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Introduction 
The everyday adoption of digital technologies such as mobile phones and social media 
has had transformative effects on interactions within the family (Clark, 2013), as families 
become increasingly dependent on their capacities for coordinating day-to-day activities 
and maintaining intimate relationships (Licoppe, 2004; Ling, 2014). Concurrently, these 
technologies enable new forms of surveillance, allowing parents to observe their 
children’s movements and interactions remotely, eg. via GPS-apps (Marx & Steeves, 
2010), as well as lateral forms of surveillance embedded in social media practices like 
‘Facebook stalking’ (Albrechtslund, 2013). This paper explores how the surveillant 
capacities of communication technologies are involved in shaping relations of trust in 
the family, drawing on empirical data from in-depth interviews with adolescents at two 
schools and 17 Danish families conducted during 2017. Despite surveillance often being 
represented as a practice which undermines trust (Mayer, 2003; Neyland, 2006; 
Rooney, 2010), our findings suggest that the relationship between trust and 
surveillance, for the families in our study, was far less straightforward. Surveillance was 
an important part of care practices for parents and, in some instances, tracking 
technologies were able to offer a kind of ‘relief’ from social pressures to remain in 
contact. This paper explores the perceptions of parents and adolescents regarding 
using communication technologies for surveillance, to examine the nuanced constitution 
of trust occurring. 
 
Case Study: Communication Technologies in Danish Families  
This study is part of a Danish research project that explores perceptions and 
experiences of everyday surveillance practices in family life. The project aims to 



 

 

understand changing family relations as digital technologies become deeply embedded 
in many social rituals. Denmark is an affluent nation in the Global North with a strong 
uptake of domestic digital technologies. 93% of Danish families have access to a 
computer with internet access, and 88% of households have at least one smartphone 
(Tassy, Nielsen, & Jakobsen, 2018). Scandinavian parenting, in general, is oriented 
towards democratic ideals, conversation and trust (Forsberg, 2009; Miklikowska & 
Hurme, 2011). Certainly, Danish parents tracking children without their knowledge is not 
the norm. To understand both the perceptions of parents and young people, who 
experience these technologies differently, the project draws on two data sets comprised 
of 17 semi-structured in-depth interviews with families with children living at home, and 
50 interviews conducted with adolescents (aged 14-17) at two Danish schools. 
 
Affording surveillance 
To understand the complex relationship between trust and privacy, we explore the 
interconnection between parenting, digital communication technologies and 
surveillance. Surveillance is an integrated part of parenting, as children need 
supervision until they come of age. The surveillant capacities of many of the digital 
technologies integrated into family life interact with relations of trust both directly, as a 
result of surveillant practices, and indirectly, through the perception of these surveillant 
capacities. We draw on the theory of affordances (Gibson, 1986) to conceptualise the 
capacities of these technologies as well as the perception of these capacities by the 
parents and adolescents in our study. Communication and media scholars have 
adopted the term both to emphasise the way that technologies enable actions as well as 
constrain and discourage others, both through their materiality and users perceptions 
(Hutchby, 2014; Schrock, 2015). 
 
Parents and children mobilise the surveillant affordances of communication 
technologies both to establish trust and to provide relief from social pressures to remain 
in constant contact. On the basis of our analysis, we present compelling evidence that: 
1) Tracking of children without their consent were in general perceived as a violation of 
their privacy and an unacceptable breach of trust (unless the child requires special 
assistance); 2) both parents and adolescents perceived parental surveillance by means 
of communication technologies (e.g. calls and texts) as a practice of care, as this rested 
on ideals of dialogue and trust; and 3) the families that had adopted tracking apps used 
them for mutual monitoring, as all family members were visible to each other, but 
surprisingly, their main motive was not efficient surveillance: It was ‘communication 
relief’ from a lot of ‘disturbing’ micro-coordination and ‘checking up on each other’s 
whereabouts’.   
 
Conclusion 
This paper examines the ways in which parents and children perceive and navigate the 
surveillant capacities of these everyday technologies, and the ways in which trust is 
both established and undermined. It is perhaps paradoxical that the Danish families in 
our study use communication tools for parental surveillance and tracking technologies 
for ‘relief’ from the pressure of constant communication. It is important to understand the 
way that the perception of the affordance of these technologies has influence, 
sometimes as much as the actualisation of that affordance. It is necessary also to note 
that Denmark is known for having high levels of social trust (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 



 

 

2014), as well as a family and parenting culture that rests on 'democratic ideals', 
dialogue-based child rearing focusing on mutual trust and children’s autonomy 
(Forsberg, 2009; Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011). These characteristics no doubt influence 
the ways surveillance capacities are engaged with. Finally, though new technologies do 
introduce new capacities, there are continuities with existing family trust dynamics and 
we contend that child rearing necessarily involves a balancing of care and surveillance, 
freedom and control.  
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