to improve the day-to-day nature of communication among
parents and children while still maintaining inter-parental boundaries.
Technology also provided a way for nonresidential parents to communicate
with the residential parent (Schrodt et al., 2007).

In addition to the need for communication, it is essential to explore the
fit between parents and technology. Demographic differences, importance
of comfort, how comfortable the other parent is with technology, and
empathy and understanding for the other parents’ technology use sets
expectations for the coparent’s response time, for example, and how
engaged they may be via technology.

TECHNOLOGY TO SUPPORT RELATIONSHIP
MAINTENANCE

Parents with high levels of communication and cooperation use a coparent-
ing strategy referred to as cooperative coparenting (Maccoby, Depner, &
Mnookin, 1990). Three additional styles of coparenting have been identi-
fied by Maccoby and colleagues, and have relevance to parents’ level of
communication and engagement with each other. Disengaged coparenting
is characterized by low levels of communication and cooperation between
parents. Conflicted coparenting is characterized by a high level of commu-
nication that is conflict based with little cooperation. Mixed coparenting is
characterized by high levels of conflictual communication. Parents exhibit-
ing a mixed coparenting or a conflicted coparenting pattern have been
shown to have parental conflicts that are witnessed by their children
(Maccoby et al., 1990); as a result, these two groups of parents may have
the greatest benefit of using asynchronous technology for communication
between parents (Yarosh, Chieh, & Abowd, 2009). Asynchronous commu-
nication is one-way parents can avoid having children witness conflict, but
also gives parents the ability to regulate their emotions and responses to
the other parent in their own space. In a very similar categorization,
Beckmeyer, Coleman, and Ganong (2014) identified three types of copar-
enting relationships: cooperative and involved, moderately engaged, and
infrequent but conflictual. Parents who are cooperative tend to use technol-
ogy in cooperative ways to support their coparent relationship; coparents
who are not cooperative use technology in harmful ways that may further
break down the coparent relationship (Chapman et al., 2015).

Yarosh et al. (2009) examined technology use in post separation house-
holds, during a time when fewer technological supports were available to
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maintain contact and enhance communication. They focused on phone
conversations as a means to maintain contact between parents and children
while apart, as well as to facilitate collaboration among coparents, while
allowing each parent to maintain autonomy. They discuss the need for
enhanced technologies to improve communication opportunities between
coparents who live apart, as well as between children and parents who are
not together. Specifically, Yarosh et al. discuss particular types of technolo-
gies that can help to improve communication without interfering with par-
ental autonomy. One specific approach they recommend is to improve
upon asynchronous communication strategies that allow people to send a
message without the need for immediate response or contact. New media
tools such as text message, and instant message would serve this purpose.

METHOD

This study utilized a subsample of parents from a larger study which was
designed to gain a better understanding of the ways in which and the rea-
sons that parents use technology. Parents were recruited to participate in a
15-minute online survey through email listservs that reach a nationwide
and demographically diverse sample, including National Institute of Food
and Agriculture, Cooperative Extension, eXtension, state Department of
Education, and other statewide and national networks that reach families
and professionals with parenting resources. Potential participants were
directed to a website to learn more about the project and complete the
online survey. Participants could choose to be entered into a drawing for a
gift card after completing the survey. One thousand six hundred and fifty-
three parents participated in this study between May and November 2010.

PARTICIPANTS

A subsample was selected for the current study. To be eligible to partici-
pate, parents needed to indicate they were divorced and had at least one
child age 25 years or younger. A total of 178 divorced parents were
included in the current study (see Table 1). Over half of parents (51.7%)
lived in a suburban area, 49 parents (27.5%) lived in a rural area, and
37 parents (20.8%) lived in an urban area. The majority of parents (97.8%)
reported English as the primary language spoken in their home.
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Table 1. Demographic Information.

N %
Age 20—-29 10 5.7%
30—39 36 20.5%
40—49 69  39.5%
50—59 55 31.4%
60—64 5 2.9%
Gender Male 23 12.9%
Female 155 87.1%
Race/Ethnicity  Parents of color 23 12.9%
White or Caucasian 144 80.9%
Income Less than $30,000 40  22.5%
$30,000—under $50,000 42 23.6%
$50,000—under $75,000 50 28.1%
$75,000—$100,000 or more 33 18.5%
Education Less than college 58 32.6%
College graduate 56  31.5%

Postgraduate training, professional school, Master’s, PhD 64 36.0%

Three-quarters of parents (74.7%) had one or two children (mean age of
youngest child = 12.6 years). Nearly three-quarters of parents (74.2%)
worked full time.

MEASURES

In addition to demographic information, parents were asked whether they
used any of 14 technological devices (Allen & Rainie, 2002; Blackburn &
Read, 2005) and how often they engaged in 17 new media and online activ-
ities and the purpose of those online activities.

New Media and Online Activities in General and Specifically for Parenting

Parents were asked how often they engaged in 17 new media and online
activities in general. Participants who reported engaging in an activity
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received a follow-up question that asked how often they engaged in the
activity specifically for parenting (see Table 2). Parenting was defined for
parents as “all things you do to take care of your children and support
their growth and development.” Participants reported the frequency they
performed each activity for parenting using a seven-point Likert-scale (1 =
Never, 7 = Several times a day).

Table 2. Frequency of Parents’ Use of New Media and Online Activities

(N = 178).

Activity® In General  For Parenting®
M(SD) M(SD)

Send or read email 4.85 3.71
Look for general information (health and wellness, ideas for 3.57 2.68
activities, research a topic)
Send or receive text messages (SMS) 341 2.92
Use social networking services (Facebook, Myspace, 3.34 2.29
Cafemom, etc.)
Read emailed newsletters (e.g., newsletters from school or 2.99 2.30
youth organizations)
Send or receive photos 2.62 2.10
Use instant messaging (AIM, MSN messenger, Yahoo! 1.88 1.09
Chat, etc.)
Post on or read discussion boards or chat rooms 1.72 1.01
Read or comment on blogs 1.71 0.90
Watch, create, or share video files online (movies, TV, 1.54 0.86
home videos)
Participate in online classes, workshops, or webinars 1.49 0.70
Listen to, create, or share audio files online 1.36 0.66
Audio conference or make phone calls using the Internet 0.88 0.58
(e.g., Skype)
Use webcam or video conference 0.81 0.49
Create or maintain a website 0.67 0.30
Create, maintain, or write blogs 0.56 0.31
Create, maintain, or follow microblogs (Twitter) 0.42 0.16

%0 = never; 1 = less than once a month; 2 = monthly; 3 = weekly; 4 = once a day; 5 =
several times a day.
Use of all activities in general are significantly more frequent than use for parenting, p < .001.
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Purposes of New Media and Online Activities for Parenting

The new media and online activity items were followed with a question
asking parents how each activity “helps you as a parent.” Parents were pre-
sented with a list of up to 15 possible reasons (e.g., “communicate with my
child(ren),” “communicate with my child(ren)’s other parent”) and were
asked to select all of the ways the activity helped them fulfill their role as a
parent. Parents were asked to respond “yes” or “no” to each item. We
focus here on the use of new media and online activities for communicating
with their child(ren), and their child(ren)’s other parent.

Comfort

A scale was computed by averaging parents’ responses to eight ques-
tions regarding their comfort with technology (¢ = .756; Bunz, 2004;
Livingstone & Bober, 2004). For example, participants were asked how
comfortable they were with “using the Internet” and “downloading and
saving an MP3.” Participants responded on a five-point scale from 5 =
very comfortable, to 1 = very uncomfortable. The mean comfort score was
4.23 (SD = .609).

Attitude toward Technology Use

Participants reported how much they agreed or disagreed with six state-
ments regarding attitude toward technology and the Internet (Horrigan,
2007) using a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly
agree; e.g., “Make your life easier”; “Give you more control over your
life”; “I like having so much information available”). A technology attitude
score was computed by summing parents’ responses to these items (range =
10—30; a = .699). The mean attitude toward technology use score was 3.59
(SD =.625).

Attitude toward Online Parenting Information
Participants reported how much they agreed or disagreed with nine state-

ments regarding attitude toward online parenting information (Cho, De
Zuniga, Rojas, & Shah, 2003; Madge & O’Connor, 2002; Potosky, 2007)
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using a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree;
e.g., “The Internet has improved the way I get information about parent-
ing”; a = .847). The mean attitude toward online parenting information
score was 3.74 (SD = .567).

RESULTS

First, to better understand divorced parents use of technology, a series of
descriptive analyses were computed. Most parents (81.9%) reported having
used a desktop computer, 137 parents (77.8%) had used a laptop computer,
73 parents (42.2%) had used a Blackberry, Palm, iPhone, or other personal
digital assistant (PDA), 63 parents (38.0%) had used a webcam, 58
(35.2%) parents had used audio conference services or Skype, 102 (60.4%)
parents had used an iPod or other MP3 player, and 64 parents (37.6%)
had used a gaming console (e.g., Xbox, Playstation, Wii).

Parents accessed the Internet daily at home (83.6%), at work (77.7%),
and from a handheld device (29.7%). Internet access from public terminals
was less frequent; 40% never accessed the Internet from public terminals
and 32.1% did so less than once a month. When accessing the computer at
home, 43.1% reported being the sole users of the computer and 55.6%
reported using a shared computer. Only 15.2% of parents reported using
the computer in a private area in the house, 45.5% reported using it in an
open family area, and 39.4% reported both.

DESCRIBING PARENTS’ TECHNOLOGY USE

First, parents reported their use of 17 new media and online activities in
general and specifically for parenting (see Table 2). Parents reported using
all activities in general significantly more frequently than their use of new
media and online activities for parenting. The activities parents used most
frequently in general were the same activities they used most frequently for
parenting (e.g., email, text message, and social networking). Next, a series
of t-tests, one-way ANOVA analyses, and correlations were computed to
explore demographic differences in parents’ use of new media and online
activities for parenting (see Table 3). What is particularly striking is the
lack of demographic differences that emerged. There were no differences in
new media and online activity use by parent race. The only difference in



Table 3. Demographic Differences in Parents’ Use of New Media and Online Activities for Parenting.

Activity® Race® 1 (df) Area® F (df) Income? F (df) Parent Education® F (df) Parent Age Pearson’s r
Look for information —1.09(174) 0.99(2,173) 0.394(3,159) 1.15(2,173) —0.169*
Make phone calls/Skype 0.43(176) 0.30(2,175) 2.54(3,161)" 0.38(2,175) —0.135
Use webcam —0.27(171) 0.007(2,170) 0.54(3,156) 1.12(2,170) —0.143
Use IM —1.29(171) 0.032(2,170) 0.17(3,156) 0.062(2,170) 0.128
Text message 1.41(174) 0.37(2,173) 1.96(3,159) 0.47(2,173) —0.098
Discussion boards/chat rooms —1.62(174) 0.38(2,173) 0.94(3,159) 0.38(2,173) —0.131
Email —0.98(172)  0.40(2,171) 0.26(3,158) 0.45(2,171) 0.123
Read emailed newsletters —1.18(166) 2.15(2,165) 1.73(3,152) 4.37(2,165)* —0.075
Send/receive photos 1.07(162)  1.28(2,161) 0.56(3,148) 0.26(2,161) —0.210%*
Share audio files —1.30(171) 0.76(2,170) 1.24(3,156) 0.50(2,170) —0.091
Share video files —0.40(171)  0.41(2,170) 0.39(3,157) 0.18(2,170) —0.164*
Read/comment on blogs —138(173)  1.50(2,172) 0.23(3,158) 0.14(2,172) ~0.105
Create/write blogs S122(174)  2.18(2,173) 4.05(3,159)%* 0.58(2,173) ~0.084
Microblog (Twitter) —0.41(175) 1.34(2,174) 1.85(3,160) 0.72(2,174) —0.070
Create/maintain website ~0.69(170)  1.39(2,169) 3.45(3,155)* 0.028(2,169) 0.047
Use SNS 0.95(168)  0.39(2,167) 0.62(3,153) 0.14(2,167) ~0.020
Take online classes —131(167)  3.41(2,166)* 0.24(3,152) 0.28(2,166) ~0.064

’ip < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
p = .058

%0 = never; 1 = less than once a month; 2 = monthly; 3 = weekly; 4 = once a day; 5 = several times a day.

®2 = White, | = non-white.

°l1 = rural, 2 = suburban, 3 = urban.
41 = less than $30,000, 2 = $30,000 — less than $50,000, 3 = $50,000 — less than $75,000, 4 = $75,000 — $100,000 or more).
°1 = less than college, 2 = college degree, 3 = postgraduate training.
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rural, suburban, or metro status was the use of online classes (F = 3.41
(2,166), p = .035). While there was a significant main effect, post hoc ana-
lyses revealed no single group differences. The only difference by parent
education was that parents with a college degree reported reading emailed
newsletters significantly more frequently than parents without a college
degree (F = 4.37(2,165), p = .014). For income, parents earning between
$50,000 and $75,000 a year reported significantly more frequently creating/
writing blogs (F = 4.05(3,159), p = .008) and creating/maintaining a web-
site (F = 3.45(3,155), p = .018) than parents earning between $30,000 and
$50,000 a year. Parent age was negatively correlated with looking for infor-
mation, sending and receiving photos and sharing video files, meaning that
older parents did these activities less frequently.

Third, parents were asked how often they used these new media and
online activities for communication with child(ren) and their child(ren)’s
other parent (Table 4). Overall, at least half of parents reported supple-
menting their communication with their child(ren)’s other parent via tech-
nology. The most frequently used new media and online communication
tools for communicating with the child’s other parent were text message

Table 4. Parenting Activities Online.

N Parents Who Used It to
Communicate with:
Child(ren) Other’s Parent Child(ren)
Parent activity (at least weekly)
Send or receive email 149 51.0% 62.4%
Use text messaging 112 52.7% 69.6%
Use social networking sites 87 24.1% 52.9%
Use Instant Messaging (AIM, 40 25.0% 80.0%
MSN messenger, Yahoo!
Chat, etc.)
Parent activity (at least monthly)
Watch, create, or share video files 41 24.4% 41.5%
Use audio conferencing or make 29 24.1% 58.6%
phone calls using Internet (Skype)
Use webcam or video conference 26 19.2% 50.0%

Parent activity (ever)
Send or receive photos 145 37.9% 51.0%
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(52.7%), email (51.0%), and sharing photos (37.9%). Parents reported
using all communication tools more frequently with their child(ren) than
with their child(ren)’s other parent. The most frequent online communica-

tion tools used to communicate with child(ren) were instant messaging
(80%), text message (69.6%), and email (62.4%).

ATTITUDES AND COMFORT

Parents were then asked to report how comfortable they were doing differ-
ent activities on the computer and Internet and were asked to report their
attitudes toward using the Internet in general and for parenting (Tables 5
and 6). Overall parents felt very comfortable, and valued the Internet as a
tool in giving them more control and information. Parents were also asked
what makes the Internet difficult and reported concerns about viruses
(39.3%), worry about spyware or spam (32.6%), and lack of time (24.7%).
Very few parents reported that limited access or equipment (9.0%), cost of
the Internet (7.3%), or health problems (2.2%) were barriers to Internet
use. Overall, divorced parents reported high levels of comfort using tech-
nology, and reported that they used technology to support their parenting
and enhance their communication with their coparent.

DISCUSSION

It can be extremely challenging for divorced parents to communicate with
each other and maintain communication with their children, especially
when the children are at the other parent’s home. The limited research that
does exist (Saini et al., 2013; Wolman & Pomerance, 2012; Yarosh et al.
2009) suggests that technology can both improve coparent communication
and the coparent relationship, but also make it worse (Chapman et al.,
2015). Regardless, divorced parents are active technology users and are
using technology in their role as coparents. Understanding how divorced
parents are using technology for parenting and communication with the
other parent enhances our ability to support families in the effective use
of technology.

What stands out in these data is that parents are using technology and
that extends into parenting and divorce parenting in particular. Parents do
not adopt tools specifically for parenting, rather they use the technologies



Table 5. Comfort Using Computers and the Internet.

I Never Do This Very Comfortable or Very
Comfortable Uncomfortable or
Uncomfortable

N % N % N Y%
Using the Internet 0 0.0% 174 99.4% 0 0.0%
Using computers 0 0.0% 175 99.5% 0 0.0%
Setting up email account 3 1.7% 162 92.6% 3 1.7%
Sending an IM 18 10.3% 134 76.6% S 2.9%
Downloading an mp3 30 17.3% 93 53.8% 20 11.6%
Setting up filter for junk mail 14 8.0% 101 57.4% 26 14.8%
Getting rid of virus 15 8.6% 67 38.2% 67 38.3%
Fixing problem by myself 15 8.5% 66 37.5% 61 34.7%
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Table 6. Attitudes toward Using the Internet.

293

Agree or Strongly Agree

N %
I’'m usually successful at finding what I am looking 168 94.9%
for when searching the Internet
I get up-to-date information from the Internet 156 88.6%
When using the Internet, I quickly find information 156 87.6%
that I am looking for
The Internet has improved the way I get 125 70.6%
information about parenting
I find some parenting websites difficult to use 23 13.2%
I can’t find the sorts of parenting websites or 20 11.4%
parenting information I'm interested in
The parenting resources I find are too expensive 16 9.0%
My connection or computer is too slow to find 14 8.0%
parenting information
The parenting information I find is poor or 10 5.7%
questionable
It takes too much time to get parenting information 3.4%
The parenting information I find is difficult 2.3%
to understand
The software I use isn’t good enough to find 4 2.3%
parenting information
Thinking about all the technologies you use, overall would you say these devices:
Make your life easier 161 90.5%
I like having so much information available 148 83.7%
Give you more control over your life 119 67.2%
Make your life more complicated 63 36.0%
Make you feel overloaded 62 34.8%
Give you less control over your life 20 11.3%

that are present in their everyday life for parenting. Our findings further
suggest that divorced coparents use technology much like other parents, to
communicate about parenting, to communicate with their children, and to
find information and resources to support their parenting (Dworkin et al.,
2013). In fact, parenting is a big part of how parents are using new media
and a big contributor to what they are doing online. The ability to
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distinguish general technology use from technology use for parenting pro-
vides a more accurate and complete picture of how parents are using tech-
nology. Future initiatives should focus on supporting divorced parents and
their use of technology to continue to refine the practices where divorced
parents report communication difficulties.

Consistent with the uses and gratification perspective, these data reveal
that parents are active and dynamic users of technology for parenting, and
they are selective in which tools they use for which task. For instance, use
of technology for parenting may be more limited to tools that are text
based, asynchronous, and do not include visual and audio features. They
use technologies parents already have access to, which do not need to be
downloaded or installed or updated. This removes barriers for parents to
access the tool to use. Less “intimate” direct communications like email
and text are reported as being more helpful for communicating with the
other parent. Tools that include more intimate forms of interaction, such
as video interaction, or time synchronous communications, may be less use-
ful both because they are more intimate and because they require more
advance cooperation (e.g., adding someone into your Skype network).
Those more intimate tools are helpful for communicating with children but
less so for communicating with the coparent.

Research on technology use would suggest that technology use is depen-
dent on a match between issue and users. Findings of the current study sug-
gest that comfort with technology was not associated with whether or not
parents were using technology to communicate with the other parent or the
children; however, parents reported being more comfortable with easy tasks
and less comfortable with harder tasks. Future research should examine
parent technology use in the context of particular issues, for instance,
examining differences between communicating around child transportation
versus more sensitive topics such as child discipline.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The current study provides a descriptive look at divorced parent’s use of
technology to communicate with their coparent and their children.
Although limited in sample size, this preliminary look helps set the stage
for larger studies with more complex research questions and data analysis.
As is common in studies of technology use, the current study uses measures
of which device, with whom, and how often. However, we did not capture
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the reasons for communicating or the content of the communication. In
addition, with the rapid changes in technology use, research is particularly
challenged to keep up with the rapid changes. The current study focused
on type of media, for example, social networking sites rather than
Facebook in particular, providing a broad look at parents online behavior.
Future research should use innovative methodologies and measures to bet-
ter understand the use of technology and the use of specific technologies
and tools to negotiate boundaries between coparents who are living apart.
These data only assessed one parent’s comfort, attitudes, and use. Because
effective use of new media and online communication is dependent upon
the participation of both parties, future research must consider the other
parents use of technology and their comfort as well. Further, it is essential
to better understand which technology supports what type of communica-
tion and decision making for which parents. For instance, our limited find-
ings regarding demographic differences are likely a function of sample size.
A larger, more diverse sample might reveal different patterns of divorced
parents’ technology use.

IMPLICATIONS

Technology allows for asynchronous communication, staying up to date,
making plans, and making decisions with minimal interaction, and thus
maintaining boundaries. Our evidence suggests technology could help par-
ents find areas of agreement around their children’s lives in a less conten-
tious environment. More specifically, it seems likely that the most
conflictual coparents could perhaps benefit most from well-designed tech-
nologies that support mutual decision making in an environment that
allows for maintaining boundaries.

There are currently several synchronous technology-based programs to
help coparents with shared calendars that have proven helpful for parents
to make decisions regarding involvement in activities and supporting posi-
tive perceptions of the other parent, but can have the risk of reducing priv-
acy (Odom et al., 2010). One area where divorcing and separating parents
have reported difficulty, especially those who are in high conflict, is in
creating a parenting plan. There is currently no technology product on the
market with this capacity, although parenting plans are mandated in most
jurisdictions. For divorcing couples, the need for a parenting plan precedes
the need for communication technologies like those described above, and
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thus provides an ideal intervention point for technology assisted programs.
Having asynchronous communication technology that can help parents cre-
ate a plan while not having to physically come together would save them
time, energy, money spent on attorneys and would help to maintain bound-
aries between parents, especially during the early period of separation when
parenting plans likely still need to be developed.
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