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About Pew Research Center 

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 

and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positions. The center conducts 

public opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social 
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Parents, Teens and Digital Monitoring 

The widespread adoption of various digital technologies by today’s teenagers has added a modern 

wrinkle to a universal challenge of parenthood – specifically, striking a balance between allowing 

independent exploration and providing an appropriate level of parental oversight. Digital 

connectivity offers many potential benefits from connecting with peers to accessing educational 

content. But parents have also voiced concerns about the behaviors teens engage in online, the 

people with whom they interact and the personal information they make available. Indeed, these 

concerns are not limited to parents. Lawmakers and advocates have raised concerns about issues 

such as online safety, cyberbullying and privacy issues affecting teens.  

A Pew Research Center survey of parents of 13- to 17-year-olds finds that today’s parents1 take a 

wide range of actions to monitor their teen’s online lives and to encourage their child to use 

technology in an appropriate and responsible manner.  

Moreover, digital technology has become so central to teens’ lives that a significant share of 

parents now employ a new tool to enforce family rules: “digitally grounding” misbehaving kids. 

Some 65% of parents have taken their teen’s cellphone or internet privileges away as a 

punishment. 

But restrictions to screen time are not always consequences of bad behavior, parents often have 

rules in place about how often and when their teen can go online.  Some 55% of parents say they 

limit the amount of time or times of day their teen can be online.   

When it comes to monitoring their child’s digital use and interactions, parents tend to take a 

hands-on approach to monitoring what their children do: 

 61% of parents say they have ever checked which websites their teen visits. 

 60% have ever checked their teen’s social media profiles. 

 56% have ever friended or followed their teen on Facebook, Twitter or some other social media 

platform. 

 48% have ever looked through their teen’s phone call records or text messages. 

                                                        
1 Note: Throughout this report, the term “parents” refers specifically to parents of 13- to 17-year-olds. The word “teen” refers to those ages 13 

to 17. 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/teens-social-media-technology-2015/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2012/11/20/main-report-10/
http://www.ncsl.org/research/education/cyberbullying.aspx
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In addition, nearly half (48%) 

of parents know the password 

to their teen’s email account, 

while 43% know the password 

to their teen’s cellphone and 

35% know the password to at 

least one of their teen’s social 

media accounts. 

But even as parents use a 

number of these hands-on 

methods to monitor their teen, 

they are relatively less likely to 

use technology-based tools to 

monitor, block or track their 

teen. This is a consistent 

pattern that has also emerged 

in previous Pew Research 

Center surveys of technology 

use by parents and teens. For 

instance, the new survey results 

show: 

 39% of parents report using 

parental controls for 

blocking, filtering or 

monitoring their teen’s 

online activities. 

 16% use parental controls 

to restrict their teen’s use of 

his or her cellphone. 

 16% use monitoring tools 

on their teen’s cellphone to track their location. 

In addition to taking a range of steps to check up on their teen’s online behavior, the vast majority 

of parents also try to take a proactive approach to preventing problems by speaking with their teen 

about what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable online behavior. Specifically: 

Most parents check what their teen does online and 

on social media… 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who have ever … 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct.9, 2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2011/11/09/part-4-the-role-of-parents-in-digital-safekeeping-and-advice-giving/
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 94% of parents say they have ever talked with their teen about what is appropriate for them to 

share online, with 40% doing so frequently.  

 95% have ever talked with their teen about appropriate content for them to view online, with 

39% doing so frequently. 

95% have ever talked with their teen about appropriate media to consume (such as TV, music, 

books, magazines or other media), with 36% doing so frequently. 

 92% of parents have ever spoken with their teen about their online behavior towards others, 

with 36% doing so frequently. 

A note about the findings in this survey 

These findings are based on a national survey of parents of teens ages 13 to 17, conducted Sept. 25-

Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. One parent and one teenage child participated in each 

survey. If a parent had more than one child in the specified age range, one teen in the household 

was randomly selected for the survey. The data in this report about parenting behavior pertain 

specifically to parenting behavior towards the specific teen who also completed the survey. 

This report differs from Pew Research Center surveys of parents and technology conducted prior 

to 2014 in that this survey was administered using an online panel to a nationally representative 

cohort of teens. Pre-2014 surveys of teens and technology were conducted via telephone, 

cellphones as well as landlines. Due to differences in modes, figures presented in this report will 

not be directly compared to Pew Research Center studies of teens conducted prior to 2014.  

At the same time, there are a number of broad trends that resonate in both our current and 

previous work. As in past Pew Research Center studies, this research finds that a majority of 

parents report discussing acceptable online behavior with their teen as well as checking up on 

what websites their teen visits. Meanwhile, the share of parents who use more technologically 

oriented methods, like parental monitoring software, to monitor their teen’s digital life continues 

to remain comparatively low.
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1. How parents monitor their teen’s digital behavior 

Much like their children, parents of teenagers now live in a world that is heavily influenced by 

digital devices and online platforms. Among parents of 13- to 17-year-olds, 94% own a desktop or 

laptop computer; 76% own a smartphone; 72% use Facebook; and 84% go online at least 

occasionally using a smartphone, tablet or other mobile handheld device. (For full details on 

technology ownership and use among parents of teens, see Appendix A of this report). 

And as these devices have become more prominent in the lives of parents and teens, many parents 

are now faced with the challenge of how to effectively monitor their child’s behavior, interactions 

and time spent in various online spaces. Ultimately, parents today report taking a number of steps 

to influence their child’s digital behavior, from checking up on what their teen is posting on social 

media to limiting the amount of time their child spends in front of various screens.  

Parents of younger teens report they tend to take a more active role in policing their teen’s 

behavior, but parents of all demographic backgrounds tend to rely more heavily on personal 

engagement and monitoring 

than on technological 

solutions. Parents also 

generally monitor the digital 

lives of teen boys and teen girls 

in similar ways. 

A majority of parents have 

personally monitored their 

teen’s web history or social 

media profile – but fewer use 

parental controls or tracking 

tools 

Parents take a number of 

different steps to monitor their 

child’s behavior and 

interactions in digital spaces, 

with personal monitoring being 

the most prominent of these 

steps. Fully 61% of parents say 

they have checked which 

A majority of parents check their teen’s web history or 

social media profile, while nearly half look through 

their teen’s cellphone history; fewer use tech-based 

parental controls  

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who have ever … 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/01/07/parents-teens-and-digital-monitoring-appendix-a/
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websites their teen has visited, while 60% report checking their teen’s social media profile. Teens 

are increasingly using mobile technologies to communicate, share and go online  and nearly half 

(48%) of parents say they have looked through the phone call records or messages on their child’s 

cellphone. 

On the other hand, parental monitoring by technological means is somewhat less common. Some 

39% of parents say they turn to parental controls or other technological tools to block, filter or 

monitor their teen’s online activities. And even fewer parents report using parental controls to 

restrict their teen’s use of his or her cellphone (16%) or using monitoring tools on their teen’s 

cellphone to track his or her location (16%). 

In total, 84% of parents report taking at least one of these six steps to monitor or restrict their 

child’s online activities, while 16% indicate that they have not taken any of these actions with their 

teen. Another 16% say they do one of these activities, while just under half of parents (45%) take 

between two or three of these actions. Other parents are especially vigilant: 19% have taken four or 

five of these steps, while 5% indicate that they have taken all six. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/teens-social-media-technology-2015/
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68 

46 
56 

34 

Checked which

websites teen

visited

Used parental

controls for

blocking, filtering

or monitoring their

teen's online

activities

Parents of teen ages 13-14

Parents of teen ages 15-17

Parents of younger teens tend to keep a more watchful eye on the types of websites their 

teen visits and are also more likely to use parental tools to monitor or block online content 

Regardless of their teen’s age, a majority of parents say they check their child’s web browsing 

history, yet parents of younger teens are somewhat more likely to do so. Roughly two-thirds (68%) 

of parents of 13- to 14-year-olds have checked which websites their teen visits, compared with 56% 

of parents of 15- to 17-year-olds.  

Parents of younger teens are also more likely to use tech-based 

tools to block or monitor what their teen does or sees online. 

Some 46% of parents of younger teens report using parental 

controls to monitor their child’s online activities, compared 

with 34% of parents of older teens.  

On the other hand, parents of older teens are somewhat more 

likely than parents of younger teens to check up on their teen’s 

social media profiles (63% vs. 56%). Notably, older teens have 

higher rates of usage across a range of social media platforms. 

Overall, parents of older and younger teens are equally likely to 

say they monitor their child’s mobile behaviors. However, when 

analyzing parents whose teen currently has a cellphone, a 

pattern of more intensive monitoring of younger teens emerges.  

Half (50%) of parents of 13- to 14-year-olds say they look at 

their teen’s phone call records or messages, similar to the 47% 

of parents of 15- to 17-year-olds who engage in this behavior.  

But looking specifically at parents of teen cellphone users, 67% 

of those whose teen is 13- to 14-years-old say they look at call 

records or messages on their teen’s phone, compared with 54% 

of parents of 15- to 17- year-olds. 

Just as younger teens are more likely to experience certain types of parental monitoring, younger 

parents are more likely to report taking a number of these actions. Roughly two-thirds (68%) of 

parents under 45 years of age say they have checked which websites their teen visited, compared 

with 53% of parents 45 and older. Younger parents are also more likely than their older 

counterparts to check their teen’s social media profiles (66% vs. 53%); to use parental controls or 

Parents of younger teens 

more likely to check 

teen’s web history and 

use parental controls 

% of U.S. parents of teens who have 

ever done the following actions, 

comparing parents of teens who are 

younger and older 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 

2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/mobile-access-shifts-social-media-use-and-other-online-activities/
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other technological means of blocking, filtering or monitoring their teen’s online activities (44% 

vs. 34%); and to look through their teen’s phone call records or messages (55% vs. 41%). 

Other than parental or child age, there are relatively few demographic differences regarding digital 

monitoring. Mothers and fathers tend to monitor their teen’s digital behavior in a similar fashion, 

while the data show few differences in digital monitoring based on race and ethnicity, household 

income, or educational attainment. 

Nearly two-thirds of parents have limited their teen’s screen time as punishment, and just 

over half limit how much time their teen is allowed to spend online  

Technology plays a central role in the way that 

teens connect and engage with both friends 

and romantic partners. Thus, the parental 

threat to take away digital devices is a 

potentially potent form of punishment. 

Indeed, 65% of parents report that they have 

punished their teen by taking away their teen’s 

cellphone or internet access. 

Furthermore, a majority of parents say they 

place restrictions on their teen’s internet use, 

regardless of their behavior: 55% of parents 

say they limit the amount of time or times of 

day their teen can go online. 

Parents of younger teens (ages 13-14) are 

much more likely to say they limit how long or 

when their teen can go online – 69% have 

done so, compared with 46% of parents of 15 

to 17-year-olds. Still, parents of older and 

younger teens are equally likely to indicate 

that they have grounded their teen from using 

the internet or their cellphone. 

And as was the case with digital monitoring, younger parents are more likely than older parents to 

engage in each of these behaviors. Fully 61% of parents under the age of 45 limit the amount of 

time or times of day their teen can go online, compared with 50% of parents 45 and older. Younger 

65% of parents have “digitally 

grounded” their teen … 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who have 

ever taken away their teen’s cellphone or internet access 

as punishment 

 

…  while parents of younger teens are 

more likely to limit web use 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who have 

ever limited the amount of time or times of day their 

teen can go online 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/08/06/teens-technology-and-friendships/?beta=true&utm_expid=53098246-2.Lly4CFSVQG2lphsg-KopIg.1&utm_referrer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pewinternet.org%2Fcategory%2Fpublications%2Freport%2Fpages%2F2%2F
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/01/teens-technology-and-romantic-relationships/?beta=true&utm_expid=53098246-2.Lly4CFSVQG2lphsg-KopIg.1&utm_referrer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pewinternet.org%2Fcategory%2Fpublications%2Freport%2Fpages%2F2%2F
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parents are also more likely than older parents to say they have taken away their teen’s cellphone 

or internet privileges as punishment (68% vs. 61%). 

Just under half of parents are friends with their teenage child on Facebook, while one-in-

ten follow their teen on Twitter 

Along with monitoring their child’s social media profile in a general sense, many parents take the 

additional step of actually friending or following their teenage child on Facebook, Twitter or other 

social media platforms.  

This behavior is especially common on Facebook, which is the most-used social networking site for 

parents and teens alike (72% of parents and 71% of teens report that they are Facebook users). 

Overall, 44% of all parents indicate that they are Facebook friends with their teen.  

In addition to Facebook, 9% of parents indicate that they follow their child on Twitter, while 17% 

indicate that they follow their child on some other social networking site. In total, some 56% of 

parents indicate that they are friends with their teen on Facebook, Twitter and/or some other 

social media platform. 

Half of parents know the password to their teen’s email account, while one-in-three 

parents are privy to their teen’s social media passwords 

 In addition to monitoring their child’s 

postings or other communications, some 

parents require their child to provide access to 

the passwords on their accounts and devices. 

This behavior is relatively common, but far 

from universal: 48% of parents say they know 

the password to their teen’s email account, 

43% are privy to their teen’s cellphone 

password, and 35% know the password to at 

least one of their teen’s social media accounts.  

As is true of many digital monitoring 

behaviors, parents of younger teens are more 

likely than parents of older teens to have 

access to their child’s email passwords. Among 

parents of 13- to 14-year-olds, 54% say they 

know their child’s email password (compared with 44% of parents of 15 to 17-year-olds).  

Nearly half of parents know their teen’s 

email password; roughly a third know the 

password to at least one of their teen’s 

social media accounts 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who know the 

password to their teen’s … 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014 and Feb. 10-March 

16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Overall, parents of older and younger teens are equally likely to know their teen’s cellphone 

password, but, as with checking call records or messages on their teen’s phone, there are 

differences when specifically looking at only parents of teens who currently have a cellphone. 

Among parents of teen cellphone users, 61% of parents of teens ages 13 to 14 say they know the 

password to their teen’s cellphone, compared with 46% of parents of teens ages 15 to 17. 

There are no difference based on a teen’s age when it comes to parents having the password to one 

or more of their child’s social media accounts.  

Younger parents are more likely than older parents to know the passwords to their teen’s 

cellphone (47% vs. 38%) as well as their social media profiles (41% vs. 29%).  

There are also some modest differences on this issue based on race and ethnicity as well as 

educational attainment. White parents are a bit more likely to know their teen’s email account 

password, compared with Hispanic parents (51% vs. 39%). Similarly, parents who have attended 

college are more likely than those with no college experience to know their teen’s email password: 

54% of parents with some college experience and 50% of college graduates report having their 

teen’s email account password, compared with 42% of parents with a high school education or 

less.  
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2. How parents talk to teens about acceptable online 

behavior   

In addition to examining the actions parents take to monitor their teen’s internet and cellphone 

use, Pew Research Center also asked parents how often they talk with their teen about appropriate 

and inappropriate behavior in various spaces, from what they share and view online to how they 

treat others online or conduct themselves in their everyday lives.  

The vast majority of parents talk with their teen about appropriate conduct in their digital 

lives, but discussions about appropriate offline behavior tend to be more frequent 

When it comes to guiding 

their teen about making the 

right decisions, parents 

discuss “real life” behaviors 

somewhat more often than 

online behavior. Virtually all 

parents – 98% – report ever 

speaking with their teen about 

what is appropriate or 

inappropriate conduct in 

school, at home and in their 

social lives, with 56% saying 

they have these conversations 

frequently.  

Similarly, nearly all parents 

say they talk with their teen 

about appropriate behavior in 

various online platforms. For 

example, 94% of parents say 

they ever talk with their teen 

about what they should share 

online, while 92% say they 

talk with their teen about 

what constitutes appropriate online behavior towards others.  

Nearly all parents talk to their teen about acceptable 

online behavior, but discussions about “real life” 

conduct are more frequent 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who say they frequently, 

occasionally, rarely or never talk with their teen about what is appropriate 

or inappropriate behavior in the following areas 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. 

Note: Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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At the same time, discussions about appropriate online behavior tend to occur with somewhat less 

frequency than discussions of how to behave at home or in school. Four-in-ten parents frequently 

communicate with their teen about what they should share online; 39% frequently discuss the 

online content their teen views; 36% frequently discuss appropriate television, music, books, 

magazines or other media; while another 36% frequently talk with their teen about their online 

behavior towards others. 

Other research shows a similar pattern of 

parents using personal conversations to 

inform teens of how to conduct themselves 

online. According to a 2015 Common Sense 

Media report, a majority of teens say their 

parents have talked with them about online 

safety and responsibility.2 

Regularly communicating views about 

acceptable behavior online is more 

prevalent among parents of younger teens 

Parents of younger teens are more likely than 

parents of older teens to speak with their child 

about appropriate and inappropriate behavior 

in a variety of online and offline spaces – and 

this is especially true when it comes to 

discussions about online and media content.  

Half (49%) of parents of 13- to 14-year-olds 

say they frequently talk with their teen about 

what types of online content are acceptable for 

them to view, compared with 32% of parents 

whose teens ages 15 to 17. Parents of younger 

teens are also significantly more likely to 

frequently talk with their child about what is 

appropriate to share online, types of media to 

consume and online behavior towards others. 

 

                                                        
2 See “The Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and Teens.” Common Sense Media. 2015. 

Parents of younger teens especially 

likely to have frequent conversations 

about acceptable online and media 

content  

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who say they 

frequently talk with their teen about what is appropriate 

or inappropriate behavior in the following areas 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/the-common-sense-census-media-use-by-tweens-and-teens
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/the-common-sense-census-media-use-by-tweens-and-teens
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Mothers tend to take the lead in communicating with their teen about appropriate conduct 

In general, mothers and 

fathers report taking similar 

steps to monitor their teen’s 

digital behavior. However, 

mothers tend to have more 

frequent conversations with 

their teen when it comes to 

outlining appropriate 

behavior – online as well as 

offline.  

Some 63% of mothers say they 

frequently talk with their teen 

about appropriate behavior in 

school, at home and in their 

social lives, while 48% of 

fathers say they frequently 

have these discussions. 

Mothers are also more likely 

than fathers to frequently 

discuss right and wrong 

behavior in a variety of online 

spaces and media 

environments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mothers are more likely than fathers to frequently 

communicate with their teen about appropriate vs. 

inappropriate behavior  

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who say they frequently talk 

with their teen about what is appropriate or inappropriate behavior in the 

following areas 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Regular conversations about appropriate online and offline conduct are more prevalent 

among less affluent and less educated parents 

While there are relatively few differences 

based on income and educational attainment 

in terms of how parents oversee their teen’s 

online and mobile behavior, parents that are 

less affluent and have lower levels of 

educational attainment are more likely to 

speak regularly with their teen about the do’s 

and don’ts of both the online and offline 

world. 

Among parents whose annual household 

income is less than $30,000, nearly two-thirds 

(63%) report frequently speaking with their 

teen about the right and wrong way to behave 

in school, at home and in their social lives. 

This is the same share as those living in 

households earning $30,000-74,999 yearly. In 

contrast, 49% of parents in households 

earning $75,000 or more per year frequently 

discuss this issue with their child. Similar 

differences can be seen when it comes to 

conversations about what teens share and view 

online, the media they consume and how they 

treat others online.  

In addition, parents who have not attended 

college are more likely than those with a 

bachelor’s or advanced degree to frequently 

talk with their teen about their online and 

offline activities.  

The biggest gap relates to appropriate online 

content, as some 47% of parents with a high school diploma or less say they frequently speak with 

their teen about the type of online content they view (compared with 34% of those with at least a 

college degree). 

Higher income parents tend to talk less 

frequently with their teen about how 

they should behave online and in their 

everyday lives 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who say they 

frequently talk with their teen about what is appropriate 

or inappropriate behavior in the following areas 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Parents with less formal education are also more likely than those with a bachelor’s degree or more 

to say they frequently speak with their teen about what is appropriate to share online (44% vs. 

35%), appropriate traditional media content (41% vs. 35%), or their online behavior towards 

others (42% vs. 34%). 

Hispanic parents are especially likely to talk with their teen frequently about appropriate 

online behavior and media habits 

Parental monitoring of teen’s online and mobile 

activities tends to vary little by race and 

ethnicity. There are differences, however, in 

how often parents of different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds engage in conversations about 

appropriate online and offline behavior. 

For instance, Hispanic parents are more likely 

than either white or black parents to frequently 

speak with their teen about appropriate online 

behavior towards others: 51% of Hispanics 

parents do this frequently, compared with 32% 

of both blacks and whites. Hispanics are also 

more likely than either white or black parents to 

frequently talk with their teen about 

appropriate media content, as well as 

appropriate content to view online.  

These findings are in line with a recent Common 

Sense Media report of American youth, which 

found that Hispanic adolescents were more 

likely than whites to report that their parents 

talk about when they can use media, how much 

media time they are allowed and how to be 

respectful and responsible on the web. 

Meanwhile, both Hispanic and black parents 

are more likely than whites to report frequently 

speaking with their teen about appropriate 

behavior in school, at home and in their social lives. 

Hispanic parents especially likely to 

have regular talks with teen about 

media choices and how they treat 

others online 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who 

frequently talk with their teen about what is appropriate 

or inappropriate behavior in the following areas 

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/the-common-sense-census-media-use-by-tweens-and-teens
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/the-common-sense-census-media-use-by-tweens-and-teens
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Although this survey did not ask parents for specific reasons why they communicate with their 

teen about certain topics, minority teens tend to go online with greater frequency compared with 

whites, which may impact the frequency of parental discussions about online behavior. A 2015 

Pew Research Center report found that 34% of black teens and 32% of Hispanic teens say they go 

online “almost constantly,” compared with 19% of white teens. Another Pew Research Center 

study from late 2015 found that Hispanic parents tend to worry more than white or black parents 

on a number of measures, including bullying. 

For most parents, the phone is the default device for quickly getting in touch with their 

teen 

When parents need to reach their teen quickly, phone-based communication is the preferred 

method. About half (49%) of parents say they most often will use text messaging when they need 

to get in touch with their child quickly, while 41% most often call their child on the phone. By 

contrast, just 2% of parents most often message their child on social media when they want to get 

in touch quickly, while just 1% typically send an email. Some 8% of parents say they most often use 

another method to get a hold of their child quickly, other than the ones listed here. Among this 

8%, many parents cited “in-person” communication as the most common way they get in touch 

with their teen. 

Parents across a range of demographic 

categories tend to reach for the phone when 

they need to get in touch with their teen, 

although higher-income parents are a bit more 

likely to use text messaging, rather than a 

voice call. Roughly half (51%) of lower income 

parents (those with an annual household 

income of less than $30,000) say they call 

their teen on the phone when they need to get 

in touch quickly, compared with 38% of 

parents whose household income is $75,000 

or more a year. More affluent parents first 

send a text message when they need to speak 

with their teen – 57% say they do so, 

compared with 31% of lower income parents. 

 

Texting is the most common way 

parents quickly get in touch with their 

teen 

Among parents of teens ages 13 to 17, the % who cite the 

following categories as the method they use most often 

when they need to get a hold of their teen quickly  

 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. . 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/mobile-access-shifts-social-media-use-and-other-online-activities/
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Methodology 

The Pew Research Center’s Teen Relationship Study was funded, designed and analyzed by Pew 

Research Center staff. Quantitative fieldwork was conducted by the GfK Group (GfK, formerly 

Knowledge Networks). Specifically, the survey examined the attitudes of teens ages 13 to 17 years 

old, as well as those of their parents, toward technology. The survey examined friendships and 

romantic relationships within the context of technology use. The survey was conducted using 

sample from KnowledgePanel®. 

Quantitative Sample Definition 

The target population consists of the following: parents of teens ages 13 to 17 and teens 13 to 17 

years old residing in the United States. To sample the population, GfK sampled households from 

its KnowledgePanel, a probability-based web panel designed to be representative of the United 

States. The survey consisted of three stages: initial screening for the parents of teens ages 13 to 17, 

the parent survey and the teen survey.  

The main data collection field periods were from Sept. 25, 2014, through Oct. 9, 2014, and from 

Feb. 10, 2015, to March 16, 2015. The second data collection was targeted toward black parents 

and teenagers, with the intent of increasing to reportable levels the number of black teens in the 

sample. Parents completed the parent section of the survey in six minutes (median). Teens 

completed the teen section of the survey in 16 minutes (median). The survey was conducted in 

English and Spanish. Parents and teens could select different languages for the survey. 

Survey Completion and Sample Sizes 

The number of respondents sampled and participating in the survey, the survey completion rates 

for the screener and main interview, and the incidence/eligibility rate are presented below. 

Key Survey Response Statistics: In-Field Screening 

 N Sampled for Screener: 4,111 

 N Complete Screener: 1,637 

 Screener Survey Completion Rate: 39.8%  

 Qualified for Main Survey: 1,060  

 Incidence Rate: 64.7% 
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Margins of Error 

 
Sample Size 

Margin of error in 
percentage points 

All parents 1,060 +/- 3.4 

   

   

Fathers 455 +/- 5.2 

Mothers 605 +/- 4.5 

   

Parents of 13- to 14-year-
olds 

439 +/- 5.3 

Parents of 15- to 17-year-
olds 

621 +/- 4.5 

   

White, non-Hispanic 672 +/- 4.3 

Black, non-Hispanic 119 +/- 10.3 

Hispanic 202 +/- 7.9 

   
Parents under 45 years of 
age 

510 +/- 5.0 

Parents 45 years of age 
and older 

550 +/- 4.8 

   

High school or less 407 
+/- 5.5 

 

Some college 306 +/- 6.4 

College+ 347 +/- 6.0 

   

<$30,000 230 +/- 7.4 

$30,000-$74,999 411 +/- 5.5 

$75,000+ 419 +/- 5.5 

Source: Pew Research Center Teens Relationships Surveys, Sept. 25 – Oct.9, 2014, and 

Feb. 10 – March 16, 2015.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

While 1,084 parents completed the parent section of the main survey, 1,060 teens completed the 

teen section of the main survey; the 24 unpaired parents were not included in the final counts. The 

margin of error for the full sample of teens (n=1,060) or parents (n=1,060) is plus or minus 3.7 

percentage points. Please see the adjacent chart for the margin of error for this and other 

subsamples in this study.
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Survey Cooperation Enhancements 

As a standard, email reminders to non-responders were sent on day three of the field period. 

Beyond the standard email reminder on Day Three of the field period, the following steps were 

also taken: 

 Additional email reminders to non-responders were sent on Day Seven of the field period; 

 Teens received a cash-equivalent of $5 for their participation; 

Documentation regarding KnowledgePanel sampling, data collection procedures, weighting and 

IRB-bearing issues are available at the below online resources. 

 http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/ganp/reviewer-info.html 

 http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/knpanel/index.html 

 http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/ganp/irbsupport/ 

Complete and current information about KnowledgePanel sampling and recruitment methodology 

and design is available at: 

http://www.gfk.com/Documents/GfK-KnowledgePanel-Design-Summary.pdf 

KnowledgePanel’s recruitment process uses an Address Based Sampling (ABS) methodology for 

selecting panel members. This probability-based sampling methodology improves population 

coverage and provides a more effective sampling infrastructure for recruitment of hard-to-reach 

individuals, such as young adults and those from various minority groups. It should be noted that 

under the ABS recruitment households without internet connection are provided with a web-

enabled device and free internet service. 

After initially accepting the invitation to join the panel, participants are asked to complete a short 

demographic survey (the initial profile survey); answers to which allow efficient panel sampling 

and weighting for future surveys. Completion of the profile survey allows participants to become 

panel members, and all respondents are provided the same privacy terms and confidentiality 

protections. 

http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/ganp/reviewer-info.html
http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/knpanel/index.html
http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/ganp/irbsupport/
http://www.gfk.com/Documents/GfK-KnowledgePanel-Design-Summary.pdf
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ABS Recruitment  

The ABS recruitment protocol relies on probability-based sampling of addresses from the United 

States Postal Service’s Delivery Sequence File (DSF). The key advantage of the ABS methodology is 

that it allows sampling of almost all United States households. Regardless of household telephone 

status, all households can be reached and contacted through postal mail. Pre-identified ancillary 

information about addresses was used to construct and target households in the following four 

sampling strata: 

 Hispanic ages 18-29 

 Non-Hispanic ages 18-29 

 Hispanic ages 30+ 

 Non-Hispanic ages 30+ 

As detailed below, specific adjustments are applied to compensate for any oversampling that is 

carried out to improve the demographic composition of the panel. 

Randomly sampled addresses from the DSF are invited to join KnowledgePanel through a series of 

mailings, including an initial invitation letter, a reminder postcard and a subsequent follow-up 

letter. Given that approximately 45% of the physical addresses can be matched to a corresponding 

landline telephone number, about five weeks after the initial mailing, telephone refusal-conversion 

calls are made to households for whom a telephone number was matched to the sampled address. 

Invited households can join the panel by: 

 Completing and mailing back a paper form in a postage-paid envelope 

 Calling a toll-free hotline phone number maintained by GfK 

 Going to a designated GfK website and completing the recruitment form at the website 

Household Member Recruitment  

For all recruitment efforts, during the initial recruitment survey, all household members are 

enumerated. Following enumeration, attempts are made to recruit every household member who 

is at least 13 years old to participate in KnowledgePanel surveys. For household members aged 13 

to 17, consent is collected from the parents or the legal guardian during the initial recruitment 

interview. If no consent is given, no further direct communication with the teenagers is attempted.  

Survey Sampling from KnowledgePanel 

For this survey, a nationally representative sample of U.S. parents of teens ages 13 to 17 was 

selected. The general sampling rule is to assign no more than one survey per week to individual 
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members. Allowing for rare exceptions during some weeks, this limits a member’s total 

assignments per month to four or six surveys. 

Survey Administration 

Once assigned to a survey, members receive a notification email letting them know there is a new 

survey available for them to take. This email notification contains a link that sends them to the 

survey questionnaire. 

After three days, automatic email reminders are sent to all non-responding panel members in the 

sample. If email reminders do not generate a sufficient response, an automated telephone 

reminder call can be initiated. The usual protocol is to wait at least three to four days after the 

email reminder before calling. To assist panel members with their survey taking, each individual 

has a personalized “home page” that lists all the surveys that were assigned to that member and 

have yet to be completed.  

GfK also operates an ongoing modest incentive program to encourage participation and create 

member loyalty. Members can enter special raffles or can be entered into special sweepstakes with 

both cash rewards and other prizes to be won. 

The typical survey commitment for panel members is one survey per week or four per month with 

duration of 10 to 15 minutes per survey. In the case of longer surveys, an additional incentive is 

typically provided. 

Sample Weighting 

For selection of general population samples from the Knowledge Panel (KP), however, a patented 

methodology has been developed that ensures the resulting samples behave as EPSEM (Equal 

Probability of Selection Method) samples. Briefly, this methodology starts by weighting the entire 

KP to the benchmarks secured from the latest March supplement of the Current Population Survey 

(CPS) along several dimensions. This way, the weighted distribution of the Knowledge Panel 

matches that of the US adults – even with respect to the few dimensions where minor 

misalignments may result from differential attrition rates.  

Study-Specific Post-Stratification Weights  

Once the study sample has been selected and fielded, and all the survey data are edited and made 

final, design weights are adjusted for any survey nonresponse as well as any under- or over-

coverage imposed by the study-specific sample design. Depending on the specific target population 

for a given study, geo-demographic distributions for the corresponding population are obtained 
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from the CPS, the American Community Survey (ACS) or in certain instances from the weighted 

KP profile data. For this purpose an iterative proportional fitting (raking) procedure is used to 

produce final weights that will be aligned with respect to all study benchmark distributions 

simultaneously. In the final step, calculated weights are examined to identify and, if necessary, 

trim outliers at the extreme upper and lower tails of the weight distribution. The resulting weights 

are then scaled to the sum of the total sample size of all eligible respondents.  

For this study, the following benchmark distributions of parents with teens ages 13 to 17 from the 

2010-2012 American Community Survey (ACS) were used for the raking adjustment of weights for 

parents (par_weight): 

 Gender (Male/Female) by Age (18-39, 40-49, and 50+) 

 Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ 

Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Metropolitan Area (Yes, No) by Census Region (Northeast, Midwest, South, West) 

 Education (Less than High School, High School, Some College, Bachelor and beyond) 

 Household income (under $25k, $25K to <$50k, $50K to <$75k, $75K to <$100k, $100K+) 

 Primary Language (English-dominant, Bilingual, Spanish-dominant, Non-Hispanic) 

 Age (18-39, 40-49, and 50+) by Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-

Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Gender (Male/Female) by Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-

Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) (collapsed metro status 

together for Others/2+ Races because of not enough cases) 

 Census Region (Northeast, Midwest, South, West) by Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-

Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Education (Less than High School, High School, Some College, Bachelor and beyond) by 

Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ 

Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) (collapsed HS/LHS for AA and HS/LHS for Others/2+ Races) 

 Household income (under $25k, $25K to <$50k, $50K to <$75k, $75K to <$100k, $100K+) by 

Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ 

Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) (collapsed income into two categories for Others/2+ Races --- 

(under $50K, $50K+)) 

 Metropolitan Area (Yes, No) by Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-

Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) (collapsed metro status 

together for Others/2+ Races because of not enough cases) 
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The following benchmark distributions of children ages 13 to 17 from the 2014 March Supplement 

of the Current Population Survey (CPS) were used for the raking adjustment of weights for teens 

(teen_weight): 

 Gender (Male/Female) by Age (13, 14, 15, 16, 17) 

 Teen Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-

Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Metropolitan Area (Yes, No) by Census Region (Northeast, Midwest, South, West) 

 Age (13, 14, 15, 16, 17) by Teen Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-

Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Gender (Male/Female) by Teen Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-

Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic)  

 Census Region (Northeast, Midwest, South, West) by Teen Race/Hispanic ethnicity 

(White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, 

Hispanic) 

 Metropolitan Area (Yes, No) by Teen Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, 

Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) 

 Parental Education (Less than High School, High School, Some College, Bachelor and beyond) 

by Parental Race/Hispanic ethnicity (White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Other/Non-

Hispanic, 2+ Races/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic) (collapsed HS/LHS for AA and HS/LHS for 

Others/2+ Races) 

The starting weight for teens is the final parent weight multiplied by the number of children ages 

13 to 17 years old in the household (1, 2+). 

Detailed information on the demographic distributions of the benchmarks is available upon 

request. Please contact Kyley McGeeney at KMcGeeney@PewResearch.org for more information 

about the study methodology. 

Pew Research Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt 501(c)3 organization and a subsidiary of The Pew 

Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 
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Appendix A: Detailed tables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cellphone and smartphone ownership 

among parents of teens 

Among parents of teens 13 to 17, the % who say they own 

a cellphone of any kind and the % who say they own a 

smartphone  

 Cellphone Smartphone 

U.S. parents  93 76 

Sex   

 Mothers 93 75 

 Fathers 94 77 

Race/ethnicity   

 White 95 75 

 Black 89 79 

 Hispanic 89 75 

Age group   

 Under 45 94 79 

 45 and older 93 72 

Household income   

 <$30K 86 62 

 $30K-$74,999 90 74 

 $75K+ 98 82 

Educational attainment   

 High school or less 89 67 

 Some college 95 78 

 College+ 98 85 

Community type   

 Urban 93 74 

 Suburban 95 80 

 Rural 88 66 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. N=1060. Whites and blacks include only non-

Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Laptop and desktop computer 

ownership among parents of teens 

Among parents of teens 13 to 17, the % who say they own 

a laptop or desktop computer 

 
Laptop 
computer 

Desktop 
computer 

U.S. parents  78 66 

Sex   

 Mothers 77 61 

 Fathers 79 73 

Race/ethnicity   

 White 78 72 

 Black 77 59 

 Hispanic 73 56 

Age group   

 Under 45 79 60 

 45 and older 76 73 

Household income   

 <$30K 63 52 

 $30K-$74,999 75 65 

 $75K+ 85 72 

Educational attainment   

 HS or less 70 56 

 Some college 79 69 

 College+ 86 76 

Community type   

 Urban 74 64 

 Suburban 81 67 

 Rural 74 67 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and Feb. 10-

March 16, 2015. N=1060. Whites and blacks include only non-

Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Tablet ownership among parents 

of teens 

Among parents of teens 13 to 17, the % who 

say they own a tablet computer 

U.S. parents  68 

Sex  

 Mothers 56 

 Fathers 52 

Race/ethnicity  

 White 54 

 Black 54 

 Hispanic 53 

Age group  

 Under 45 56 

 45 and older 53 

Household income  

 <$30K 39 

 $30K-$74,999 51 

 $75K+ 62 

Educational attainment  

 HS or less 44 

 Some college 59 

 College+ 62 

Community type  

 Urban 53 

 Suburban 57 

 Rural 48 

Source: Surveys conducted Sept. 25-Oct. 9, 2014, and 

Feb. 10-March 16, 2015. N=1060. Whites and blacks 

include only non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Appendix B: Topline Questionnaire 

[RANDOMIZE P1a/1b/1c/1d/1e, KEEP a AND b RANDOMIZED TOGETHER] 
ASK ALL PARENTS:  
P1 Do you happen to have any of the following items, or not? Do you have...? {PIAL Trend}  
 

a. A smartphone 
 

Total  
76 Yes 
22 No 
2 Refused 

 
b. A cell phone that is not a smart phone 
 

Total  
33 Yes 
57 No 
10 Refused 

 

c. A desktop computer 
 

Total  
66 Yes 
29 No 
5 Refused 

 
d. A laptop computer 

 
Total  
78 Yes 
18 No 

4 Refused 
 

e. A tablet computer 
 

Total  
54 Yes 
41 No 
4 Refused 

 
[RANDOMIZE P2a/2b/2c, EXCEPT D ALWAYS LAST]  
ASK ALL PARENTS:  

P2 We’re interested in the kinds of things you do when you use the internet. Not everyone has done these 
things. Do you ever..? 

 
a. Use Facebook 

 
 
 
 
 

 
b. Use Twitter 

 

Total  
72 Yes 
28 No 
* Refused 

Total  
21 Yes 
79 No 
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c. Access the Internet on a cell phone, tablet, or other mobile handheld device, at least occasionally 

 
 
 
 
 

 
d. Use some other social media site 

 
 
 
 
 

 
ASK ALL PARENTS: 
P7 And now thinking about [child name] and his/her use of technology… 

       
As far as you know, does [child name] 
 

a. Use Facebook 
 

Total  
67 Yes 
32 No 
1 Not sure 

0 Refused 
 

b. Use Twitter 
 

Total  
29 Yes 
63 No 
8 Not sure 
* Refused 

 
c. Have his/her own cellphone or smartphone 

 
Total  
82 Yes 
17 No 
* Not sure 
0 Refused 

 
ASK PARENTS WHO USE FACEBOOK AND HAVE CHILD WHO USES FACEBOOK (P2a=1 AND P7a=1): 
[n=573] 
P8 Are you friends with [child name] on Facebook? 
 

Total  

83 Yes 
16 No 
1 Refused 

 
ASK PARENTS WITH CHILD WHO USES TWITTER (P7b=1): [n=313] 
P9 Do you follow [child name] on Twitter?  

* Refused 

Total  
84 Yes 
16 No 
* Refused 

Total  
33 Yes 

67 No 
* Refused 
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Total  
33 Yes 
66 No 
1 Refused 

 

ASK ALL PARENTS: 
P10 Are you connected with [child name] on any [IF (P8=1 OR P9=1), INSERT: other] social media sites? 
 

Total  
17 Yes  
82 No 
* Refused 

 
ASK ALL PARENTS:  
P11 When you need to get a hold of [child name] quickly, what do you use MOST OFTEN to reach 

HIM/HER?  
 

Total  
49 Text message 
41 Phone call 
1 Email 
2 Message them on social media 
8 Something else? [SPECIFY] 
* Refused 

 
ASK ALL PARENTS:  
P12  Do you happen to know [child name]’s password for…?  
 

a. Any of HIS/HER social media accounts 

 
Total  
35 Yes 
49 No 
15 Does Not Apply 
1 Refused 

 
b. HIS/HER email 

 
Total  
48 Yes 

45 No 
7 Does Not Apply 
1 Refused 

 
  
c. HIS/HER cell phone 

 
Total  
52 Yes 
39 No 
9 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
[RANDOMIZE P13a/13b/13c/13d/13e] 
ASK ALL PARENTS:  
P13 Have you ever done any of the following things?  
 



 31 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

a. Used parental controls or other technological means of blocking, filtering or monitoring [child name]’s 
online activities? 
 

Total  
39 Yes 
58 No 

3 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
b. Checked which websites [child name] visited? 

 
Total  
61 Yes 
37 No 
2 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
c. Checked [child name]’s profile on a social networking site? 

 
Total  
60 Yes 
26 No 
14 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
d. Taken away [child name]’s cell phone or internet privileges as punishment? 

 
Total  
65 Yes 
32 No 

3 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
e. Limited the amount of time or times of day when [child name] can go online? 

 
Total  
55 Yes 
43 No 
2 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 

[RANDOMIZED P14f/14g/14h] 
  
P14 Have you ever done any of the following things?  
 

f. Used parental controls to restrict [child name]’s use of HIS/HER cell phone? 
 

Total  
20 Yes 
79 No 
1 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 

g. Used monitoring tools to track [child name]’s location with HIS/HER cell phone? 
 

Total  
19 Yes 
79 No 
2 Does Not Apply 
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0 Refused 
 

h. Looked at the phone call records or messages on [child name]’s phone? 
 

Total  
59 Yes 

41 No 
1 Does Not Apply 
0 Refused 

 
[RANDOMIZE P15a/15b/15c/15d/15e] 
ASK ALL PARENTS: [grid, randomize] 
P15  How often do you talk with [child name] about what is appropriate or inappropriate …?  
 

a. Online behavior towards others 
 

Total  
36 Frequently 

42 Occasionally 
15 Rarely 
7 Never 
1 Refused 

 
b. To share online 

 
Total  
40 Frequently 
42 Occasionally 
13 Rarely 
6 Never 

* Refused 
 

c. Content for them to be viewing online 
 

Total  
39 Frequently 
40 Occasionally 
16 Rarely 
4 Never 
* Refused 

 

d. Behavior in their school, home and social lives 
 

Total  
56 Frequently 
33 Occasionally 
9 Rarely 
2 Never 
1 Refused 

 
e. Content for them to be viewing/hearing/reading on TV, music, books or magazines or in other media? 

 
Total  

36 Frequently 
43 Occasionally 
16 Rarely 
4 Never 
1 Refused 
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