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Parent Internet Use During a Child's Emerging Adulthood:
Implications for Extension

Abstract
Parents frequently use the Internet to connect with professionals and other parents for information and
support, but parents of emerging adults have fewer resources to rely on than parents of younger
children. This article explores how parents of 18 to 25 year olds used the Internet to connect with
others, including differences by parent age, education, and income. Findings reveal that parents of
emerging adults used a variety of activities for parenting and used specific activities for different
purposes. Findings directly benefit Extension professionals who aim to address the needs of parents of
emerging adults via the Internet.

  

Introduction

Advances in technology have enabled parents to have nearly unlimited access to information about
parenting. Parents frequently use the Internet to connect with professionals and peers in efforts to
find information, advice, or support (Dworkin, Connell, & Doty, in press; Rainie et al., 2005).
Research, however, has focused on parents of young children; there is little information about how
parents use online resources as they negotiate new roles that come with parenting a child
transitioning to adulthood. The research reported here aimed to address this gap by exploring how
parents of emerging adults used specific online activities for parenting, identifying clear implications
for Extension professionals working with parents of emerging adults.

Conceptual Framework

Emerging adulthood, the period between ages 18-25, is characterized by transitions such as leaving
home, beginning school or a career, establishing economic independence, marrying, and having
children. This is also a time when parent-child relationships shift from child dependence on parents
to a more egalitarian relationship between adults (Aquilino, 1997; Cowan, 1991). It has been
described as a period of semiautonomy, as children take on some of the responsibilities of
independent living but leave others to parents (Arnett, 2000). Transitioning to adulthood affects the
entire family, and parents may look for support as they negotiate shifting relationships. To inform

work with parents of emerging adults, this article uses concepts from emerging adulthood that
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emphasize the importance of considering parents' need for information and support at a time when
they are likely seeking opportunities to connect with others.

Literature Review

Internet Use

The Internet has greatly influenced the way we share information. In 2010, approximately 80% of
American adults used the Internet (Smith, 2010). Over half of Americans reported having Internet
access in their homes, and over 90% of libraries provided free Internet access (U.S. Census Bureau,
2012; Zaidman-Zait & Jamieson, 2007). Information found on the Internet is easily accessible and
offers a wide variety of information (Zaidman-Zait & Jamieson, 2007). Parents in particular have
been found to be active users of the Internet (Walker, Dworkin, & Connell, 2011), enabling them to
connect with professionals or other parents.

Connecting with Others

Parents connect with others in a variety of ways, including seeking information and support formally
through professionals or informally through peers (Ebata & Dennis, 2011; Rahi, Manaras, & Barr,
2003). Advances in technology have provided innovative ways for parents to connect with
professionals and other parents, and parents of college students have been found to prefer to
receive information electronically (Petree, 2012). Not only can parents seek information and advice
online, but Internet users can also build community and use online communication to exchange
advice, resources, and parenting approaches (Hall & Irvine, 2009; Moseley, Freed, & Goold, 2011;
Rainie et al., 2005).

Parents of emerging adults, however, do not have as frequent contact with professionals, such as
pediatricians, and do not have as many resources available to them as parents of younger children.
Additionally, parents of older children may have unique needs and expectations of online activities
(Ebata & Dennis, 2011), but these are unknown because most studies on parent Internet use have
focused on parents of young children. As dynamics between parent and child become more equal
during emerging adulthood, parents may seek advice about adjusting to new roles and supporting
children through these transitions (Aquilino, 1997). Undoubtedly, parents of older children can
benefit from a connection with others, but we do not know how they develop and maintain these
connections.

Demographic Differences in Internet Use

Demographic characteristics, such as age, education, and income, can create different opportunities
for exposure to technology and opportunities to learn skills needed to access the Internet (Alberts &
Hayes, 2003; Doty, Dworkin, & Connell, 2012; Rothbaum, Martland, & Jannsen, 2009; van Dijk,
2006). Research has found that younger generations and adults with higher education and income
used the Internet more than older generations and adults with lower education and income (Jansen,
2010; Jones & Fox, 2009; Rainie et al., 2005). It is unclear if these differences persist for parenting
and for parents of emerging adults in particular.
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Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this article is to describe how parents of 18-25 year olds use the Internet for
parenting, including reasons why parents choose different online activities. This article contributes to
existing literature by including a sample of parents of emerging adults, who are rarely considered in
studies on parent Internet use, and by closely examining the functions of Internet activities.
Specifically, there are two research questions:

1. How are parents of 18-25 year olds using the Internet (devices used; length of use; and
frequency of use)?

2. What online activities are parents using to connect with others and for what reasons are parents
using online activities?

a. How does parents' use of the Internet to connect with others differ by parent age, education,
and income?

Method

Participants

The research was part of a larger project designed to provide information on the reasons why and
ways in which parents use technology. Beginning in May of 2010, data were collected through an
online survey. Parents were recruited to participate through e-mail listservs of professionals that
have a nationwide reach, Facebook pages, and parenting blogs. Potential participants were directed
to a website to learn about the project and complete the survey. The online recruitment and survey
means that participants are Internet users, an appropriate sample in determining how parents use
online resources to connect with others.

The final sample included 747 parents (mean age=51.4 years) who reported having a child between
the ages of 18 and 25 (Table 1).

Table 1.
Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N=747)

Characteristic n %

Relationship        

        Biological parent 733 98.1%

        Step parent 25 3.3%

        Adoptive parent 20 2.7%

        Grandparent or Foster parent 4 0.5%

Gender
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        Female 632 84.6%

        Male 115 15.4%

Race

        White or Caucasian 694 92.9%

        Non-White 53 7.1%

Education

        Less than high school 2 0.3%

        High school graduate 28 3.7%

        Business, technical, or vocational school AFTER high school 35 4.7%

        Some college, no 4 year degree 106 14.2%

        College graduate 288 38.6%

        Post-graduate training/professional school 288 38.6%

Employment status

        Employed full-time 455 60.9%

        Employed part-time 160 21.4%

        Do not work outside the home 81 10.8%

        Unemployed, looking for work 31 4.1%

        Retired 28 3.7%

        Student 19 2.5%

Approximate annual household income

        Less than $10,000 5 0.7%

        $10,000-under $20,000 7 0.9%

        $20,000-under $30,000 14 1.9%

        $30,000-under $40,000 21 2.8%

        $40,000-under $50,000 36 4.8%

        $50,000-under $75,000 121 16.2%

        $75,000-under$100,000 184 24.6%

        $100,000 or more 359 48.1%

Marital status

        Married or living with partner 653 87.4%
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        Divorced, separated, single, or widowed 94 12.5%

Geographic area

        Suburban 451 60.4%

        Rural 177 23.7%

        Urban 119 15.9%

Measures

Internet Access

Three questions were used to describe how parents accessed the Internet. First, participants were
asked, "Do you use any of the following" and responded "yes" or "no" to three devices: "desktop
computer"; "laptop computer"; and "Blackberry, Palm, iPhone, or other personal digital assistant
(PDA)." Second, participants were asked, "How long have you been using the Internet, including
using email?" and responded using a 6-point Likert scale from "less than 6 months" (1) to "more
than 10 years" (6). Finally, participants were asked, "How frequently do you access the World Wide
Web (WWW) from the following locations" and were provided five locations (Table 2). Participants
responded on a 5-point Likert scale from "never" (1) to "daily" (5).

Table 2.
Internet Access Location (N=747)

Access
Location

Frequency

Never Less Than Once a
Month

Monthly Weekly Daily N/A

Home 0.4% 0.7% 0.4% 7.4% 91.2% 0.0%

Work 3.2% 1.3% 1.5% 5.5% 70.1% 18.3%

Handheld
device

34.3% 5.8% 5.9% 9.2% 24.4% 20.5%

School 5.5% 1.2% 0.4% 0.9% 6.6% 85.4%

Public
terminals

42.0% 33.2% 8.0% 1.7% 0.5% 14.5%

Activities Related to Parenting

Participants were asked how often they ever do 21 activities online, responding using a 6-point Likert
scale from "never" (1) to "several times a day" (6). Participants who reported that they ever do an
activity received a follow-up question, "How often do you do these activities for parenting?"

Parenting was defined as "all things you do to take care of your children and support their growth
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and development. Think about all of the things that help you in your role as a parent. For example,
you may use the Internet to shop for something for your child or follow a blog about parenting." The
study reported here focused on five activities that can be used to connect with others: "post on or
read discussion boards or chat rooms"; "send or read e-mail"; "read emailed newsletters (Just in
Time Parenting, newsletters from school, 4-H)"; "use social networking sites (Facebook, MySpace,
Cafemom, etc.)" (SNS); and "participate in online classes, workshops, or webinars."

Functions of Activities Related to Parenting

Participants who reported that they frequently do an activity for parenting (weekly or more for
discussion boards, email, and SNS; monthly or more for emailed newsletters and online classes)
received a question asking about the function of that activity for parenting: "You said you use
[activity] for parenting. Can you tell us more about how this helps you as a parent?" Participants
were asked to check all of the reasons they do the activity. The study reported here focused on the
functions related to connecting with others: "receive information, advice, or support from other
parents"; "communicate with professionals"; "build my support network"; and "connect to greater
community."

Age, Education, and Income

Participants reported age, highest level of education, and total family income (Table 1).

Results

For all variables of interest, missing data ranged from 0%-13.7% missing. Patterns of missingness
revealed that missing values were missing at random and could be explained by variables that were
not of direct interest. As a result, expectation maximization was used to impute values for missing
data, as well as "don't know or prefer not to answer" responses for education and income variables
(Johnson & Young, 2011). Analyses were conducted in SPSS 17.0.

Internet Use

To address the first research question, how are parents of 18-25 year olds using the Internet,
descriptive analyses were conducted. Most parents used desktop (90.6%) and laptop computers
(81.5%); fewer used a PDA (39.6%). A large percentage of parents (69.9%) had been using the
Internet for more than 10 years; 23.6% had been using the Internet for 7-10 years, 6.0% for 4-6
years, and 0.5% for fewer than four years. Most parents accessed the Internet from home and work
daily (Table 2).

Online Activities for Parenting

The second research question, what online activities are parents doing to connect with others and for
what reasons are parents using online activities, was explored in two steps. First, descriptive
analyses examined the frequency that parents used activities for parenting. The top activities used at
least once a day were email and SNS. Parents used emailed newsletters weekly and monthly. Many
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parents reported never using online classes or discussion boards (Table 3).

Table 3.
Frequencies of Activities for Parenting (N=747)

Activity

Frequency

Never Monthly or Less Weekly Once a Day or More

Email 2.3% 7.3% 19.7% 70.6%

SNS 13.0% 30.9% 23.6% 32.5%

Emailed Newsletters 6.3% 44.7% 31.5% 17.6%

Discussion boards 42.6% 46.3% 5.5% 5.6%

Online classes 64.4% 31.3% 2.1% 2.2%

Second, in order to explore differences in what activities were used for, Cochran's Q tests were
computed. Cochran's Q is a nonparametric test that allows testing for differences between
proportions. Specifically, the percentages of parents who used an activity for each function were
compared within that activity (Table 4). Cochran's Q tests revealed that significantly more parents
used discussion boards to receive information from other parents than to build a support network
and significantly more parents used email to communicate with professionals than to receive
information from other parents. Significantly more parents used SNS to build a support network than
to connect with the greater community, and significantly more parents used online classes to
communicate with professionals and connect with the greater community than to receive information
from other parents.

Table 4.
Percentage of Parents that Use Activities to Connect with Others

 

Functions of Online Activities

Receive
Information

Communicate
with

Professionals

Build
Support
Network

Connect
with

Greater
Community

Cochran's
Q

Weekly or more

Discussion
boards
(n=83)

49.4%a -- 32.5% -- 25.04*

Email
(n=675)

29.5% 53.5%b -- -- 100.17*

SNS -- -- c 12.9% 50.52*
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(n=419)
33.2%

Monthly or more

Emailed
newsletter
(n=609)

-- 32.7% -- 34.3% 0.88

Online
classes
(n=59)

25.4% 45.8%b 32.2% 45.8%b 16.21**

a Significantly greater than build support network

b Significantly greater than receive information

c Significantly greater than connect with greater community

*p<.001

**p<.05

Demographic Differences

To explore how parents' use of the Internet differed by parent age, education, and income, t-tests
were computed. Parents who used discussion boards, email, and online classes to receive
information were significantly younger than parents who did not [discussion boards; M =48.29 years
vs. M=51.19 years; t(81)=2.94, p=.004]; [email; M=50.36 years vs. M=51.70 years; t(673)=3.02,
p=.003]; [online classes; M=47.80 years vs. M=54.05 years; t(57)=3.33, p=.002]. Parents who
used email to communicate with professionals were significantly younger than parents who did not
[M=50.74 years vs. M=51.71 years; t(673)=2.94, p=.003]. Parents who used email and online
classes to receive information from other parents had a significantly lower annual income than
parents who did not [email; M=6.81, vs. M=7.06; t(673)=2.12, p=.034]; [online classes; M=5.87vs.
M=6.73; t(57)=2.19, p=.033]. Parents who used SNS to connect to the greater community had a
significantly lower income than parents who did not [M=6.51vs. M=7.04; t(417)=2.62, p<.009]. No
significant differences in education emerged.

Discussion

Because family members' lives are interconnected, parents are affected by the transitions that take
place during their child's emerging adulthood. Parents connect with others, frequently online, in order
to seek information or support as they negotiate these transitions. Because there is a lack of
research about how parents of emerging adults connect with others online, this article provides
valuable information to Extension professionals who work to address the needs of parents and
families through online programming.

Consistent with research on parents with children of all ages (Walker et al., 2011), findings revealed
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that parents of emerging adults have used the Internet for several years, access the Internet from
multiple locations, and use a variety of activities. However, what stands out in the study are the
ways in which parents are using the Internet specifically for parenting. Parents most frequently used
email and SNS for parenting. This may be due to the fact that these activities are easy to use and
highly accessible. Parents may also be using these methods because their emerging adult children
use email and SNS. One article found that 72% of 18-29 year-olds used SNS (Lenhart, Purcell,
Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Because most American emerging adults leave the parental home by age
18-19 (Arnett, 2000), parents may already be using these methods in an effort to remain in contact
with children. On the other hand, resources that require more work to locate and that are often
topic specific (e.g., discussion boards and online classes) were used less frequently.

Consistent with this, online activities were found to be used for different purposes. Parents who used
discussion boards did so in order to receive information from other parents, while parents used SNS
to build a support network and used email and online classes to communicate with professionals.
These results provide critical information to guide all Extension professionals in considering the goals
of a program and intentionally choosing the most appropriate technology tool to reach those goals.

Findings also revealed demographic differences in how parents used the Internet for parenting.
Although age differences were small, younger parents were more likely than older parents to use
discussion boards, email, and online classes to receive information from other parents and to use
email to communicate with professionals. This finding supports previous research that has shown
that younger adults use the Internet more than older adults (Jones & Fox, 2009).

While income has previously been found to make a difference in Internet use in that individuals,
including parents, with higher incomes used the Internet more than those with lower incomes (Doty
et al., 2012; Jansen, 2010; van Dijk, 2006), we found that parents who used email and online
classes to receive information and used SNS to connect to a greater community had lower incomes
than parents who did not use these activities. Although these findings appear to contradict previous
findings, a recent article revealed that comfort with technology was more important to frequency of
Internet use for parenting than income (Doty et al., 2012). Parents with lower incomes may be using
the Internet more because it is free and easily accessible compared to other resources, such as
doctors or expensive parenting classes. In fact, access to the Internet has been found to no longer
be a major barrier to Extension work in low-income communities (Kudryavtsev, Krasny, Ferenz, &
Babcock, 2007).

Implications

Parents have been found to value information from professionals and peers, and Extension educators
have the ability to provide both resources to clients (Ebata & Dennis, 2011; Rahi et al., 2003). For
example, professionals can use forums such as discussion boards and social networks to provide
information and facilitate communication among users, providing clients the benefits of expert advice
and shared experience.

Effective parenting education programs respond to participant needs and preferences (DeBord et al.,
2006; Ebata & Dennis, 2011). With such high rates of parent Internet use, it is critical that research
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support Extension in better understanding how to use the Internet to meet parents' needs. Findings,
however, point more broadly to the importance of considering participant needs and preferences in
all areas of Extension. Findings from the study reported here provide critical information for program
development and delivery via the Internet, specifically with parents of emerging adults.

Extension professionals should consider the intended purpose of programming before choosing a
platform to deliver information and resources.

Extension professionals must consider the population of interest, because demographic
characteristics may lead to differing levels of access to and comfort with online resources.

Because parents most frequently used email and SNS, Extension professionals should use these
activities to connect with parents on a regular basis. Emailed newsletters are an appropriate
activity to connect with parents weekly or monthly.

If professionals are seeking to connect parents with one another or build a support network for
parents, discussion boards and SNS are appropriate. To communicate directly with parents, email
and online classes are more appropriate.

Extension professionals need to remain up-to-date about rapidly changing technologies in order to
continue to develop programming and deliver information that effectively reaches parents of
children of all ages.

Limitations and Future Research

While this article provides critical information for Extension, findings should be considered in light of
a few limitations. As many states are now investing heavily in online resources, future research
should explore the types of information parents seek, from whom parents seek support, and whether
or not the information received is accurate. This is necessary, because parents have specific
problems and needs that might not be addressed by generic programming (DeBord, Roseboro, &
Wicker, 1998). Additionally, in order for Extension to best meet the needs of the populations they
work with, it is essential to continue to examine how best to deliver information for specific
purposes.

Although age and income differences were statistically significant, these findings should be
interpreted cautiously. Differences by age and income were small and may not provide meaningful
information about distribution of online materials. More precise measurement in future research
would allow for a more nuanced exploration of how demographic characteristics impact parent
Internet use.

Additionally, the sample was comprised primarily of White mothers with higher education and
incomes than the overall population. While these are the parents who are using the Internet for
parenting and likely the population many Extension programs reach, future research can strive for
more diverse sampling in order to explore what methods might be effective in reaching parents who
are less active Internet users.



Conclusion

Because we know little about what parents of emerging adults are doing online, beginning with a
descriptive study provides the groundwork essential to developing complex causal studies exploring
relationships between variables. These findings directly benefit Extension professionals who wish to
use the Internet to provide information and support to parents of emerging adults.
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