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Abstract

Parents monitor their children digital activities in a number of different ways and multiple factors have been identified as
significant drivers of parental digital choices. Following the socio-ecological theory developed by Urie Bronfenbrenner, this
study aims to contribute to the extant literature on digital parental monitoring by exploring how Italian parents of early
adolescents approach monitoring their adolescents’ internet use throughout different nested environmental levels, moving
from the narrow family environment to broader life contexts, such as school and peer groups, up to the larger society. Face-
to-face interviews were administered to a purposive sample of 147 parents of early adolescents exploring their
representations of the internet and of the risk(s) associated with youth internet use, and their knowledge and perspectives on
strategies for addressing such risk(s) across various interconnected environments (e.g., home, school and communities).
Interviews transcripts were submitted to a quantitative semantic analysis by means of the T-Lab software. The findings
revealed that parental monitoring choices evolve as the parents move from the innermost ecological levels with which they
are more familiar (e.g., family home and schools) to the levels in which they are not active participants (e.g., peer groups and
social networks) and the broader society. The main implication of this study is that parental digital monitoring during early
adolescence includes several strategies that change across the multiple nested environmental systems. Understanding the
monitoring choices along with a socio-ecological perspective remains critical in promoting healthy online behaviors among
early adolescents.
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Highlights

o The research examines parental internet monitoring through the lens of socio-ecological theory

e During early adolescence, parental digital monitoring encompasses various strategies that evolve within different
environmental systems

e Parental monitoring approaches change as parents transition from familiar inner ecological levels (e.g., home and school)
to less involved levels (e.g., peer groups, social networks, and broader society)

In the last two decades, internet use among adolescents
has increased steadily and become integral to their daily
lives, with recent data showing that over one-third of
young people aged 11-15 years maintain constant online
contact with friends, one-third play digital games daily,
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while problematic social media use has risen sharply from
7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022 (WHO Regional Office for
Europe, 2024). Young people are now active users of the
internet: they have access to online resources and plat-
forms for various purposes (e.g., learning, social interac-
tion, entertainment, gaming, etc.) through a variety of
devices (e.g., smartphone, tablet, game console, laptop,
etc.) with 95% of adolescents having access to smart-
phones, 90% to desktop or laptop computers, and 80% to
gaming consoles (Pew Research Center, 2024). In what
Floridi (2014) defined as the “onlife era”, where the
boundaries between online and offline existence are


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-025-03138-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-025-03138-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-025-03138-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-025-03138-4&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9367-7365
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9367-7365
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9367-7365
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9367-7365
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9367-7365
mailto:evelyn.desimone@unisalento.it

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2025) 34:2290-2304

2291

increasingly blurred, people born between 1997 and 2012,
the so-called Generation Z, have been defined as “digital
natives” because they have grown up in an ‘“always-on
technological environment” (Dimock, 2019).The internet
offers several opportunities in terms of learning, enter-
tainment, self-exploration and growth (Hollis et al., 2020),
but at the same time, it poses potential risks to physical
and psychological health: among others, reduction of
sleep quality (Kawabe et al., 2019) and school perfor-
mance, increased compulsive and addictive behaviors
(Jorgenson et al., 2016), and exposure to online bullying
and harassment (Eden et al., 2016; Kammerl et al., 2023).

A European study conducted in 2018-2019 in 19
countries (Smahel et al., 2020) revealed that among children
aged 9-16, smartphone use was reported as either ‘daily’ or
‘nearly constant’, with average screen time ranging from
two to three-and-a-half hours per day. Young people in Italy
demonstrate high levels of digital engagement consistent
with European trends, with 84.9% of youth aged 11-19
years having social media profiles and significant daily
online interaction with peers (ISTAT, 2024).

A number of studies focused on adolescents due to their
vulnerability to these risks and their massive internet use
(Geng et al., 2023; Livingstone et al., 2011; Tateno et al.,
2019). Given the centrality of the family context and par-
enting approach to the overall development of adolescents,
several investigations explored the relationship between
family and internet use, as well as their mutual influence
(Benson & Buehler, 2012; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994;
Gerard & Buehler, 1999).

The family environment can have an impact on how
adolescents use the internet: conflictual family relationships
or childhood maltreatment, as well as harsh parenting
toward internet use (e.g., aversiveness, overinvolvement,
and withdrawal from supervision) have been identified as
factors that may lead adolescents to engage in problematic
internet use (David et al., 2023; Geng et al., 2023; Wu et al.,
2022; Zhou et al., 2018), while harmonious and supportive
family relationships that provide space for autonomy and
self-confidence, as well as age-appropriate parental mon-
itoring emerged as protective factors against problematic
internet use (David et al., 2023; Geng et al., 2023). In
addition, the family emerged as a relational context where
major changes occurred after the emergence of the social
web: for example, daily interactions between family mem-
bers shifted from face-to-face communication to instant
messaging (e.g., WhatsApp), thus increasing the physical
distance between parents and adolescents (Christensen,
2009; Winstone et al., 2021). Family ties are often main-
tained through both social networks and face-to-face inter-
actions, and this dual mode of communication and
relationship can sometimes lead to conflicts and tensions
between family members (Aroldi, 2015).

Previous research documented parents’ ambivalent atti-
tudes toward digital technologies among UK families
(Livingstone & Blum-Ross, 2020). This ambivalence
manifests in how parents simultaneously recognize the
internet’s educational benefits while expressing concerns
about its risks, leading to complex and sometimes contra-
dictory monitoring practices. Such parental ambivalence
reflects broader societal tensions regarding technology’s
role in children’s development.

The internet has also influenced the way parents play
their role in a hyper-connected and post-narcissistic society.
It has been argued that the parent-child relationship has
shifted towards one between siblings or friends, and this
reversal can undermine parental digital custodianship, par-
ticularly given that adolescents tend to use the internet more
often and more easily than their parents (Ammaniti, 2015;
Kanter et al., 2012; Lancini, 2023). According to Lancini
(2023), the post-narcissistic paradigm is characterized by
adults’ fragility that leads to paradoxical expectations
toward children, summarized in the mandate ‘Be yourself,
but in my way.’

Given the importance of parental digital monitoring, the
present study aims to shed light on how parents manage to
monitor their adolescents’ internet use within and beyond
the microsystem level represented by the family
environment.

Parental Monitoring

Parental monitoring refers to parents’ knowledge, super-
vision, and active involvement in adolescents’ behaviors
and activities; it encompasses parental attitudes, and beha-
viors toward their children, including reactions to rule
violations or misbehaviour (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2010).
With respect to the internet, parental monitoring can take
different forms, such as active mediation (e.g., sharing one’s
own interpretation of online content with one’s child),
restrictive mediation (e.g., restrictions on the time spent
online and the media content that a child is allowed to
view), interactional restrictions (e.g., rules about who the
adolescent is allowed to interact with), rules about who the
adolescents can communicate with, technological mediation
(e.g., application control and restrictions), and supervision
and co-use (e.g., using the internet with the adolescents or
supervising their online activities) (Livingstone & Helsper,
2008; Sonck et al., 2013; Symons et al., 2017).

Several factors have been identified in the literature as
barriers to parental digital monitoring. The so-called “bed-
room culture” - i.e., the tendency of adolescents to access
the internet anytime and anywhere through personal
devices-has been shown to make it difficult for parents to
monitor adolescents’ internet use, as it takes place in more
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private settings than in the past decade, when adolescents
accessed the internet only through “family computers”
(Mascheroni & Olafsson, 2014; Livingstone et al., 2011);
furthermore, the variety of online activities carried out by
adolescents (McMillan & Morrison, 2006) and the dual
nature of the internet, which brings both risks and oppor-
tunities (Valkenburg et al., 2013; Vincent, 2015), may make
parents reluctant to limit their children’s internet use, as
they are aware of the benefits and opportunities that this
medium offers to their adolescents. Finally, there is the
generational digital divide (Livingstone et al., 2011; Sonck
et al., 2013; Symons et al., 2017): parents with a low level
of Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
knowledge are less inclined to engage in monitoring and
active mediation (Livingstone & Haddon, 2008; Wang
et al., 2005).

Although many studies examined parental internet
monitoring and its barriers, little is known about how par-
ents implement monitoring strategies in everyday life and
the potential challenges they face in monitoring their chil-
dren’s internet use in everyday contexts (Symons et al.,
2017). Moreover, the existing literature presented some
inconsistency in age-range definitions and terminology:
some studies focused on broad age spans (e.g., 9-16 years
in Livingstone et al., 2011; Smahel et al., 2020), while
others specifically targeted early adolescents (e.g., Benson
& Buehler, 2012; Hernandez et al, 2023). Similarly,
available national statistics often encompassed broader
adolescent populations (11-19 years in ISTAT data),
making direct comparisons challenging. This variability in
age ranges and definitions presents both a limitation and an
opportunity: while it makes direct comparisons challenging,
it also highlights the need for more precise age-specific
research.

Early adolescence, typically encompassing the ages of 10
to 14 years (Blum et al., 2014), is a critical phase of ado-
lescent development characterized by profound social,
affective, cognitive, and behavioral changes that have sig-
nificant consequences for young people later in life. This
developmental stage is marked by the onset of puberty,
which brings about hormonal changes and consequent
physical developments (Blakemore et al., 2010), as well as
the development of new feelings and perspectives about self
and relationships, and increased vulnerability to emotional
and behavioral problems (Demkowicz et al., 2023). In the
specific context of digital monitoring, early adolescence is
particularly interesting as it marks the transition from
childhood digital supervision to more autonomous internet
use, posing unique challenges for parents who need to adapt
their monitoring strategies to support their children’s
developing autonomy while ensuring their online safety.
During this developmental stage, the family serves as a
highly relevant buffering context against the potential
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effects of negative peer dynamics (Trudeau et al., 2012),
even more so than during middle and late adolescence
(Snyder, 2002). Moreover, Hernandez et al. (2023) sug-
gested that parents’ media monitoring strategies during
early adolescence are rapidly evolving and not confined to a
singular approach. This underscores the importance of
understanding family dynamics and parental involvement in
adolescents’ digital media use for the prevention of pro-
blematic behaviors in children. The current study’s focus on
early adolescence (10-14 years) is supported by studies
demonstrating distinct developmental characteristics of this
age group (Blum et al., 2014; Valkenburg et al., 2013) and
unique parental monitoring challenges during this transi-
tional period. In reviewing the literature, we have included
studies that either specifically focus on early adolescence or
include this age group as part of a broader sample,
acknowledging that findings from studies with wider age
ranges may have varying applicability to the early adoles-
cent period.

Given these gaps in the literature, the present study aims
to deepen the understanding of parental internet monitoring
by investigating how monitoring strategies are implemented
in everyday life and whether they are limited to the narrow
family context or extend beyond it. Following a socio-
ecological perspective that considers the multiple social and
environmental factors that influence people’s actions, the
present paper seeks to examine parental internet monitoring
across multiple ecological levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).

Parental Monitoring from a Socio-Ecological
Perspective

In our study, we draw upon the socio-ecological perspective
initially introduced by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1977) and later
formalized as a theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). According
to this approach, individual development is influenced by a
series of interrelated environmental systems, ranging from
the immediate environment to broad societal structures.
Bronfenbrenner conceptualized the person-environment
relationship along five different systems: the microsystem
(i.e., the direct relationship each person has with the
immediate environment, such as family, school, peers, etc.),
the mesosystem (i.e., the connections between micro-
systems, such as parent-teacher interactions), the exosystem
(i.e., the settings that indirectly influence a person, the social
environment, and the family), macro-system (i.e., the
overarching social ideologies, cultural values, and macro-
phenomena such as law, economics, etc.), and the chron-
osystem (i.e., the effect of time on all systems, such as life
transitions). According to Johnson & Puplampu (2008),
internet use is a technological subsystem that reflects
influences between and within the other systems and
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mediates interactions at the microsystem level. It is impor-
tant to note that while our study places parents at the center
of the ecological model to understand their monitoring
practices, adolescents would have their own distinct but
overlapping ecological systems. Throughout this study, we
examine the ecological systems from the parents’ perspec-
tive, acknowledging that this represents one side of the
digital monitoring dynamic. While parents are key actors in
their children’s microsystem, they are also experiencing
their own ecological reality as they navigate digital mon-
itoring challenges. For instance, for adolescents, social
media platforms serve as part of their microsystem where
they directly interact with peers, while for parents these
platforms represent a complex intersection of microsystem
and exosystem - they may personally engage with social
media while simultaneously experiencing it as an environ-
ment that influences their children’s development in ways
beyond their direct participation.

The way parents intervene in their children’s use of the
internet is related to a variety of factors and dynamics at
different ecological levels. At the micro level, changes in
parent-adolescents relationships occur during early adoles-
cence; the coexistence of a personal need for autonomy and
a secure base makes adolescence an ambivalent develop-
mental phase, and such ambivalence has a distinct impact
on parental monitoring. Indeed, monitoring strategies may
alternate between less control to promote adolescent
autonomy (Keijsers et al., 2009) and a strong presence in
adolescents’ lives (Scabini et al., 2015) to provide support
and guidance (Branje et al., 2002). At the meso level, there
is evidence that school-family collaboration can promote
student well-being (Cefai & Cooper, 2010; Hampden-
Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Skinner et al., 2014), and this
effect could also apply to internet use. At this level, relevant
factors influencing internet monitoring are parents’ internet
use, their perception of the risks and opportunities offered
by the internet, and their ability to understand and engage in
internet use (Livingstone & Helsper, 2008; Wang et al.,
2005). Finally, there are macro-level factors that cannot be
ignored, such as the cultural change that can be seen in
children’s use of the internet: it has indeed doubled com-
pared to ten years ago (Smahel et al., 2020), the use of
mobile devices by children is almost universal (Rideout &
Robb, 2020), and children usually have their own personal
device since primary school (Andrade et al., 2021). This
process can also be seen in the market, where a wide variety
of devices are available and many of them are targeted at
young people (e.g., tablets for children). Public policies are
promoting the use of technology in schools through various
measures (e.g., investment in equipment for public schools),
but it has been noted that a supporting process of digital
skills for teachers and students is still needed to minimize
the risks (Guzzo et al., 2023).

In fact, we adopted a social-ecological perspective to
examine the extent to which the ways in which parents
interact with their children regarding internet use are limited
to the narrow family context, which represents the primary
microsystem during early adolescence (Trudeau et al.,
2012), or also include direct/indirect interactions with
broader life contexts (e.g., school, peers, peer group, etc.),
up to the macro-level environment, including social repre-
sentations of the internet, its potential risks and opportu-
nities, as well as established internet-related social practices.

Method
Participants

The present study is part of a larger research project on the
risks associated with internet use among early adolescents,
conducted in the Apulia region of southern Italy and
financed by Apulian Co.Re.Com. (Regional Committee for
Communication). Throughout this paper, we use the term
“early adolescents” to refer specifically to youth aged 11-14
years, corresponding to the middle school period in Italy,
and the term “children” to refer to these early adolescents
unless otherwise noted. Earlier, using a multi-method
approach, we had conducted a large survey involving
8622 early adolescents, 1466 parents and 799 teachers from
61 public schools. In the follow-up to the survey. We asked
parents who completed the questionnaire whether they
would be willing to be reinterviewed. Parents who con-
sented to the second interview participated in the
present study.

The study sample consisted of 147 parents (74.83%
female; M_age = 43.81, SD_age = 6.56, range: 29-62
years) recruited through their children’s middle schools.
The target children, comprising 76 females and 71 males,
were all between 11 and 14 years old (M_age = 12.4,
SD_age = 0.9). Among the participants, 51 (34.69%)
reported having multiple children (additional children’s
ages 3—18 years). Only one parent per family participated.
Educational level and income were not collected in the
current study, as the previous quantitative study (N = 1466)
found no significant association between these variables and
monitoring responses. No compensation was provided. The
participants lived in the Apulia region, which has 96%
broadband coverage with household internet subscriptions
averaging €25-30 monthly and mobile internet is around
€12 per month (AGCOM, 2021).

Procedure and Instruments

Data were collected through face-to-face interviews that
took place between October 2018 and January 2019. The
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interviews were conducted at locations convenient to the
participants, such as their homes or workplaces. Four junior
researchers (research assistants with master’s degrees in
Psychology) conducted interviews using a semi-structured
interview protocol that ensured systematic coverage of key
topics while allowing for conversational flexibility.

To ensure focus on early adolescents, parents with
multiple children received both written and verbal instruc-
tions to answer all questions specifically regarding their
child attending the recruiting middle school class. This
instruction was reinforced at the beginning of the interview
with the statement: “Please answer the following questions
thinking about your child who is attending the middle
school class through which you were contacted”.

The interview protocol covered the following topics: (1)
representations of the internet and its impact on society/
community life in general and family life in particular (e.g.,
“The use of the internet and social networks is widespread
among young people and adults and affects their daily lives
as well as their relationships. This is an issue that has been
at the forefront of the attention of experts and policy
makers, as well as public opinion. What are your thoughts
on this issue?”); (2) identifying the risk(s) associated with
youth internet use (e.g., “What are your primary concerns
regarding the use of the internet by early adolescents/youth/
boys and girls of your children’s age?”); (3) possible stra-
tegies to address the identified risk(s) (e.g., “What could be
done specifically to address the risk(s)? “What could be
done specifically to address the problematic us of the
internet use among early adolescents?”); (4) potential stra-
tegies to address the identified challenge(s) that could be
implemented at the school and community level (e.g., “In
light of the concerns you mentioned, what do you think
should be done at the community and social level?)

All participants provided informed verbal consent after
the interviewer described the purpose of the research, the
voluntary nature of participation and the data collection
being in full compliance with the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR; Regulation EU 2016/679). Respon-
dents were also informed of the procedure for administering
the interview, its approximate duration, whom to contact
with questions, and the right to withdraw from the interview
at any time, in accordance with Standard 3.10 Informed
Consent as stated in the APA Ethical Guidelines. The
interviews lasted approximately 1hour and were audio
recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis
The purpose of the analysis was to identify the core themes
woven throughout the parents’ narratives of the internet,

covering both representations of the internet and adoles-
cents’ use of the internet, and to highlight perceived risks
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and potential strategies for coping with the challenges of
adolescents” use of the internet within and beyond the
family context. Theme identification is one of the most
fundamental tasks in qualitative research, and many tech-
niques can be used to achieve it (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). In
order to identify meaningful themes and answer the research
questions, we conducted computer-assisted content analysis
using T-Lab software (Lancia, 2004). Semantic analysis
was performed to detect meanings and see how their mutual
relationships denote significant themes, which in turn
allowed us to answer the research questions. Specifically,
lexical correspondence analysis and descending cluster
analysis applied to qualitative textual data allowed us to
detect meanings that emerged from the relationships
between words within textual contexts (e.g., sentences or
paragraphs) (Veltri, 2013).

Before carrying out the analyses, the transcribed inter-
views were merged into a single textual corpus, and verbs,
nouns and adjectives were reduced to their lemmas. A
lemma is the canonical form or dictionary form of a set of
word forms (Zgusta, 2006, p. 202). A common lexical root
through an automatic lemmatization process performed by
the software; furthermore, words with a frequency of less
than 5 and ‘empty’ words such as pronouns, articles, pre-
positions and conjunctions were removed from the textual
corpus. Then, the corpus was automatically divided into
pieces of text for successive analyses; these pieces - never
longer than 400 characters - were automatically detected
based on punctuation and constitute ‘elementary context
units’ (ECUs). The final text corpus consisted of 161058
occurrences and 6198 lexical units. After the preliminary
procedures were completed, the resulting text consisted of
3175 different ECUs.

ECUs were grouped using descending cluster analysis.
This technique, based on lexical co-occurrences within
strings of words, produces semantic classes, each char-
acterized by a distinct number of lexical units and ECUs
that together denote specific themes. Lexical units (i.e.,
words) may be typical of several clusters, but their co-
occurrence within specific ECUs varies across clusters, thus
denoting specific meanings and objects. A correspondence
analysis of the contingency table ‘lexical units x clusters’
was then performed to explore the relationships between the
clusters. Like other techniques of factorial analysis, the
correspondence analysis allows the extraction of new vari-
ables (i.e., the factors) that organize the significant infor-
mation. In fact, once extracted, the new variables make it
possible to examine the relationships between themes (i.e.,
clusters) along with their positions on a two-dimensional
factorial space formed by two axes (i.e., factors) that
develop from a negative (-) to a positive (+) pole.

Interviews were conducted and analyzed in Italian.
T-Lab is specifically designed to handle multiple languages
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including Italian. All themes and semantic analyses, as well
as the interpretation of findings were conducted in Italian to
preserve cultural meanings. All analyses and result inter-
pretation were conducted in Italian, with translation to
English performed only after completion for publication
purposes. Two bilingual researchers independently trans-
lated the research findings and a third bilingual researcher
resolved potential discrepancies. All translators had exper-
tise in family studies and qualitative research methodology.

Results

The methodological approach to cluster interpretation was
predicated on a systematic analysis of lemmatic co-
occurrence patterns within salient lexical units derived
from interview transcripts. This means that to understand
what a word means in our analysis, we looked at how it
connects with other meaningful words that appear alongside
it in the same interview excerpt. This method is based on
theories that suggested words gain their meaning not in
isolation, but through their relationships with other words in
the specific context where they are used (Cole, 1996;
Edwards & Potter, 1992; Salvatore et al., 2010; Gergen,
1999; Nightingale & Cromby, 1999; Salvatore, 2016; Val-
siner, 2007, 2014).

Clusters Description

Cluster analysis resulted in 6 clusters grouping 3175 ECUs
(99.97%). No difference was found between the clusters
according to the gender or age of the participants. Each
cluster was characterized by a set of distinctive lexical units
(Table 1) and ECUs and labeled accordingly. Table 1 pre-
sents the principal lexical units for each thematic cluster,
showing the top five units with the highest chi-square values
(for complete results, see Table S1 in Supplementary
Materials). The contribution of both lexical units and ECUs
to the clusters is indicated by the respective chi-squared
value. The quotes presented for each cluster were selected
based on their chi-square values, with the highest chi-square
values indicating the strongest statistical association with
that cluster’s thematic content. The original Italian quotes
are available in the supplementary materials (Table S2).

Cluster 1 useful but worrying

The first cluster, which represents 21.89% of the ECUs,
accounts for the opinions and attitudes of the respondents
towards the internet, as testified by the most significant
lexical units, such as positive (x*=329.375), negative
(x> =289.432), information (x> =246.422), research
(X2 = 195.77), instrument (X2 = 184.124). Parents expressed

Table 1 Principal lexical units by Thematic Cluster (top 5 per Cluster)

2

Lexical unit X N within cluster N in total
Cluster 1: Digital Benefits and Risks (26.85% ECUs)
Positive 329.375 119 141
Negative 289.432 119 152
Information 246.422 118 164
Research 195.77 140 238
Instrument 184.124 102 153
Cluster 2: Children’s Activities (13.95% ECUs)

Mobile 602.914 252 375
Phone 436.758 182 270
House 279.066 147 248
Leaving 140.168 89 165
Coming_back 117.364 43 59
Cluster 3: Communication and Trust (15.25% ECUs)

Parent 850.834 321 518
Sons/Daughters 433.842 181 309
To_control 112.313 94 229
To_talk 69.702 152 528
Dialogue 46.978 33 74
Cluster 4: Online Risks (20.35% ECUs)

People 362.32 190 289
Social 286.8 151 230
Photo 179.469 84 120
To_worry 156.141 72 102
Reality 119.368 83 145
Cluster 5: Social Media World 14,30% ECUs

To_see 344.623 306 847
Daughter 261.808 136 288
Mum 212.563 71 116
Video 174.755 88 183
To_watch 110.904 80 200
To_see 344.623 306 847
Cluster 6: Multilevel Monitoring (10.20% ECUs)

School 562.979 250 692
Family 318.144 102 230
Meetings 236.393 48 79
Education 177.43 41 74
Boy 127.302 187 906

Chi-square values indicate the statistical significance of quote-cluster
associations within the thematic analysis.

a generally positive perspective of the Web as a useful tool
that allows young people to search for news and access
information and multiple sources of knowledge; in fact,
according to the respondents, the internet can support
adolescents in doing homework and school activities.
However, respondents also shed light on the negative
aspects associated with unpurposive internet use (e.g., it
creates distraction). This ambivalence toward digital
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technologies emerged clearly in parents’ narratives, as they
struggled to balance appreciation for the internet’s educa-
tional potential with concerns about its risks. The following
excerpts illustrate this perspective:

Interview 87, man, 37 years : We have been talking of
the positive use that they could make of the internet,
but the use of the web made by young people is
something I don’t totally agree with. As a parent I try
to monitor what my kid search for on the internet.
(x> = 557,802)

Interview 141, woman, 51 years : I see a positive
side because there is the possibility of exchange, of
knowledge - I do not speak of knowledge in terms of
meeting people, the internet is an instrument for
finding information, updates, study resources. Then if
we talk about social media, obviously there are the
positive and negative sides.. (x> =217.793)

Cluster 2 dangerous smartphones

The second cluster classified 17.64% of the significant ECUs.
Overall, this cluster reveals parents’ concerns about their
children’s use of digital devices, especially smartphones. The
most significant lexical units, such as mobile (X2 =602.914),
phone (x*=436.758), house (x*=279.066), leaving
(x> = 140.168), refer to the massive use of smartphones
among adolescents, who use these devices to access the
internet for both study and leisure purposes. Ambivalent
attitudes toward this issue emerged from the most significant
ECUs that contributed to this cluster. On the one hand,
interviewees acknowledged the positive aspects of allowing
their early adolescents to have their own smartphones, since
they can be easily reached by phone; on the other hand, a
predominant concern emerged regarding the fact that having
a smartphone allows early adolescents to easily avoid par-
ental supervision and increases the risk of overuse. In fact,
the parents interviewed agreed that control and restriction are
effective monitoring strategies, as the following excerpts
show.

Interview 100, woman, 40 years: I check her phone
every night, her history, her chats, etc. And she can
use smartphone for short time. When she goes to
school, she leaves it at home. During the night I turn it
off and keep it with me, let’s say she uses it only when
she’s out, because you never know what can happen
and the phone is useful. (x> = 840.094)

Interview 33, woman, 33 years: When they grow
up, they need [smartphones] to call home, but they
don’t need them at school, they could leave them at
home. I am against the phone. There are places where
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you need it and you bring it, but for other places we
can just as well leave it at home. (x* = 806.492)

Cluster 3 parental monitoring

The third cluster grouped 15.62% of ECUs and focuses on
the monitoring strategies implemented by parents to
supervise their adolescents’ use of the internet, as suggested
by the most significant lexical units such as parent
(X2 =850.834), sons/daughters (X2 =433.842), to_control
(x> = 112.313), to_talk (X2 = 69.702), etc. At home, parents
combined several monitoring strategies. They used open
communication and mutual trust to explain to their children
the risks associated with internet use and how to protect
themselves. At the same time, they also established rules to
limit the use of technological devices and agreed that par-
ents must set good example for their children, as explained
in the ECUs reported below.

Interview 96, man, 35 years: I often see parents who
spend more time on the internet than their children.
We adults need to be educated first, because we are a
role model for our children, and if they see us
overusing the internet: not only in terms of time spent,
they may feel empowered to do the same. We need to
set rules for them and for ourselves. (X2 =1380.403)

Interview 59, woman 48 years: It is necessary for
early adolescents to talk with their parents about
everything that happens or might happen to them
[when they are on the web]. Information and dialogue
with parents is essential. Talk, talk, talk”.
(> =1176.121)

Interview 94, man, 43 years: I trust him, but a
parent’s duty is also to educate and control their
children, it is not yet time to let them go completely
free. Trust is good, everything is good, but they are
still children. (y*> = 862.937)

Cluster 4 online risks

Cluster 4 grouped 20.35% of the significant units and pre-
sented a predominantly negative characterization picture of
the internet. The most significant lexical units characterizing
this cluster, e.g., people (y> = 362.32), social (3> = 268.8),
photo (x> = 179.469), to_worry (x> = 156.141), support the
respondents’ concerns about the amount of time their chil-
dren spend online. Specifically, this cluster makes it clear
that participants believe that the more time children spend
online and using digital devices, the greater the risk that
they will engage in dangerous online encounters and suffer
negative consequences. Parents expressed concern about the
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dangers posed to their children by strangers who can contact
them online and ask for private information and pictures.
See for instance the ECUs reported below:

Interview 70, woman, 50 years: There can be
pedophiles, for example, or people who use photos
of other people instead of their own to hide their
identity. You should never trust anyone, this is key.
(> = 411.205)

Interview 58, man, 42 years: Often, these people
with bad intentions invade social networks under false
pretenses with the sole purpose of luring early ado-
lescents, insulting them, and/or trying to steal personal
information and photos in order to extort money or
create gaming groups, as in the case of Blue Whale.
(%> = 236.020)

In describing adolescents’ exposure to online risks,
respondents referred to the internet as a parallel and surro-
gate world that is far removed from everyday real-world
contexts and, therefore, prevents adolescents from forming
and maintaining real relationships:

Interview 71, man, 50 years: A few years ago, we
used to meet in a bar, in the middle of the square, on
the street; now they meet on the internet, on
Facebook, they sign up for meeting sites. The internet
also distances people, there are many people who
prefer to be on the internet and social media instead.
(x* = 369.654)

Cluster 5 social media world

Cluster 5, which covered 14.30% of the ECUs, revealed that
social media platforms (e.g., YouTube, Instagram, Whatsapp,
Facebook) are figured by the respondents as online contexts
where adolescents meet people of the same age and have
various experiences in their daily lives. The most significant
lexical units, such as to_see (x2 =344.623), daughter
(x* =261,808), mum (3> =212.563), video (x> = 174.755),
together with the relevant ECUs, suggest that participants
were concerned about the use of social media, given that they
also reported difficulties in understanding how it works and
in managing the viewing and sharing of online content.
Parents reported having very little control over their chil-
dren’s use of social media, for technical reasons (e.g., algo-
rithms suggesting new videos or new contacts in
unpredictable ways) and the fact that adolescents preferred to
use them when alone or with other peers. In fact, parents used
to monitor their children’s use of social media through
controls and restrictions in order to reduce risks and avoid
dangers, as shown by the ECUs exposed below.

Interview 118, woman, 40 years: She often watches
videos on YouTube, and sometimes she watches a
video that she shouldn’t. I don’t know if it’s possible,
but I think they (social networking companies) should
put limits on that. (x> = 1013.539)

Interview 97, woman, 39 years: the deal is that she
can be on Instagram but we have to assemble
friendships, that is, I have to know who she has on her
phone, in fact I don’t hide from you that I have her
Instagram profile on my phone, so that I can figure out
who she talks to, what she sees, or who she gets
friendship requests from”. (x> = 736.626)

Interview 86, woman, 36 years: On YouTube you
search for a video and then you get fifty. So you know
that the kids are on YouTube, but you cannot really
understand what is happening, you cannot stay there,
it becomes difficult to control them. For example, with
bloggers’ videos and these things they see, there’s so
much information coming through and it’s not pretty.
(> = 659,809)

Interview 110, man, 54 years: “[...] I feel sorry for
the adolescents, because they watch everything with-
out restrictions, when they should watch age-
appropriate content. (y*> = 620.321)

Cluster 6 multilevel monitoring

Together with cluster 3, cluster 6, which contained 10.20%
of the ECUs, revolved around monitoring strategies in
school settings - which represent a key microsystem for both
parents and adolescents, though experienced differently by
each group. This is indicated by the most significant lexical
units: school (y, =562.979), family (X2 =318. 144), meet-
ings (x*=236.393), education (x*=177.43), boy
(x* = 127.302), psychologist (y* = 108.559). However, in
contrast to cluster 3, it took into account effective mon-
itoring practices and activities that can be carried out in
different daily contexts, but not in the family, and indicated
which social actors can carry out these actions. According to
the parents interviewed, the school, in synergy with the
family, plays a leading role in promoting a safe and healthy
use of the internet among young people. Training courses,
thematic meetings with experts and opportunities for dia-
logue and prevention of cyber-risks were among the prac-
tices suggested by the parents interviewed in order to make
young people aware of the risks they can run when surfing
the internet and to promote safe online behaviour:

Interview 92, woman, 41 years: I think the school
has to inform the children; the schools do it through
courses, for example, my children went to work-
shops on cyberbullying. These courses have helped
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Table 2 Lexical units per factor Factor 1 Factor 2
(—) Society (+) Family (—) Online (+) Offline
Lemma Test value Lemma Test Lemma Test value Lemma Test
value value
Positive —12.42 Telephone 16.64 Video —11.23 School 20.97
Social —11.49 Smartphone 15.40 To_see —10.03 Parent 17.24
Negative —11.20 To_see 11.34 Daughter  —9.28 Family 15.75
People —11.10 Daughter 11.18 Social —8.96 Education 11.69
Information —10.52 Home 11.05 Facebook  —8.94 Meeting 11.55
Web —10.36 To_leave 9.89 Years —8.82 Boy 8.94
World —8.47 Mum 9.52 Photo —8.64 Sons/daughters 7.97
Instrument —7.74 School 8.85 To_watch —7.86 To_talk 7.58
To_utilize —7.68 Son 7.67 People —7.06 Professor 7.35
Young —7.61 To_put 7.62 Instagram  —6.81 Role 7.09
Use —7.33 To_play 7.15 Site —6.75 Dialogue 6.79
To_meet —7.18 Parent 6.67 YouTube —6.69 Teacher 6.59
Research —6.92 Rules 6.36 Mum —6.66 Psychologist 6.24
To_find —6.87 To_control 6.36 Reality —6.28 Effective 5.99
To_worry —6.54 To_ask 5.97 To_worry —6.16 Institution(s) 5.97
In_general —6.31 To_go_out 5.96 Whatsapp  —5.55 Problem 5.94
Adult —6.10 Browsing_history  5.81 To_play —5.22 Organizing 5.75
Useful —-5.97 Night 5.66 To_hide —5.18 Important 5.55
Risks —5.89 To_talk 5.46 Profile —5.06 School_principal  5.51
Knowledge —5.74 Password 5.39 People —4.87 To_step_in 5.44

them to be more aware of what can happen on the
internet, so the school has a key role in this. The
obstacles are there because there is never a relation-
ship between the school and the family”.
(x* = 1131.459)

Interview 125, man, 56 years: The school plays
an active role. I communicate our rules to the school
when I meet with the teachers and we talk about the
rules and we try to get them respected by the chil-
dren, the community at school and individuals at
home”. (x* = 839,515)

Interview 103, woman, 35 years: In the school,
first of all, the teachers should be trained, for
example, by the Postal Police, and even attend
classes with them. But I know that they have lessons
with psychologists, now there is the listening center
with the psychologist in the school. There are some
interventions that the school has activated.
(* = 825,455)

While some lexical units appear in multiple clusters,
their meaning and usage differ based on their co-
occurrence with other terms and the broader thematic
context. For instance, ‘daughter’ appears in both Cluster
2 (‘Dangerous Smartphones’) and Cluster 5 (‘Social
Media World’), but with different contextual meanings:
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in Cluster 2, it co-occurs with terms related to device
control and home usage, reflecting parents’ direct
supervision of their daughters’ smartphone use. In
Cluster 5, it appears alongside terms related to social
media viewing and content consumption, representing
parents’ concerns about their daughters’ online social
interactions.

Similarly, seemingly related terms like ‘to_ask’
(Cluster 5) and ‘to_search’ (Cluster 3) represent distinct
parental behaviors: ‘to_ask’ appears in contexts where
parents inquire about their children’s social media activ-
ities and online interactions, while ‘to_search’ is asso-
ciated with parents’ active and independent monitoring
and rule-setting behaviors. These nuanced distinctions
emerge from the co-occurrence patterns within each
cluster and help differentiate the various aspects of par-
ental monitoring practices.

Correspondence Analysis

The correspondence analysis performed after the cluster
analysis revealed two factors. The first factor explained
27.82% of the inertia (i.e., variance in the correspondence
analysis), and the second factor explained 23.80% of the
inertia. The most significant lexical units per factor are
listed in Table 2.
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Factor 1. On the negative polarity, lemmas refer to a gen-
eral description and evaluation of the internet in the social
macrosystem. The internet is referred to as an instrument that
is part of the daily life of people of different generations, as
suggested by lexical units such as instrument (—7.74), to_u-
tilize (—7.68), use (—7.33), knowledge (—5.74), young
(=7.61), adult (—6.10), and world (—8.84). It has a dual nature
with both positive (—12.42) and negative (—11.20) aspects.
On the one hand, the internet has the potential to facilitate
relationships and the search for information - see the words
social (—11.49), web (10.36), people (11.10), information
(10.52), and research (6.92). On the other hand, it raises some
concerns because it implies some risks - see lexical units like
risks (—5.89) and to_worry (—6.54). On the positive polarity,
the internet is represented as part of the family microsystem, as
suggested by the lemmas you (7.02), daughter (11.18), son
(7.67), mom (9.52), parent (6.67), and home (11.05). In family
contexts, parents play a role in monitoring their children’s use
of the internet and online activities - see the lemmas to_see
(11.34), to_leave (9.89), to_control (6.36), to_ask (5.97), rules
(6.36), (browsing) history (5.81).

Factor 2. On the negative polarity, the Web is framed as
an online social microsystem where relationships are
established and maintained, as suggested by the lemmas
social (—8.96), Facebook (—8.94), Instagram (—6.81),
people (—7.06), and entertaining activities are carried out,
as indicated by the lexical units video (—11.23), photo
(—8.64), Youtube (—6.69), to_play (—7.15). The use of the
internet for socializing and entertainment also appears as a
potential problem - see the lexical units to_hide (—6.16) and
to_worry (—5.18). On the positive polarity, offline micro-
systems such as school (20.97), parents (17.24), family
(15.75), professor (7.35), teacher (6.59), psychologist (6.24)
are mentioned as playing a role (7.09) through specific
training initiatives and dialogical activities, as shown by the
lexical units education (11.69), meeting (11.55), to_talk
(7.58), dialogue (6.79), problem (5.94), organizing (5.75).

Figure 1 shows the relationships between the thematic
clusters as projected onto the two-dimensional space defined
by the two factors. On the first factor, clusters 1 and 4 are on
the polarity that refers to the social macrosystem, while all the
others, especially clusters 2 and 5, are on the positive pole that
refers to the family microsystem. On the second factor,
clusters 6 and 3 are opposite to cluster 5 (with clusters 1 and 2
in a neutral position), the former closer to the polarity refer-
ring to the offline microsystems and the latter closer to the
polarity referring to the online microsystem.

Discussion

This study uniquely explores how the monitoring strategies
and concerns of parents of Italian early adolescents evolve

Offline

6. Multilevel Monitoring

3. Parental Monitoring

) 1. Useful but worrying —
Society Family

2. Dangerous
Smartphone <+

4. Online Risks 4

5. Social Media World -+

Online

Fig. 1 Location of clusters in the factorial space

across different ecological levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
From parents’ perspective, this ranges from direct super-
vision within their family microsystem (which represents
part of their children’s microsystem) to engagement with
broader societal influences. This extends previous research
that has primarily examined parental monitoring within the
family context.

The results indicate that the strategies parents choose to
monitor their early adolescents’ internet use are related to
their representations of the internet and internet-related
practices, and to the ways in which they make sense of the
contexts in which their children participate. The parents’
combined use of communication-based and rule-based
monitoring strategies appears particularly appropriate for
early adolescence, as this developmental stage requires both
support for growing autonomy and clear boundaries. Such
dual approaches can help early adolescents develop critical
skills in assessing online risks and opportunities while
having a safety net of parental oversight. This aligns with
research suggesting that early adolescence is an optimal
time for developing digital literacy and online decision-
making capabilities within supportive family and school
environments (Blum et al., 2014; Daly & Marshall, 2021).
Overall, the findings suggest that representations of the
internet and parental monitoring change as the parents move
from the innermost ecological levels - i.e., the micro- and
mesosystem levels - to the exosystem level in which they
are not active participants - i.e., peer groups and social
networks (e.g., youtube) - to the macro-system level, which
includes the broader society with its customs, habits, and
practices regarding the internet.

At the microsystem level (which partly overlaps with
their children’s microsystem), as highlighted in previous
studies, parents consider internet use as a factor that makes
parenting more difficult (Pew Research Center, 2020),
especially in terms of how effectively they monitor their
children’s use and overuse of digital devices. The difficul-
ties experienced are evident from the findings and seem to
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reflect the role crisis theorized by several scholars of family
relations (Ammaniti, 2015; Kanter et al., 2012; Lancini,
2023). A closer look at the results shows that parents’
ambivalent position towards the internet is also reflected in
the mix of monitoring strategies chosen in the family con-
text: parents express concerns regarding the proliferation of
digital devices as it could limit the opportunities for ado-
lescents to cultivate personal interactions, but they use the
same tools to monitor their children; they claim the need to
promote dialogue and communication, but at the same time
they feel it is their parental duty to impose rules and
restrictions on both the content consumed and the time
spent on the internet.

The solution to the difficulties experienced at the
microsystem level is identified at the mesosystem level. At
the mesosystem level, where parents and schools interact
(representing connections between two key microsystems in
adolescents’ lives), the importance of promoting dialogue
and open communication is highlighted. Furthermore, risk
prevention programs developed by teachers and profes-
sionals (e.g. psychologists) and parental self-help groups are
expected at this level. These findings are in line with pre-
vious studies that confirmed the need for parents to be
professionally trained in both digital and relational skills
(Dingus Keuhlen et al., 2020; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008;
Wang et al., 2005) in order to promote their effectiveness in
setting boundaries and ensuring a safe online context for
their children.

At the exosystem level (from parents’ perspective),
which includes social media platforms, social networks, and
broader online interactions among adolescents - environ-
ments that represent microsystems for their children but
spaces of indirect influence for parents - adults demon-
strated a tendency to control and restrict, being mostly
concerned about potential risks. They were particularly
vigilant about their children’s use of social media and
worried about exposure to inappropriate content and online
interactions.

At the macrosystem level, participants exhibited clear
ambivalence toward digital technologies, simultaneously
viewing the internet as both beneficial and potentially
harmful. This ambivalence manifested in parents’ mon-
itoring practices, as they alternated between enabling and
restricting their children’s digital engagement. Such find-
ings align with recent research on parental digital ambiva-
lence (Mascheroni et al., 2018) and extend our
understanding of how this ambivalence shapes monitoring
practices across ecological systems. Ambivalent/negative
parental attitudes toward the internet have been associated
with parental ineffectiveness in monitoring and commu-
nicating with their children about the internet (Jang et al.,
2017; Valcke et al., 2010), and it is important to address this
issue in order to strengthen parents’ ability to intervene in
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adolescents’ internet use. These findings highlight the
challenging task parents face in navigating digital mon-
itoring. While our results show parental ambivalence
towards digital technologies, this should be understood as a
reasonable response to a complex environment where both
opportunities and risks are real and documented. Supporting
parents in this challenging role through evidence-based
resources and community support networks becomes crucial
for fostering effective digital monitoring practices.

These findings emerged from the Italian context which
presents unique characteristics in terms of family dynamics
and digital adoption, with families traditionally playing a
central role in adolescents’ development and education
(Grilli & Parisi, 2017; Santarelli & Cottone, 2009). Italian
parenting typically emphasizes stronger family bonds and
prolonged parental supervision. These cultural aspects may
influence how Italian parents approach digital monitoring
and negotiate independence in their children’s online
activities. Notably, our findings align with evidence from
studies previously discussed in this paper, primarily con-
ducted in the United States and Northern European coun-
tries. Italian parents demonstrate ambivalent attitudes
toward the internet, consistent with parents from other
cultural contexts (Livingstone & Blum-Ross, 2020), and
integrate various monitoring strategies (from communica-
tion to control) similar to those observed in American
families (Hernandez et al., 2023). They report difficulties in
supervising their children’s social media use due to limited
understanding of these platforms, confirming that the gen-
erational digital divide remains a significant barrier to par-
ental monitoring (Livingstone et al., 2011). While these
dimensions may have broader cross-cultural relevance,
further research is needed to examine how monitoring
strategies and interactions with ecological systems vary
across diverse contexts (Qian et al., 2024).

This study has limitations. The data were collected in
2019 in Italy, before the COVID-19 health emergency made
internet use more prominent for adolescents and families. In
2020-2021, adolescents’ use of the internet changed not
only because educational activities were conducted exclu-
sively online for many months, but also because online
entertainment activities increased rapidly. It is possible that
parents’ perspectives on the internet have changed because
of these macro-systemic changes. That almost 75% of the
participants were mothers limits our understanding of
paternal perspectives on digital monitoring. Another lim-
itation concerns the availability of age-specific data. While
our study focuses on early adolescence (11-14 years), much
of the existing literature and national statistics encompass
broader age ranges (e.g., 11-19 years in ISTAT data, 9-16
years in EU Kids Online). This makes it challenging to
isolate findings specific to the early adolescent develop-
mental period, though we have been careful to distinguish
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when findings may be more or less applicable to our target
age group. Future research should actively recruit fathers to
examine potential gender differences in monitoring
approaches. Another limitation is that the study did not
simultaneously collect data from the children of the parti-
cipating parents. This would have helped to clarify under-
lying representational differences that might highlight the
generational divide in internet use patterns and attitudes.

Conclusion

Research on Italian families has documented the complexity
of parental monitoring strategies and the ambivalent attitudes
parents hold toward digital technologies (Caso et al., 2023).
Parents’ attitudes towards internet-related practices are
ambivalent and are reflected in the strategies they choose to
monitor their early adolescents’ internet use, ranging from
control and restriction to dialogue and open communication.
From an ecological perspective, it is evident how parental
digital monitoring operates across multiple nested ecological
levels - from the family microsystem (experienced differently
by parents and adolescents) through to broader societal
influences. The findings suggest monitoring practices must
be understood through this dual lens, recognizing how eco-
logical systems differ between parents and their children
while remaining interconnected. This has implications for
interventions at various levels: within the family micro-
system, through school-family partnerships at the mesosys-
tem level, via social media platforms that represent
exosystems for parents but microsystems for adolescents, and
through broader societal responses at the macro level. Con-
sidering the person-environment mutual relationship upon
which the human development occurs (Bronfenbrenner,
1977), it can be argued that the monitoring choies are
somehow influenced by the environment that compells par-
ents to adapt to its restrictions and conditions. These findings
have interesting implications for intervention. For instance,
they suggest that programs to support parents in safekeeping
and promoting their adolescents’ digital health should be
tailored to the conditions, resources and obstacles available in
the interconnected ecological levels. Our findings also point
to the need for broader societal responses at the exo and
macro-system levels. At the exosystem level, social media
platforms could implement more robust age-verification
systems and parental control tools, while community orga-
nizations could offer digital literacy programs. At the macro-
system level, policy measures such as improved digital safety
regulations, mandatory digital citizenship education in
schools, and public awareness campaigns could help create a
more supportive environment for parents navigating digital
monitoring challenges. These multi-level interventions could
complement and reinforce parents’ monitoring efforts within
the family microsystem.

This study advances understanding of parental digital
monitoring in the Italian context by revealing its multi-level
nature and identifying specific patterns of parental ambiva-
lence. Our findings extend previous research by demon-
strating how monitoring practices operate across different
ecological systems and, in line with extant literature that
emphasizes the importance of context for monitoring choices,
this study takes a step further and encourages to adopt a
broader approach which considers the different level and size
environments and their reciprocal relations.
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