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Location sharing has increasingly become an integrated part of mobile phone use. In this paper we present
a study that investigated the trajectories of how parental strategies of providing youth with smartphones
in childhood led to long term impact on youth’s own location-sharing behavior in adulthood. Through
retrospective interviews with 17 emerging adults (18-22), we found that most of their parents took a gradual
approach, sometimes starting with basic phones to help their children adapt. As youth transitioned to full
smartphones, tensions arose—parents used them for easier communication and safety, while youth primarily
saw them as social tools. Our findings revealed that youth tracked by parents during childhood often continued
sharing their location in college, despite discomfort, and also shared with others for safety reasons. These
results highlight the need for a balance between youth privacy and parental peace of mind in location-based
technologies.
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1 Introduction
The prevalence of mobile phones, especially smartphones, has led to widespread debate around
parental oversight and teen children’s autonomy. While parents of teenagers have always had a
desire to know where their children are, at any given time, mobile phones (in general) served as a
game changing tool for information and control, first as a simple real-time communication tool,
second, as an audomatic tracking tool. Public media has increasingly questioned the right level
of control, and research has sought to determine the balance between utility and limitations, for
different groups of youth, ranging from young children, adolescents, and emerging adults [38].
However, much of the prior work has focused on the adolescent phase [4, 22, 23], leaving the
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long-term implications of parental mediation, particularly on digital location-sharing practices in
adulthood, underexplored. The current college generation, emerging adults between 18 and 25, en-
genders a unique set of people, whose first experiences with mobile phones were with smartphones.
This narrow slice of a now adult generation Z had access to location-sharing applications and
social media from the get-go of their mobile phone ownership (in 2018, 95% of US based teenagers
reportedly owned smartphones [6]). While mobile phone ownership among children and teenagers
sharply increased in the two-thousand teens [20, 26], and parental controls and approaches have
been well documented and researched, we have yet to understand how specific uses and practices
during adolescence relate to the practices this generation now aligns with, as young adults.

Focusing on direct, continuous location sharing, we took a retrospective approach and asked
now-college aged smartphone users who currently share location with others, to look back at
how they initially were provided with a mobile phone, how they used it as teenagers living at
home, and how they transitioned out of their home, to a college setting. We focused particularly
on location-sharing with parents, a functionality that many of them leveraged with parents and
friends from the early days of their mobile phone ownership. This provided a groundwork analysis
for us to start understanding how and why location tracking (or sharing) was initiated (or not)
between the youths and their parents. We then explored how tensions between their parents and
themselves developed over the years, how these tensions may have shifted, if at all, between when
they lived with their parents, and as they moved to dormitories or shared apartments in college.
This focus on location-sharing during the transition to adulthood emphasizes an underexplored
angle in parental mediation research, shedding light on its long-term effects. Through this research,
we aimed to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What motivations and arguments were youths given by their parents, when they were first given
smartphones?

RQ2: How did early parental mediation influence youth’s location sharing practices during their
transition from childhood to adulthood?

Overall, most participants were introduced to mobile phones gradually, often starting with basic
phones or smartphones without cell service, useful only with known wifi. Parents prioritized ease
of communication and physical safety, while youth primarily used phones for social connection
(RQ1). Location-sharing behaviors varied based on parental mediation during childhood. Youth
whose locations were tracked by parents were more likely to continue sharing their location with
parents in college, while those whose parents relied on manual check-ins were less likely to do so.
Youth who continued sharing their locations with parents in college also shared with other close
relations such as roommates and significant others for safety purposes (RQ2).

Our research makes a novel contribution to the broader HCI community by shedding light on
the developmental trajectory of location-sharing practices, an underexplored facet of parental
mediation in digital technology use. By examining how the reported parental strategies during
adolescence influence emerging adults’ location-sharing behaviors, our work provides critical
insights into the evolving interplay between social and technical factors. The qualitative analysis,
rooted in retrospective interviews, captures the personal experiences of participants, offering a
better understanding of how family dynamics and trust mediate the adoption and adaptation of
digital tools like location tracking apps and smartphones themselves. These findings not only
deepen our understanding of family dynamics when it comes to parental monitoring but also
inform the design of adaptive mobile technologies that address the shifting needs of individuals as
they transition through life stages.
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2 Related Literature
A given premise for real-time location awareness by parents of their independent teenage children is
a mobile phone. Before mobile phones became readily available, people’s whereabouts were mostly
communicated in advance or through landlines. This setup did not provide for much flexibility in
terms of updating whereabouts (e.g. for coordinating pickup, meals, reporting late arrival, or simply
letting the other part know were they are); people above the age of 25 at the time of this writing
have lived in such a world, where having real-time knowledge of exact location of loved ones
was not always an option (obviously, people often did know where each other were, but updating
depended on the availability of landlines). Mobile phones and later smartphones changed all of
that. And while mobile phones were initially envisioned as a business tool for a minority adult
group of professionals, the early 2000s saw a spike in adoption of mobile phones, pushed by lower
service prices and subsidized handsets.

In particular, smartphones emerging in the late 2000 aughts were adopted by teenagers at a faster
pace than by adults, with social media playing a major role [20]. By 2018 (when our participants
would have been between 13 and 17 years old), 95% of U.S. teenagers owned a smartphone [8].
Research in relation to teenagers and smartphones consequently took off and many studies have
focused on the emerging harm that the always-on, always-close devices potentially have on mental
health [21], academic performance [24], identity building [30] and their social connections [1].
Additionally, smartphone use has sparked conflict between parents and teens, with one study for
example revealing that parents’ lack of control over their own smartphone use, contributed to parent-
child conflict [29]. Since location-tracking is often presented as a safety tool, particularly towards
teenagers, the notion of digital safety emerged as social media enabled, particularly for underage
children, online communication and interaction with strangers. With smartphones the concerns
became exacerbated and a significant number of studies on online safety exists [5, 7, 14, 16, 28, 31, 34],
particularly for children and teenagers. These studies addressed a multitude of different types of
threats, from unwanted online sexual advances, cyberbullying and blackmailing, to stalking and
online assaults.

Sharing continuous location digitally, is one way by parents to monitor and enable control; while
early studies looked mostly at adults sharing with each other [9, 11, 35], more recent research has
looked at location-sharing between parent and teen dyads. A review of 23 papers about location
tracking described location-tracking as a practice that became common among parents [18], with
motives ranging from safety, control, worry and a sense of security, to convenience, care, connection
and curiosity. Reasons to refrain from location-tracking were trust, self-direction, privacy, and a
lack of usefulness [18]. The review focuses solely on a one-way tracking perspective, not addressing
how most relevant apps are two-way systems where parents’ location is also available to the child.

Studies in Northern European countries on pre-teens indicate that parents monitor their child’s
location for assurance [37], to guide them [32], and for convenience in the daily organization of
family life [19]. In terms of the US, other recent studies provide insights into location-tracking of
teenagers. About half of a large US sample of adolescent-parent dyads reports the use of location
tracking apps [13]. Similar to the research on pre-teens, a US cross-sectional survey study from
2004 among students also reports that digital location tracking is a two-way process. Parents of
47% of the college students tracked their child’s location (at the time of study or in the past). Many
of these students (a third of the total sample) also track(ed) their parents’ location. The main reason
for location tracking was safety. While the findings suggest that college students are more likely to
perceive their parents as inhibiting their autonomy and being intrusive when they are tracking
their locations, these effect sizes are modest [15].
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While several studies have addressed location-sharing between parents and teenagers, as well
as college students, no research has looked at the changes of such dynamic from the context of
living at home to being independently residing elsewhere. This transitional perspective has been
largely overlooked despite its significance in understanding evolving location-sharing practices.
Our study seeks to fill this gap by tracing the reported practices from when the young adults were
pre-teens and teenagers, to their current location-sharing practices, including with whom and for
what reasons.

3 Methods
3.1 A Retrospective Interview Study with Emerging Adults
We conducted a retrospective, semi-structured interview study with 17 emerging adults, between
the ages of 18 and 22 years old, residing in the US. These students represent a generation where
smartphones have been available to them from the start, as opposed to earlier generations who
had phones with only limited capabilities (such as calling and texting) as their first phones. We
developed an interview protocol based on the qualitative research recommendations provided
by Myers [33] as well as insight from a pilot session, allowing us to refine interview questions
for clarity and relevance. Each interview session began with an exploration of the participant’s
background, including their upbringing, living arrangements, and their parents’ parenting styles.
We then delved into their experiences of adopting and using their first smartphone. To contextualize
shifts in location-sharing behaviors, we also discussed their experiences with parental coordination
and location-sharing habits during their middle- and high school years, as well as how these
practices evolved after transitioning to university life. This study was part of a research project
focusing on locations-sharing practices and the data presented in this paper represent a subset of
the larger dataset. A related study, based on a larger dataset, focuses on how college students use
location-sharing to create a sense of safety with their current local friends [10].

3.2 Participant Recruitment and Data Analysis Approach
We recruited emerging adults who were sharing location currently (either through the app Life 360
or Apple’s built-in app Find My), with either friends, partner or parents, through word-of-mouth at
several different universities: Personal connections were utilized, such as asking acquaintances to
contact people with connections to universities, either by being students themselves or working at
a university in some capacity. None of the authors had any direct connections to the participants,
neither as teachers, nor being friends with their teachers or advisors. All participants were located
in an urban area, for location-sharing to be more relevant to them. An urban setup leads students off-
campus to a much higher degree than for example students in college-towns. The interview sessions
(N=17) were conducted remotely via video conferencing and were both audio- and video-recorded.
The study was approved by the second author’s main affiliation through that university’s standard
ethics process and an alliance agreement was created between the other authors’ affiliations at the
time of the study. Participants were compensated $25 for their time. The participants were between
18 and 22 and all lived in an urban area in the Northeastern United States. They had moved to
the area for university and all but two came from different states. N = 11 youth self-reported as
females, and N = 6 identified as males. They represented five different universities and were all
undergraduate students. All participants lived away from their parents, either in dormitories or
private/shared apartments. Each interview lasted approximately one hour.

After completing data collection, we conducted a thematic analysis following the guidelines
outlined by Braun and Clarke [12]. This approach allowed for the identification of emergent themes
while providing flexibility for new patterns to surface. The process began with transcribing the
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audio recordings and familiarizing ourselves with the data by thoroughly reading the transcripts.
Three of the authors collaborated to create an initial set of codes based on recurring topics within the
transcripts. Using these initial codes, the first author systematically coded each transcript, allowing
new codes to emerge throughout the process. When a new code was identified, all previously coded
transcripts were revisited to ensure consistency and comprehensive application. Once coding was
complete, the first three authors worked collaboratively to organize the codes into cohesive themes
that aligned with our study’s overarching research questions.

4 Results
In this section, we present the themes that emerged from our analysis of youth experiences with
smartphone access and location-sharing during both childhood and adulthood. Quotations from
participants are identified by their IDs (P1, P2, …, P17), along with their age and gender. To provide
a foundation for our results focusing on location-sharing, and to answer RQ1, we asked into our
participants’ initial acquisition of smartphones; pre-teens and teenagers depend on parents or
caretakers providing them with a phone and as such, the digital communication dynamics between
parents and their children started here. We realize that only talking to teens/young adults does not
provide a full picture of motivations for giving the teens a phone; instead we gain an understanding
of how the teens themselves understood their parents’ motivations.

4.1 Factors Influencing Parental Decisions on Smartphone Provision During Childhood
While most participants received smartphones at a young age, their parents introduced them to
this technology gradually. Nearly all participants (N = 16) reported receiving a smartphone in
middle school (age eleven through thirteen), with only one participant receiving theirs in high
school. However, the majority of participants (N = 10) noted that before receiving a smartphone,
they were first given a non-smartphone device. This gradual approach often involved providing a
phone without cell service, limiting its use to Wi-Fi networks and preventing regular phone calls.
Despite this restriction, these phones were still capable of accessing the internet, playing games,
and sending messages when connected to Wi-Fi. Participants also shared that when older siblings
upgraded to new phones, parents would often pass down their old, SIM card-less (i.e. without cell
service) devices to the youth. In contrast, seven participants were given flip phones or basic button
phones before eventually transitioning to smartphones.

“I had another cell phone in 4th grade where it was like one of those really old phones, but
like the keypad ones. Where I had to type multiple times to get a letter.” – P6, Female, 19
years old

The remaining participants (N = 7) reported that their first phone was a fully-functional smart-
phone. They often reflected on the online risks they faced due to having unrestricted internet access
at a young age. However, they also acknowledged that this early exposure taught them valuable
lessons about setting boundaries in social interactions, helping them navigate digital spaces more
responsibly than they might have otherwise.

“ I got a smartphone when I was in 6th grade. I thought I was gonna get a flip phone
because that’s what they [older siblings] had had growing up. So I was asking my dad
for it for Christmas and he just gave me an iPhone. … I don’t really think at that age I
should’ve really had unlimited access honestly. It’s not that it did anything bad for me,
obviously, I feel like it was a lot for an 11 year old and at that time nobody really knew
how much stuff I was kind of getting into. But […] I learned very quickly the boundaries
like, how to treat people on social media.” – P14, Female, 20 years old
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When giving smartphones to children, parents primarily aimed to ensure easy communication
and safety, while youth mainly used them for socializing. Most participants (N = 11) reported
that their parents provided them with smartphones to maintain regular contact. As these youth
entered middle school and became more independent with after-school activities or visits to friends’
houses, parents saw smartphones as a practical tool to stay connected and ensure their children
could reach out when needed.

“It was just for being able to keep in touch with my parents, ’cause I remember I was one
of the first people to get a phone at my age. Like my friends didn’t even have one. So, it
was just for like my parents, a way for me to contact them … whenever I would go out.” –
P6, Female, 19 years old

More than half of the participants (N = 10) also noted that their parents gave them smartphones to
keep track of their whereabouts. Many of the youth shared that their parents would frequently
call or text them from work to check where they were, when they would leave for after-school
activities, or whether they had returned home safely. Some of these youth mentioned feeling
obligated to update their parents on their location every time they moved, as described by P3 below:

“To tell them where I was. So, from middle school and high school, every time I got home, I
would text ’em and just say, ”Hey, I’m home,” or, ”I’m going to friend’s house, so if you get
home before me, you know where I am.” So yeah, pretty much when I went anywhere that
was kind of even just across the street, I’d let them know.” – P3, Male, 22 years old

Some youth (N = 4) also mentioned that their parents gave them smartphones primarily to help
coordinate pickup and drop-off logistics. These youth relied on their parents for transportation
to and from after-school activities, and having a phone facilitated smoother communication for
planning rides. Lastly, a few participants (N = 4) expressed that they felt compelled to get a
smartphone because all of their friends had one. The desire to fit in socially led them to request a
smartphone from their parents.

“It was like everyone around me had one. So I wanted to be included in that.” – P16, Female,
20 years old

While parents carefully considered various factors when deciding to give their children smart-
phones, youth primarily used these devices for social connections. Two-thirds of the participants (N
= 12) reported that their primary use of smartphones was to stay connected with friends through
online communication. Most participants relied on texting or instant messaging as their preferred
method of keeping in touch, though a few also mentioned using platforms like FaceTime.

“It was just texting, kind of whoever had a phone at the time. Sometimes, if I was lazy
enough to not walk over to my friend’s house,… I could just text like, ”Hey, what are you
doing?” It was mostly texting, and then facetime if needed.” – P3, Female, 22 years old

Approximately half of the participants (N = 8) reported using their smartphones primarily to
access social media. Only two of these mentioned seeking parental permission before installing
social media apps, and one had restricted online access. Interestingly, peer influence was frequently
cited as a major factor in their decision enter the social media space.

“Social media started taking off in my town around that time. So I was able to get in
contact with people I wasn’t super close with also, getting into Instagram and stuff. So
that was the main thing that I used.” – P8, Female, 20 years old

Some other participants (N = 8) reported using their smartphones primarily for entertainment,
such as playing games and listening to music. Some specifically mentioned using their smartphones
to explore personal interests and hobbies, with photography being a notable example. The conve-
nience of taking photos with a smartphone camera, combined with the ability to instantly share
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them, made this hobby more accessible. Platforms like Instagram and Snapchat were frequently
cited as key outlets for sharing images, enabling them to express their creativity and receive
feedback from peers.

“I think definitely to take photos of everything, everywhere. But, I was on Instagram like
as everyone… I’m in such a weird part of the generation that’s like, we’re not too much
of iPad babies like crazy and on top of attached to phones and stuff. Then I would just
Instagram.” – P3, Female, 22 years old

Fig. 1. Sankey Visualization of Parental Mediation and Youth’s location-sharing Behavior

4.2 The Influence of Parental Mediation on Youth Location-Sharing Practices During
Adulthood

As the youths grew older and had to navigate new social contexts, the parental strategies and
mediation practices they encountered during childhood continued to influence their decisions about
location-sharing and safety. This section focuses on how these early parental mediation practices
impacted youths’ location-sharing behaviors in adulthood, and explores the nuanced interplay
between past experiences and present decisions. To aid this analysis and description, we developed
a Sankey diagram (Figure 1) that visualizes the flow of relationships between structured codes,
mapping the value transitions as outlined by Schmidt [36]. The three vertical bars represent youth
classifications based on parental mediation when they were children (left), parental mediation when
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they became adults (middle), and their location-sharing behavior with other relations currently
(right). Reading from left to right, the diagram highlights the connections between youths’ parental
mediation during childhood and its continuation into adulthood. Conversely, reading from right
to left, it illustrates the relationship between youths’ location-sharing behavior with their friends
and other close relations, such as significant others and roommates, and the degree of parental
mediation in adulthood. Our findings suggest that youths’ location-sharing behavior with their
parents and other close relations in adulthood was influenced by the parental mediation they had
during childhood. Below, we examine these dynamics in detail.

Youth who were tracked by their parents during their childhood were more likely to continue
sharing their location with parents in adulthood. Approximately half of the participants (N = 7)
reported that their parents had tracked their locations during childhood using apps like Find My
or Life 360. Of these, most participants continued sharing their locations with their parents in
college as they moved to new cities . Our participants emphasized how their parents had had open
discussions with them about sharing and the participants were aware that the continuation was
primarily for their own safety. However, this form of tracking sometimes led to conflicts as some
participants would occasionally lie about their whereabouts, prompting confrontational calls or
texts from their parents. Others described creative workarounds, such as linking location-sharing
services to stationary devices like laptops or tablets left at home, enabling them to bypass real-time
tracking. Despite these, all participants acknowledged that their parents’ intent was to ensure their
safety.

[My cousin] once had brought me into San Francisco to visit college friends. And he had
gone to meet up with coworkers. And it was like getting late and later, and it started
approaching like midnight and then 1:00. Um, and it [location-sharing app] had kind of
relayed the information to my mom, and then every hour, she’d be like, ”Where are you
now? Why are you not in [college city] yet? Why are you there?” Like, ”What’s going on?”
And I was like, ”Don’t worry,” like, ”All is safe.” Which, I get it, like me being in a new
place, nerves and everything, but I was like, at that point, even if I do let you know exactly
where I am, it’s not gonna make a difference. - P13, Male, 20 years old

Another themewe observed among youth whose parents tracked their locations during childhood
was how they extended their location-sharing practices beyond their parents, as they moved to
college. Many began sharing their locations with close connections such as roommates, romantic
partners, or close friends. While this was often because of social purposes — keeping up with each
other’s outings or travel plans - nearly all of them emphasized that safety was a key motivator.
Notably, the youth themselves often initiated this sharing practice, recognizing the need for added
safety measures.

“And then coming to college, my roommate and I made really good friends, and I started
sharing our locations. And that was mainly for safety reasons, just because we’re in [big
city]. And then if anyone’s out walking late at night by themselves or something, you
could just send a text to the group chat like, hey, just a heads up, I’m by myself. If you
could just check my location occasionally, check if I get home and something like that.
That definitely became a bigger thing in college.” – P15, Female, 20 years old

Youth whose parents relied on phone calls or texts to manually check their whereabouts during
childhood were less likely to share their location with parents in adulthood. A third of the par-
ticipants (N = 6) reported that their parents, rather than using location-sharing apps, preferred
calling or texting to monitor them. Most of them explained that this was because their parents
were unfamiliar with these technologies. Ironically, several participants expressed that they would
have preferred their parents to use location-sharing apps, as it would have been less intrusive than
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the constant calls or texts about their whereabouts. Most of these participants also noted that their
parents stopped checking in once they entered college. Youth also sometimes brought up that even
if parents asked for location-sharing access in college, youth would refuse or limit that access.

“I think if they did [ask to share location], I would give it to them, but I would also then be
more conscious of like, oh, if I’m going somewhere really late at night and I don’t want
them to know about it, I would turn my location services off for them so like they wouldn’t
receive the notifications.” – P6, Female, 19 years old

Youth who had a trust-based relationship with their parents, without location tracking or manual
checking, during childhood, were more likely to share their location with parents during adulthood.
This category of youths grew up in trust-based relationships with their parents, who were more
lenient about their activities and whereabouts. Rather than tracking their location or calling
frequently to check on them, parents trusted their children’s judgment when it came to going
out and staying safe. However, once these youths entered college and moved to different cities,
all of them began sharing their locations with their parents. Concerned for their safety, parents
requested access to their location, and in many cases, the youth themselves initiated the safety
measure, asking their parents to install location-sharing apps. Similar to the youth whose parents
tracked their location in childhood, these participants also shared their location with their friends
and close relations, such as significant others and roommates, as an additional safety measure.

“When I moved to the city I completely gave my mom permission to see my location and
my dad. So they both currently have my location, ’cause I want them to have it. Its a safety
thing, I definitely live by myself… and so I share it with my roommate and then also my
boyfriend. ” – P9, Female, 18 years old

Overall, our findings revealed that youth who were tracked by their parents during their time in
middle- or high school (via apps like Find My or Life 360) were more likely to continue sharing their
location with their parents in college. While many youths acknowledged their parents’ concerns
for their safety, location-sharing sometimes led to conflicts, with participants finding ways to
bypass tracking when desired. Conversely, youths whose parents relied on manual methods—like
phone calls or texts—were less likely to share their location in adulthood, yet still viewing location-
sharing apps as less intrusive. Interestingly, youths who grew up with trust-based relationships,
where parents did not track or check on their whereabouts, were more inclined to share their
location with both parents and close relations once they moved to college, often initiating the use
of location-sharing apps for safety and peace of mind.

5 Discussion
Our study highlights a developmental trajectory where early parental mediation methods—ranging
from gradual smartphone introduction to explicit location tracking—continue to influence young
adults’ safety practices. This documented trajectory aligns with prior research in the domain of
adolescent online safety [2, 22, 38], which emphasizes the importance of parental mediation to
ensure children’s safety online. However, our findings extend this body of work by demonstrating
how early monitoring fosters a “safety culture” that persists into adulthood, albeit sometimes
reluctantly. As such, early parental mediation shapes digital safety practices that persist and evolve
beyond the parent-child relationship, extending into broader social contexts in adulthood. For
instance, our participants frequently shared their locations with significant others and roommates
during their adulthood, adapting parental oversight practices to fit peer networks. In our discussion
we unpack this developmental trajectory into three themes, leading to broad suggestions for future
research and design of location-sharing technology
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5.1 Safety and Family Centric Technology
Although youth were not always comfortable with being tracked, they recognized the perceived
safety it offered. Many of our participants noted that during their childhood their parents had open,
transparent discussions about location-sharing, emphasizing its role in ensuring their safety. In
many instances location-sharing had served as an invisible safety line that they did not need to pay
a lot of active attention to. Prior research in the digital safety space [3, 22, 23, 38, 40] has shown
that open communication between parents and children is crucial in fostering children’s active
engagement in their own online safety practices. Our results further reinforce this, showing that
when parents address safety and privacy concerns collaboratively even during their childhood
or adolescence, youth are more likely to understand, accept, and participate in these measures
[23] even in adulthood. As such, we recommend that future researchers explore the design of
family-centric technologies that include collaborative decision-making tools, enabling parents and
youth to negotiate and openly discuss safety settings in real time, to emphasize a more balanced and
participatory approach to safety management. Current systems often assume static relationships
and use cases, but our findings highlight the need for designs that adapt to users’ evolving roles
and relationships. Future researchers should explore adaptive privacy settings, allowing users to
customize sharing parameters based on the context, such as transitioning from familial to peer-
based safety networks. Such tool would address our finding that some participants thought the
parental location-sharing was invasive at their current adult stage in life, but could not find a more
coarse grained way to continue sharing, and instead either left the fine-graned location-sharing on,
or turned it off all-together.

5.2 Adaptive Location-Sharing Mechanisms
Additionally, our study found that parents introduced smartphones gradually during their childhood,
often with the explicit goal of keeping track of them as they grew more independent. This aligns
with the “caring dataveillance”, a term proposed by Sukk and Siibak in 2021 [37], which described
a way in which parents ensure safety and build digital literacy in their children. While these
strategies might have provided parents with peace of mind, children sometimes also perceived such
technological monitoring as an invasion of privacy, similarly to other research [3, 4, 22, 38, 39],
which explains why some of our participants reported lying or finding workarounds to evade
parental tracking. Such behaviors, in turn, can increase parental anxiety and potentially lead
to unintended negative consequences for children. This aligns with prior research by Czeskis
et al. [17] who examined parent-teen value tensions surrounding mobile safety technologies,
emphasizing values of privacy, safety, trust and maturation. The study, which was conducted in
2010 before continuous location-sharing was widely available (and arguably accepted), probed
into different kinds of information and different types of situations, asking dyads of teens and
parents about sharing preferences. They found that both parents and teens preferred cooperative
monitoring models where teens are notified and retain some control over when and how their
information is shared, particularly distinguishing between emergency and non-emergency contexts.
Our findings echo the study’s emphasis on trust-based mediation but also reveal how these early
patterns of parental mediation influence longitudinal safety practices into emerging adulthood,
demonstrating that many participants continue voluntary location-sharing habits even after gaining
independence in college. However, while Czeskis et al. concentrated on parent-teen dyads, our
findings highlight how these early practices migrate into youth’s peer networks, suggesting that
safety norms established in adolescence reshape expectations for trust, transparency, and location
visibility among friends, roommates, and romantic partners later in life.
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As such, our study informs the design for adaptive location-sharing mechanisms that balance
autonomy and safety, echoing the location-sharing framework for families proposed by Kayal et al.
[25]. By incorporating hybrid models that combine manual check-ins and automated tracking, such
tools can support context-sensitive usage. For example, mechanisms that let individuals choose
when to share their location automatically and when to provide updates manually, depending on
their preferences or the situation, may accommodate changing needs as individuals transition
between childhood and adulthood or between families and peer networks.

5.3 Trust-Based Sharing
One of our key findings was that youth generally did not appreciate frequent parental check-ins via
calls or texts during childhood, which often led to confrontations. By adulthood, youth resisted such
invasive interactions. This highlights the importance of parents adopting less intrusive methods to
ensure their children’s safety while respecting their independence. The participants did in fact find
the automated location-sharing they had used as teens to be less intrusive, well-knowing that their
whereabouts would be of constant observation to their parents, if they checked. Yet, as long as it
was built on trust, expressed as fewer explicit calls and texts to the theme of “where are you now?”,
they were less frustrated. Relatedly, research on adolescent online safety has shown that teens
prefer safety mechanisms that offer autonomy and personal privacy [15, 35]. As such, trust-based
interaction is important and incorporating non-intrusive reminders or prompts could facilitate
trust-based interactions [17, 25]. Therefore, we recommend that future research focus on designing
parental mediation technologies that align with these preferences, incorporating customizable
features that balance parental oversight with youth privacy and agency, fostering both safety and
independence. Location-sharing should be based on trust and not the other way around: building
of trust with teen children through location-tracking, as some parents had practiced.

5.4 Limitations and Future Research
We conducted an in-depth retrospective interview study with a relatively small sample of emerging
adults in the U.S. who currently share their location with others via their smartphones. A strength
of this approach was our ability to deeply engage with their experiences of location-sharing
services from the inception of becoming smartphone users to their transition into adulthood. Our
study however presented several limitations, some related to generalizability: While we aimed
to find a wide set of participants to include, our sample of college students all had a higher
socioeconomic status and our findings may not be generalizable to all emerging adults, particularly
those who come from different geographic locations, cultural contexts, socioeconomic backgrounds,
or education levels, as these factors can have a strong influence on individual’s technology adoption
and usage behaviors. Our participants were all college students, a demographic with a likely higher
socioeconomic status (SES) and education level than non-college bound emerging adults. These
factors may have influenced their location-sharing technology usage, which were not explicitly
addressed in our study design. Future research should include a more diverse participant pool,
stratified by SES, education, and geography, for broader representation [27].

Further, excluding emerging adults who did not currently share their location with others might
have constrained our findings. Additionally, the reliance on a small convenience sample limits the
ability to draw broad conclusions, underscoring the need for larger-scale studies to better capture
diverse behaviors and perspectives.

Therefore, future studies could for example take a longitudinal approach to tracking cohorts of
youth across different life stages to understand these transitions at a larger scale, as well as study
the contextual factors that may contribute to some adults choosing to not share their location
with others, as studying non-use is as important as use. We also encourage future researchers to
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explore the design of location-sharing tools that adapt to life transitions, offering features that
accommodate changing privacy preferences. These designs should address the specific needs of
diverse populations and consider disparities in SES and education levels. Additionally, research on
non-users and partial adopters of location-sharing technologies would provide valuable insights to
promote inclusivity and equity in design.

6 Conclusion
In this study we explored the use and past use of continuous location-sharing among young adult
college students and their sharing trajectory from adolescence; we took a retrospective approach
and asked now-college aged adults to look back at how they initially were provided with a mobile
phone, how they used it as teenagers living at home, and how they transitioned out of their home,
to live independently.

Revisiting our research questions, we start by addressing RQ1: What motivations and arguments
were youths given by their parents, when they were first given smartphones? Majorly, youths were
given smartphones to facilitate coordination with their parents, for entertainment and for the
broadly defined notion of safety. This is in accordance with previous research and we simply
reiterate this reasoning that serves as a foundation for our RQ2: How did early parental mediation
influence youth’s location sharing practices during their transition from childhood to adulthood? To
this end, we documented how early parental mediation affected uses in adulthood: Youth who had
their locations tracked by parents were more likely to continue sharing their location with parents
in college, while those whose parents relied on manual check-ins were less likely to continue
sharing Youth who continued sharing their locations with parents in college also shared with
other close relations such as roommates and significant others, motivated by safety purposes. As
such, our research makes a novel contribution to the broader HCI community by shedding light
on the developmental trajectory of location-sharing practices, an underexplored facet of parental
mediation in digital technology use.

More broadly, our study illustrates the delicate balance between safety and privacy in parental
oversight of smartphone use and location sharing from childhood to adulthood. As youth transition
to more independent stages of life, we observed the benefits of parents’ early involvement and
guidance in their smartphone adoption. Early parental involvement in location sharing influenced
youth’s habits, with those whose parents monitored their location in childhood continuing to share
their location with significant others or roommates in adulthood. However, there remains a need for
broader adoption of such technology by parents, in which youth perceiving it as less intrusive. We
encourage designers to prioritize non-invasive safety solutions that encourage trust and autonomy
while maintaining security. By empowering both parents and youth through thoughtful location
sharing technology, families can better navigate the complexities of understanding and negotiating
safety in today’s world.
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