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Smartphones and Their Effects on Family Cohesion 
 

Elizabeth Carman, Raegan Zetterlund, & Jake Mollman 
 
The increasing prevalence of technologies has led to much research 
assessing the effects technologies have on the family. This study specifically 
examines the effects of smartphones on family cohesion and communication 
by conducting semi-structured interviews. The findings reveal a tension 
between utopian and dystopian effects of smartphones. Although 
smartphones amplify familial cohesion by facilitating interactions and 
assisting in problem-solving among family members, these devices also 
negatively affect cohesion through distraction, individualization, and 
annoyance.  
 

obile media technologies are more prevalent and pervasive 
than ever before. According to a Common Sense Media (2013) 

study, the number of children using mobile media has nearly doubled 
in recent years, and the average amount of time children spend using 
mobile technologies has tripled. However, children are not the only 
age group using media devices. Smith (2013) found that 56 percent 
of U.S. adults own a smartphone, marking the first time a study has 
indicated that a majority of the U.S. adult population owns a 
smartphone (Smith, 2013).  

With such a prevalence and pervasiveness of media, 
researchers have begun looking at the effects these technologies have 
on families. While research has found that digital media can enhance 
relationship maintenance and reinforce shared familial interests 
(Clark, 2011; Devitt & Roker, 2009; Hertlein, 2012; Linke, 2012; 
Mesch, 2006; Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 2010), research 
has also found that it can blur familial boundaries and increase 
conflict (Berkowsky, 2013; Hertlein, 2012; Mesch, 2006; Morrison 
& Krugman, 2001; Stevenson, 2011; Squire & Dikkers, 2012).  

This piece explores the impact of technologies on family 
cohesion. In what follows, we review the literature concerning the 
effects of technology on family cohesion. Next, we discuss a study 
which was conducted using semi-structured interviews. We then 
provide and discuss the results of this study. Ultimately, we establish 
that smartphones have the ability to produce both positive and 
negative effects on family cohesion, based on the ways users utilize 
the functions of smartphones. 
 
 
Elizabeth Carman, Raegan Zetterlund, and Jake Mollman are undergraduate 
students at Central College. This paper was selected as the top 
undergraduate paper at the 2014 Iowa Communication Association annual 
conference and is printed here as part of that honor. Correspondence should 
be sent to the first author at carmane1@central.edu. 
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Utopian Effects 
 
Previous research about the role of technology in family 
communication has argued that technologies can have positive effects 
on both family cohesion and communication (Clark, 2011; Devitt & 
Roker, 2009; Hertlein, 2012; Linke, 2012; Mesch, 2006; Morrison & 
Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 2010). In particular, previous research 
suggested that technology improves familial cohesion by enhancing 
relationship maintenance and reinforcing shared familial interests. 
 
Enhancing Relationship Maintenance   
 
Many researchers found that technology increases cohesion and 
improves communication by enhancing the maintenance of family 
relationships (Clark, 2011; Devitt & Roker, 2009; Hertlein, 2012; 
Linke, 2012; Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 2010). In general, 
relationship maintenance occurs when two or more people negotiate 
and maintain their relationships to preserve their connectedness and 
commitment to one another. Researchers found that different forms 
of technology, such as the Internet or mobile phones, serve as tools 
for family members to maintain relationships with each other and 
negotiate daily interactions (Clark, 2011; Devitt & Roker, 2009; 
Hertlein, 2012; Linke, 2012; Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 
2010). This relationship maintenance can occur both outside and 
inside the household context. 

Because family members do not always have the 
opportunity to be physically present with one another, technology 
allows families to stay connected with one another outside of the 
household. In particular, several researchers found that parents and 
their children typically use mobile phones to make plans and 
arrangements (Devitt & Roker, 2009; Hertlein, 2012; Linke, 2012). 
Devitt and Roker (2009) found that the ability to quickly negotiate 
plans was one of the main benefits of mobile phone use for their 
participants. In addition to the use of technology for making 
arrangements, Linke (2012) found that technology is used to share 
one’s life with others.  

Families can also use technology to enhance their 
relationship maintenance in the household. In particular, researchers 
found that technology often facilitates social interactions (Clark, 
2011; Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 2010), enhancing the 
relationship maintenance of family members by allowing them to 
connect on a personal and frequent basis (Pigeron, 2010). 
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Reinforcing Shared Familial Interests 
 
Several researchers found that technology benefits families by 
reinforcing shared familial interests (Clark, 2011; Morrison & 
Krugman, 2001; Pigeron, 2010). For instance, Pigeron (2010) argued 
that media, particularly television, provides families with a platform 
to discover and ultimately reinforce shared familial interests. 
Morrison and Krugman (2001) found that watching television 
provided the families in their study with topics to discuss. The 
discussions facilitated by television helped family members find 
commonalities with one another and learn more about the topic of 
discussion as well. Although people often use media as a learning 
tool, the families in Morrison and Krugman’s study shared 
information and knowledge with each other, which ultimately helped 
them connect and learn from one another. 
 
 

Dystopian Effects 
 
Despite many of the positive effects technology has on familial 
cohesion, research has also shown that it leads to several harmful 
consequences (Berkowsky, 2013; Hertlein, 2012; Mesch, 2006; 
Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Stevenson, 2011; Squire & Dikkers, 
2012). The two categories of these disadvantages are the blurring of 
boundaries and increasing conflict. 
 
Blurring of Boundaries 
 
Researchers have found that the blurring of boundaries of different 
factors of life is one challenge associated with technology use 
(Berkowsky, 2013; Hertlein, 2012; Mesch, 2006; Morrison & 
Krugman, 2001; Stevenson, 2011; Squire & Dikkers, 2012). Hertlein 
(2012) found that the blurring of networks often causes conflict, 
arising from the differing priorities family members faced when 
being constantly connected to their multiple networks. Squire and 
Dikkers (2012, p. 447) use the term multiplicity of place to describe 
people having the power to be in multiple places at one time with the 
assistance of digital media. Mesch (2006) found that families with 
higher amounts of technology consumption also had lower amounts 
of interaction in their household.  

However, perhaps the most insightful research conducted 
thus far on technology conflict in and outside of the household was 
done by Berkowsky (2013). In his research investigating data from 
the Work-Life and Technology Use Survey, Berkowsky mentioned 
that media technologies have a spillover effect that affects people’s 
home and work lives. This spillover theory is defined by Berkowsky 
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through the boundary theory, which “refers to the notion that 
individuals divide their perceived reality into a series of domains or 
roles” (p. 520). Spillover from various roles or domains can impede 
upon and influence the currently occupied role due to a blurred 
boundary. Berkowsky found that the frequency of engaging in media 
technology activities was associated with negative spillover in both 
the home-to-work settings and work-to-home settings, suggesting 
that media technologies impede familial cohesion by allowing 
spillover to occur from various domains into the home. 

 
Increasing Conflict 
 
These blurred boundaries can cause various degrees of conflict in the 
household. For example, Stevenson (2011) noted the parental control 
issues that arise due to technology. The questions of when, where, 
and how technology should be used in the household often cause 
conflict between parents and children. Likewise, Mesch (2006) 
discussed the use of technology for social purposes in relation to the 
conflict caused by such use, finding that more frequent use of 
technologies led to lower family cohesion.  

 
 

Critique 
 
This literature provides valuable insight into how various modes of 
technology affect the family. However, there are limitations of the 
existing research. One limitation is the concern of self-report. 
Because participants may have the desire to give researchers the 
answers they want to hear, results may be inaccurate. Further, the 
sensitive nature of these studies may lead to self-report inaccuracies. 
Some people may not want to admit to strangers what their family’s 
flaws are and what triggers conflict in their families. Also, as is the 
case with Pigeron’s (2010) study, the presence of researchers may 
cause participants to act differently.  

A second limitation is that several of these studies occurred 
five or more years ago (see for example Devitt & Rocker, 2009; 
Kayany & Yelsma, 2000; Mesch, 2006; Morrison & Krugman, 
2001). While this may not seem like very long ago in the broad 
spectrum of research, it is relatively old for this subject matter. 
Technology is constantly changing. This could mean that some of 
these results are inaccurate due to how technology is now used and 
the new technology that has been created. 

Due to these weaknesses, there is ample material for future 
research. Hertlein (2012) suggests that future research should 
investigate the differences in how rules and boundaries are negotiated 
in new media types. This would help make research more current. 
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Hertlein (2012) also suggests future research should address how 
young people’s use of technology affects the relational quality and 
intimacy between family members as well as what media is best 
suited to enhance the family. A better understanding of how these 
rules are created, maintained, and how they affect the family could be 
beneficial.  

After critiquing the literature and exploring the research that 
is needed to gain insight on technology’s effect on familial cohesion, 
the present study analyzes interviews conducted with college students 
to examine their use of smartphones in the household.  

 
 

Methodology 
 
A series of semi-structured, individual interviews about the effects of 
participants’ smartphones on their families’ cohesion were conducted 
for the present study. We had two requirements for our 
participants: (a) they must have a smartphone and (b) they must 
spend time with their families on a regular basis. Our participants 
were found based on previous interpersonal relationships and those 
two requirements. Ultimately, six people were interviewed for this 
study. Our participants consisted of three females and three males, all 
of whom were students at a small, Midwestern, Liberal Arts College. 
All participants were 18 to 22 years of age, Caucasian, and of a 
middle-class socioeconomic standing.  

Each author conducted two individual interviews lasting for 
approximately 10 to 15 minutes. These interviews were recorded 
with the participants’ permission. Next, we each transcribed two 
interviews which we did not personally conduct in order to obtain 
first-hand experience with a majority of the participants’ interviews. 
Through open coding, we analyzed the interviews to explore 
common themes found in the participants’ responses. Lastly, we 
followed with focus coding by finding specific examples of themes in 
the data.  
 
 

Results and Discussion 
 
We found two primary effects of smartphones on family cohesion in 
the household. While smartphones amplified familial cohesion by 
facilitating interactions and assisting in problem-solving among 
family members, we also found that these devices negatively affected 
cohesion through distraction, individualization, and annoyance.  
 
 
 



238 Carman, Zetterlund, & Mollman              Iowa Journal of Communication 
 
Amplification of Cohesion 
 
In support of previous literature examining the effects of technology 
on family cohesion, our results indicate that smartphones amplify 
family cohesion in the household through two functions. These 
functions are the facilitation of family interactions and problem-
solving. 
 

Facilitation of family interactions. Although a majority 
of our participants said they use smartphones to interact with friends 
outside of their households, many mentioned they use their phones to 
interact with family members inside their households as well. This 
facilitation of interactions occurred in a variety of ways. Nate 
(pseudonyms are used for participants to ensure anonymity) 
described how his family utilizes the group message function of 
iPhones, which allows users to interact with multiple people at one 
time. He said his family shares interesting or funny information with 
each other through an ongoing group message. As Nate said, “that’s 
kinda like a bond that we have.” Because he and his family members 
choose to use the group message function of their smartphones, Nate 
interacts with his family more inside of his household, even if the 
messages he discusses with his family members are not sent when 
they are together. In this way, Nate’s smartphone provides a catalyst 
for interactions inside his household, no matter when or where the 
messages are sent. He indicated:  

Yeah, and we’ll, and if we have like a little inside joke 
within the family, we’ll all, like, one of us will say it and all 
three of them look at it at once, and we’ll all laugh about it 
later, and ‘oh do you remember what I said in this message’ 
or whatever, and we’ll be like, ‘oh yeah, that’s pretty 
funny.’ 
This participant went on to say that his family texts each 

other even when they are all in the same household. When asked if he 
thought texting his family members rather than conversing with them 
face-to-face has hindered his family’s cohesion, Nate said, “I don’t 
think it’s affected us at all.” 

Other participants indicated that smartphones have 
facilitated conversations in their households as well, thus improving 
their cohesion with family members. According to Paige, 

Like my dad will say stuff like, ‘oh well I got a Snapchat 
from you the other day showing a picture of what you were 
doing at college. What were you doing?’ It kind of creates a 
basis for conversation as opposed to getting in the way of 
conversation. … Yeah, or we’ll talk about things we saw, 
like ‘oh my phone did this really cool update and look what 
it can do,’ and then we’ll have a conversation about how 
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cool it is or about some picture that I found on Twitter or a 
picture that Carissa saw on Facebook. 
The interaction-facilitating function of smartphones 

supports previous research conducted by Clark (2011), Morrison and 
Krugman (2001), and Pigeron (2010). Just as Pigeron (2010) found 
that media, such as computers and television, served as a “catalyst” 
(p. 18) for family time and bonded family members in her study, we 
found that smartphones provide similar functions for families by 
facilitating conversations and ultimately uniting family members. 

 
Problem-solving. Although previous literature suggested 

that technology may cause conflict in the household (Kayany & 
Yelsma, 2000; Mesch, 2006; Morrison & Krugman, 2001; 
Stevenson, 2011), we found that technology can actually solve 
conflicts and various other problems among family members. One 
participant, Bruton, said one of the benefits of having a smartphone is 
the “plenty of helpful tools” it has and the “plethora of apps you can 
use it for.” Because of the diverse and large amounts of information 
available on these devices, several participants said they often look 
up information to solve problems. As Ellen stated, “sometimes 
they’re good for solving arguments when you can look something 
up.” While this participant maintained that smartphones can solve 
conflicts between members, she and other participants stated that 
they also use their phones to solve other types of problems. Several 
participants mentioned the usefulness of the smartphones’ GPS 
capabilities when on family outings. For example, Brooke said she 
uses her smartphones’ GPS capabilities with her family when 
“looking up where food places are or getting directions to places.” By 
actively using their phones’ features to solve problems in the familial 
context, our participants took full advantage of these devices, which 
resulted in better family cohesion and communication. While these 
participants’ smartphones did not always directly solve familial 
conflicts, they did solve general problems among their families as a 
whole, thus easing the tension among family members and allowing 
their trips to run more smoothly. 

Our participants noted that smartphones not only allowed 
them to solve problems outside of their households but also clarified 
issues inside their households. John indicated: 

I wanna say that we use the smartphone for smart reasons. If 
we don’t understand something that we just watched in a 
movie or some fact that we wanna double-check or 
something like that, it’s just click, click, click, and then 
you’re there. 
Although not understanding a scene in a movie does not 

appear to be a significant problem, this participant found that the 
“freedom of information” on his phone amplified his familial 
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cohesion, even by solving trivial problems. This problem-solving 
function of technology was not present in the literature we studied. 
However, this may be explained by the nature of smartphones. As 
several participants voiced, smartphones are convenient and can 
provide information on many subjects. This differentiates 
smartphones from other forms of media and mobile devices. More 
research is needed to explore the problem-solving capabilities of 
smartphones in the future, particularly in relation to its effects on 
family cohesion and communication.   

 
Negative Side Effects 
 
Results from our series of interviews also indicated that there are 
several negative side effects as a result of smartphone use in the 
familial context. While it was expected that there would be 
disadvantages to smartphone use, we originally believed that they 
would be slightly more substantial than these findings indicate. These 
hindrances were of a minor scale and can be broken down into three 
sub-categories, including areas of distraction, individualization, and 
annoyance. 
 

Distraction. Most respondents indicated that smartphones 
are not the cause of any major conflicts within their families. 
However, participants did point to the increased availability of 
distractions as a detriment to their families’ cohesion. Several 
interviewees indicated that family gatherings, such as meals, were 
instances when these distractions became problematic. It was 
commonly felt among respondents that formal dinners are times 
when it is important to be present in conversations, and while 
smartphones allow members of the dinner party to be physically 
present, they hinder them from being present in family conversations. 
One participant, Bruton, explained: 

[With] a wider range of opportunity to communicate with 
more people, that also means with that opportunity, you are 
spending more time communicating with a wider range of 
people, so when you’re trying to almost make those other 
people happy by communicating with them, you are taking 
away from the time you spend with your family in person.  
Participants also identified taking their cues of whether or 

not it would be harmful to be on their phones based on what the 
people they were with were doing. Our interviewees deemed it more 
socially acceptable to be on their phones if those they were with were 
on their phones as well. However, several participants also said they 
turn to their phones when they are “bored” or feeling “ignored.” It 
was even found that the constant ringing and availability to be 
connected with those outside of their families served as a distraction 
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in conversations. Several of our interviewees also identified that this 
increase in distraction can cause tension among them and their 
parents because the smartphone is a distraction that previous 
generations did not have. Overall, the majority of our participants 
said that the distractions that smartphones caused in their households 
were ultimately harmful to their families’ cohesion and 
communication. 

 
Individualization. The second negative effect of 

smartphones our participants voiced was an increased sense of 
individualization. For example, Nate stated that he purposefully 
monitors himself during dinners, as his family often focuses on their 
phones rather than conversing with each other. Even though he did 
not view smartphones as a problem overall, he did say smartphones 
become problematic when family members use their phones instead 
of conversing with each other, illustrating that people are responsible 
for some of this individualization. Bruton expressed similar 
sentiments: 

I think we might have even have had people over and we 
were eating dinner with them, and ya know. Like they come 
over to see people and to interact with people, and ya know. 
So when a certain member of the family is just like not 
engaging or whatever; it’s not even like purposefully not 
answering a question or listening at all. They’re basically 
just choosing not to engage in a group conversation.  
When asked about how he felt smartphones affected familial 

cohesion, Bruton stated he did not feel like it exactly made familial 
cohesion worse. According to this participant, a smartphone “kind of 
individualizes the members of the family a little bit, instead of kinda 
that cohesive effect that a family ideally has.” Due to this 
individualization, Bruton felt that his family became less cohesive 
after getting smartphones. While other participants may not have 
specifically mentioned that individualization was a negative side 
effect of smartphones, it should be noted that many of the distractions 
identified in other interviews were called distractions due to the fact 
that individuals were not participating in a group function but were 
instead alienating themselves from group interaction. 

 
Annoyance. While it was believed that smartphones would 

be a cause of conflict of varying degrees, our results found something 
quite different. Over the course of these interviews, conflict was not 
necessarily identified as a large problem but was instead more of an 
issue of annoyance. Several participants stated that family members, 
especially parents, did not enter into conflict with them due to their 
phones but instead became annoyed. Many family members used 
tactics such as sarcasm to convey their annoyance. When asked if she 
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was ever told to put her phone down, Paige explained that her parents 
“just kinda rolled their eyes” and “jokingly” tell her to put her phone 
away. 

This annoyance can be attributed to watching family 
members succumb to distractions repeatedly and to a lack of 
participation in group activities. For example, Nate stated:  

Yeah, I mean, it could just be that my dad has a short fuse, 
but when that kinda stuff happens, when he is having a 
conversation with us and we aren’t responding, he’ll get into 
kind of a mini argument about it.  

Annoyance is also felt when members are communicating with 
people outside of their family while with their family. One 
participant, John, stated that his parents would get annoyed with him 
because they felt that because he had seen his friends at school all 
semester, he should be able to put his phone down to spend time with 
his family. This annoyance, when not appropriately monitored, does 
have the potential to erupt into a major conflict, even though 
participants did not experience these conflicts themselves. 

While it is true that there were several negative effects 
associated with smartphones and familial cohesion, it was not to the 
degree that we had expected.  Overall, these findings did coincide 
with the literature finding that technology can blur various 
boundaries (Berkowsky, 2013; Hertlein, 2012; Mesch, 2006; 
Morrison & Krugman, 2001; Squire & Dikkers, 2012; Stevenson, 
2011). Similarly, a possible intergenerational conflict was hinted at 
but was never clearly identified (Kayany & Yelsma, 2000; Mesch, 
2006; Morrison & Krugman, 2001). However, contrary to the 
literature, we did not find increased parental control issues. 

 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
As with all research, there are limitations to this study. One of the 
first limitations has to do with the collection of participants. 
Although there was diversity in the split between male and female 
participants, all participants were in the age range of 18 to 22, were 
white, and were from similar economic standings (this assumption is 
made due to the fact that all participants attend a private college). 
This lack of diversity could potentially leave out many different 
perspectives that could strengthen the research. Also, interviews were 
only conducted with six participants. It is possible that this small 
sample could have severely limited the amount and range of 
responses within this study. Future research should aim to capture 
more diverse perspectives through differences in race, ethnicity, age, 
and economic status as well as more perspectives in general. This 
could provide a stronger basis for findings. 
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A second limitation is the brevity of several interviews. 
Even though the interviews conducted were semi-structured, many 
did not last much longer than ten minutes. This could be due to the 
way questions were phrased or seemed somewhat repetitive or 
redundant. It may be more beneficial to expand or change the format 
of the interview. Also, as with all qualitative research, this research 
cannot be generalized to a larger population. Future research could 
explore more quantitative measures, such as a survey, or perhaps 
different qualitative studies, such as an ethnographic study.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The results from this research help piece together the impact that 
smartphones have on the family. While this puzzle is in no way 
complete, we are now able to have a little more insight into how 
young adults feel they are affected by their smartphone usage. 
Although there was no distinctive conclusion as to whether 
smartphones increase or decrease familial cohesion, this research 
poses an interesting idea. Smartphones may actually be more 
beneficial than harmful due to their ability to facilitate family 
interactions and solve problems. Also, conflict may not be the 
greatest negative side-effect of smartphone use, but rather annoyance 
based on how well users balance their personal smartphone use. We 
argue that one of the main determining factors in the effects of 
smartphone use on family cohesion is not the device itself, but rather 
the ways in which the user chooses to utilize the device. This 
research places responsibility for the effects of smartphones on 
familial cohesion in the hands of users rather than the device itself. 
These findings provide a solid basis for future research. With further 
research that utilizes more diverse methods with more participants, 
one can gain further insight on the effects of technology on familial 
cohesion and communication. 
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Frey, L. R., & Palmer, D. L. (Eds.). (2014). Teaching  

communication activism: Communication education for 
social justice. New York: Hampton Press, 539 pp., 
$125.00. ISBN: 978-1612891354 

 
I invite you to take a moment to consider what the courses you teach 
might look like if the central focus were to encourage students to 
utilize their communication knowledge and resources (theories, 
methodologies, pedagogies, or other practices) in partnership with 
local and global communities to intervene into and reconstruct unjust 
discourses in more just ways. How might you structure your courses 
to confront the ever-growing social injustices present in your local 
community or beyond? By extension, how might your students carry 
this awareness outside of the walls of your class and into the world to 
build a world in which they wish to live? It is exactly these questions 
that the editors, Lawrence R. Frey and David L. Palmer, and the 
contributing authors seek to ask and answer in Teaching 
Communication Activism: Communication Education for Social 
Justice.  

Although social justice themes and interventions have long 
been infused across higher education curriculums, Frey and Palmer 
discovered a substantial thematic gap in pedagogical practices that 
directly teach students how to intervene with local communities as 
well as with activist groups and organizations. By seeking to 
contribute to conversations about social justice education, the authors 
within this text not only address this need but also advance a unique 
form of pedagogy—communication activism pedagogy (CAP)—an 
outgrowth of communication activism for social justice research, 
further extending the work of critical (communication) pedagogy. At 
its core, as Frey (2009) contends, CAP is built from the following 
premises associated with cultivating a “social justice sensibility”: a 
commitment to analyzing the role communication plays in producing 
and reproducing injustices; an examination of what and whose 
interests are privileged in one’s research and teaching, foregrounding 
ethical concerns; the adoption of an activist orientation wherein one 
works to directly intervene and change unjust discourses; and, 
finally, promoting social justice as an act of solidarity, not charity. 

With a foreword by Peter McLaren, the book is divided into 
four sections: (a) Understanding Communication Activism 
Pedagogy; (b) Infusing Activism into Communication Classes; (c) 
Promoting Communication Activism through Service-Learning; and 
(d) Extending the Teaching of Communication Activism. In the 
book’s introduction, Frey and Palmer take readers on a tour of CAP’s 


