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Parental activities seeking online parenting
support: Is there a digital skill divide?

Arminda SUAREZ1, Maria Jose RODRIGO2, Mercedes MUNETON3

Abstract

This study examined the existence of a digital skill divide in Internet use for
parenting purposes, exploring whether child-rearing content searched, parental
skills on search practices, criteria used in the evaluation of content and satisfaction
with the results are modulated by socio-demographic factors and level of Internet
experience. Participants were 234 Spanish parents recruited through notices in
day care centers, schools and parents’ associations, who reported on these issues
through an online survey. Results showed that parents were very active in sear-
ching for information on child-rearing issues. However, a digital skill divide can
be seen mainly by parental education, gender and age on the content searched and
perceived skills for going online. Parental age and education also shaped technical
abilities such as searching practices, criteria for evaluating websites (level of
confidence and relevance), and satisfaction with search results. In turn, level of
experience in Internet use played a more restrictive role confined to searching
practices and satisfaction with the results. The present findings may inform
initiatives of Internet literacy training applied differentially to help fathers and
mothers with low education and Internet experience levels to access higher quality,
reliable educational content. They also may provide guidelines for those who
develop websites for parents.
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parenting.
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Introduction

A growing body of research on parental online activities has shown that, above
and beyond the everyday tasks that could be performed online, parents use the
Internet as an important source of information to support their parenting role and
to better promote their children’s development (see for reviews, Dworkin, Connell,
& Doty, 2013; Myers-Walls & Dworkin, 2015; Nieuwboer, Fukkink & Hermanns,
2013; Plantin & Daneback, 2009). The use of the Internet for parenting purposes
allows parents to obtain information and counseling from experts, but also to
exchange experiences with other parents and create virtual communities around
certain child-rearing topics (Drentea & Moren-Cross, 2005; Madge & O’Connor,
2006; McDaniel, Coyne & Holmes, 2011).

Web-based parenting support, whether endorsing a public health approach or
are targeted to indicated or selective groups, seems to compare favorably well
with face-to-face methods of delivery (Ebata & Dennis, 2011). On-line support
provides a sense of empowerment, purpose, and control that leads parents to
become more active in constructing their own parenting role (Amichai-Ham-
burger, 2008). Parents who go online are autonomous in seeking for information,
allowing personal control over contents and rate of learning. The support can be
received immediately at any time, anonymously without embarrassment and
tailored to their particular needs (LaMendola & Krysik, 2008). On this regard, the
Council of Europe’s Recommendation 19/2006 (Council of Europe, 2006) on the
Policy to Support Positive Parenting has identified online support as one psycho-
educational resource that could prove very helpful in promoting positive parenting
in Europe. The aim of positive parenting work is to promote positive relationships
between parents and their children based on the exercise of parental responsibility,
thus granting children and adolescents rights within their families and optimizing
their potential development and well-being (Rodrigo, 2010; Rodrigo, Almeida, &
Reichle, 2015). Overall, Internet penetration levels are much higher among house-
holds with children in Europe than without children (Eurobarometer, 2008) as it
is the case in the United States of America (National Telecommunications and
Information Administration, 2011). A Google survey showed that new and expec-
ting parents perform 2.7 times the number of online searches as non-parents
(Rost, Johnsmeyer, & Mooney, 2014). This is good news, since digital inequalities
among parents may have negative implications for families, limiting the access to
online support from the early parenting stage. However, in spite of the increased
opportunities for online support for parents, little is known about how parents are
able to take advantage of what is on offer. And yet, what parents actually do with
technology is just as important as having access to it. Several authors refer to
differences in Web proficiency as a “new” or “second” digital divide, to diffe-
rentiate it from the “first” digital divide that refers to Internet access (Attewell,
2001; Hargittai, 2002; Van Dijk, 2003), The present study explores the existence
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of a digital skill divide in Internet use for parenting purposes, examining the
extent to which socio-demographic variables and level of Internet experience
modulate the parental proficiency in using the Internet. These two sources of
influences may not be related to each other, revealing a more detailed view of the
respective influences shaping parental online activities.

Impact of socio-demographic variables

Researchers have considered the association of several socio-demographic
variables, including parental age, gender, education and socio-economic status,
with online activities,. Previous studies point out that parents make use of pa-
renting support in transitional periods, especially the first pregnancy and infant-
periods (Daneback & Plantin, 2008; Nieuwboer, Fukkink, & Hermanns, 2013;
Plantin & Daneback, 2009). Other studies have noted the tendency of young
adults to rely on quick superficial information found on search engines such as
Google compared to older adults who tend to conduct more in-depth online
searches (Nicholas, Rowlands, Clark, & Williams, 2011). With respect to parental
gender, women have been found to search more for health information than men
(Stern, Cotten, & Drentea, 2011). Parental engagement in online exchanges was
higher for mothers than for fathers, probably because most websites only focus on
pregnancy/childbirth and early childhood development and as such are more akin
to mothers’ interests (Fletcher & St. George, 2011; Hall & Irvine, 2008; Madge &
O’Connor, 2006; Nieuwboer et al., 2013). In turn, highly-educated parents were
more active than low-educated parents in searching for educational issues on the
Internet (Dworkin et al., 2013; Radey & Randolph, 2009; Rothbaum, Martland &
Jannsen, 2008; Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). Parents with a higher socioeconomic
status (SES) are more skillful in looking for relevant information, more able to
identify which online information is relevant and trustworthy, and more likely to
reject unreliable sources than low SES parents (Rothbaum et al., 2008).

Impact of experience in Internet use

Although the Internet is already established as a communication tool in our
lives, it requires an appropriate social and technological environment to take full
advantage of its possibilities (Hargittai, 2011; Jung, 2008). Therefore, parents
who are more experienced in getting help online and communicating very freq-
uently and for longer periods could be more capable in using the Internet effi-
ciently for parenting purposes. Parents who reported feeling comfortable with
technology tended to use the Internet frequently and that would help them to
profit more from the online activities (Walker, Dworkin, & Connell, 2011). In a
recent study, comfort with technology has emerged as a more salient predictor of
frequency of information-seeking activities and frequency of parents’ online social
activities than SES and age (Doty et al., 2012). However, direct evidence showing
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how experience and familiarity with daily Internet use shape the parents’ online
activities is still lacking.

Aims of the present study

The present study aims to examine the parental proficiency in using the Internet
for parenting purposes, addressing the following aspects: the child-rearing content
parents are searching for, how skillful they feel in conducting these searches, the
criteria used in evaluating the validity of content accessed on the Web, and the
extent to which they are satisfied with the results obtained. Researches has
emphasized that the content and amount of parental online activities can constitute
a source of inequalities among families by either facilitating or limiting the
parenting information available (Doty, Dworkin, & Connell, 2012; Hargittai,
2010; Martin & Robinson, 2007; Warschauer, 2008). However, less is known
about the sources of inequalities among families with weak parenting skills related
to conducting Internet searches or with poor criteria to evaluate the validity of the
information accessed. Some parents are not skillful enough in using the Internet
to reject unreliable information, since they are unaware that it could be biased or
misleading, while other parents are reluctant to trust what they find on the Web
(Rothbaum et al., 2008). Parents may also differ in their confidence in a source or
their satisfaction with the result of their searches (Baker, Devitt, Lynch, Green,
Byrne & Kiely, 2012; Bernhardt & Felter, 2004; Carter, 2007; Hand, Mc Dowell,
Glynn, Rowley & Mortell, 2013).

The main aim of the study was to identify factors indicating the existence of a
digital skill divide in parental proficiency. Thus, parents’ age, gender, educational
level and economic status as well as their level of Internet experience were
expected to have an influence on parental proficiency in the use of the Internet for
parenting purposes. Moreover, we would expect that the socioeconomic back-
ground would play a role in the content accessed and perceived skills for going
online. For instance, level of education influences parents’ knowledge, beliefs,
values, and goals about childrearing that influence parental behaviors, which in
turn may guide the online activities (Rochette & Bernie, 2014). In turn, level of
experience in the Internet may play a role in technical aspects such as searching
practices, validating criteria and satisfaction with the results.

The study may also contribute to knowing more about online parenting acti-
vities in a broader international context, involving countries such as Spain. Accor-
ding to the Instituto Nacional de Estadística (“National Institute of Statistics”) the
use of the Internet in Spanish homes in 2014 was 74.4%, similar to other central
and southern European countries (INE, 2014). There is also a growing body of
online resources promoting positive parenting in Spain. For instance, the website
http://educarenpositivo.es offers information and interactive learning materials,
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providing parents with a space for reflection on how to improve their parenting
skills (Torres, Suárez, Álvarez, Padilla, Rodríguez & Rodrigo, 2014). However,
the Spanish family has been characterized by strong bonds of affection and a
supportive role in caring for young members (Delgado, Meil & Zamora López,
2008). Therefore, the weakening of close support networks that has served as an
impetus for parents to go online for information and support (Plantin & Daneback,
2009) could be less pronounced in Spain, potentially making this country an
interesting showcase for exploring this issue. In sum, the results of this study
could be used to identify the parents’ conditions associated with more active
searching for child-rearing issues and perceived skill as well as to avoid the
parental access to unbiased and trustworthy online information regarding child
development and education, health and family life.

Methods

Participants and Recruitment

This research was approved by the Ethical Committee of University of La
Laguna (Spain). Participants were 234 Spanish parents (67.5% mothers and 32.5%
fathers). Each mother or father was from a different family, to avoid possible
interference while responding to the survey. Participants were aged from 25 to 62
years old and they were placed into three age groups: 25-38 years old, M = 35.03,
SD = 2.92 (35.9%), 39-45 years old, M = 41.53, SD = 1.81 (39.7%), and 46-62
years old, M = 48.53, SD = 3.45 (24.4%). Three educational levels were defined:
low (24.4%, Primary and Secondary Education), middle (43.1%, High school,
Vocational Training, Diploma programs) and high (32.5%, University degree,
Master, Ph.D.). We used employment status and professional level as proxies for
economic status. Two types of employment status were used: employed (73.9%)
and unemployed (26.1%); and three professional levels (Spanish Instituto Na-
cional de Estadística, 2011): low (21%, unskilled workers, agricultural workers,
service workers and elementary occupations), middle (51.6%, accounting, em-
ployees of administrations, teachers and professional technical support) and high
(26.2%, scientists, managers and business people). The three age ranges esta-
blished for participants’ children were: early childhood from 0 to 5 years old
(21.4%), middle childhood from 6 to 12 years old (52.1%) and adolescence from
13 to 18 years old (26.5%). Of the children, 51.7% were girls and 48.3% were
boys. Parents provided age and gender information for each of their children.
Finally, with regard to Internet experience, parents were placed in three groups:
low (28.2%), middle (30.8%) and high (41%) (See next Section).

Parents were recruited through notices in day care centers, schools and parents’
associations. Those interested in participating contacted us by email and were



41

informed on the existence, among other Web resources, of the Spanish positive
parenting website educarenpositivo.es and were advised to visit it. Upon final
acceptance, participants received the link to the survey by email and were asked
to complete it using online survey software (Surveymonkey).

Survey Measures

The survey included 31 forced-choice questions in a check-list format, de-
signed to gather data regarding parental proficiency in using the Internet. Ques-
tions were designed for this study, with the exception of those on search practices,
evaluation criteria and satisfaction that were adapted from the study carried out in
the USA by Rothbaum, Martland & Jannsen (2008) with 120 parents to facilitate
comparability with this previous study.

a) Socio-demographic data (7 items): parental gender and age, educational
level, employment status, professional level, gender and age of children.

b) Internet experience (3 items): How many years ago did you start using
the Internet? (scale of 1-5): (1) Less than 1 year ago; (2) 1-2 years ago; (3)
3-4 years ago; (4) 5 years ago; (5) 5-10 years ago. How often do you go
online? (scale of 1-5): (1) At least once a month; (2) Once or twice a month;
(3) Three or four times a month; (4) Once or twice a week; (5) Three or four
times a week or more. How long do you spend online each time? (scale of
1-5): (1) Less than 30 minutes; (2) 30-60 minutes; (3) from 1 to 2 hours; (4)
More than 2 hours; (5) Most of the day. Overall mean rating was calculated
for the Internet experience measure. The sample was divided into three
groups with means calculated for each third: low (M = 2.87, SD = .29),
medium (M = 3.5, SD = 0.20) and high level (M = 4.2, SD = 0.10) of
experience with the Internet.

c) Content sought about child-rearing issues (7 items): play activities,
child development, family leisure, behavioral problems, educational tips,
school information, family health), scored 0-1 in all the questions (parti-
cipants were requested to indicate all applicable answers throughout the
survey).

d) Parental Internet skills (2 items): A comparison with the child was made
to facilitate the parents’ self-evaluation: a) who is more skillful searching
on the Internet, you or your child, and b) who derives more personal benefit
from searching on the Internet, you or your child, scored 0-1 in both
questions.

e) Search practices (6 items). Refer to how participants seek information
online: a) the parents’ preferred search engine (Google, Yahoo, Bling); b)
why it is preferred (find relevant information with it, use it by default); c)
result of a search (I can hardly find relevant information, find information
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quickly, I am getting bored and leave); d) features of the ideal search engine
(the ease of searching, search speed and the amount of information retri-
eved); e) sources of frustration when searching (irrelevance of the search
results, the time that has to be spent on it, and the fact that too much
information is retrieved); and f) how they learn about new websites (find it
by browsing, links from other websites, friends, colleagues, relatives, and
publications in digital newspapers), scored 0-1 in all the questions.

f) Evaluation criteria (3 items): Refer to the means by which participants
judge the quality and credibility of the sites they visit: a) participants’ level
of confidence in websites (the response scale ranged from not confident at
all (1) to very confident (5); b) criteria for the trustworthiness of the
information contained: (I value the organization that placed the information,
I value the professional expertise, I value my familiarity with the contents,
I value information coinciding with my own view); and c) reasons for the
usefulness of the information (relevance per se, practical use, answer my
questions), scored 0-1 in the last two questions.

g) Satisfaction (3 items): Refers to how pleased or frustrated participants are
with the results of their searches: a) satisfaction with search results (ranging
from not satisfied (1) to fully satisfied (5)), b) satisfaction with usefulness
of results (ranging from not useful at all (1) to very useful (5), and c)
satisfaction with language adequacy of content (use of colloquial, technical
or vulgar language), scored 0-1 in the last question.

Data analyses

For each question, chi-square analyses were conducted with parental age,
gender, level of education, employment status and professional level, and age and
gender of the child as socio-demographic variables and the level of Internet
experience. We used the corrected typified residuals (r

z
) to further explore the

statistically significant differences in the contingency tables (Haberman, 1973).
This procedure allowed us to identify the particular cells in which the z scores
were greater than +1.96 or less than -1.96. A positive z score means that the cell
frequency is greater than would be expected by chance, whereas a negative score
means that the cell frequency is lower than expected. One-way ANOVAS were
used when necessary. The statistic R2 was used as an indicator of effect size (ES),
which is considered negligible when R2 < .01, small when R2 > .01 and R2< .09,
medium when R2 > .09 and R2 < .25, and large when R2 > .25 (Cohen, 1988).
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Results

Socio-demographic variables were not significantly related to level of Internet
experience with the exception of parental age (χ2 = 15.20, p < .01). Younger
parents were overrepresented in the low level of Internet experience and underre-
presented in the high level of Internet experience, and the reverse was true for
older parents (who reported more years of Internet use, more frequent use and
longer periods for each connection). Therefore, we reported separately results
with socio-demographic measures (Table 1 and Table 2) and results with level of
Internet experience (Table 3).

Influence of socio-demographic variables

Parental education, parental gender and age had an influence on the main
aspects of parental proficiency surveyed. Concerning online educational activities,
results show that 63.2% of participants sought information about the children’s
school, 43.6% searched for child-rearing tips, 36.8% conducted searches related
to family leisure, 32.1% looked for information on child development, 31.2%
searched for family health information, 30.3% searched for play activities, and
23.9% sought information about children’s behavioral problems. Table 1 presents
results on the parental activity broken down by parents’ gender and educational
level. Mothers searched more for information about child development, children’s
behavioral problems and child-rearing tips than fathers, and they looked for a
greater amount of child-rearing activities than fathers, with medium ES (R2 = .15).
Parents in the middle educational level searched more for play activities than
parents with high or low educational levels. Also, parents with a high educational
level searched more for information about child development, family leisure
activities and child behavioral problems than parents with a low and middle
educational level. No significant results were found for school information and
family health, indicating that both topics were very popular for all sample.

With regard to how skillful parents are with respect to their children, results
showed that 18.7% of parents reported that their children browsed the Web more
skillfully than they do. Parental gender (χ2 = 12.15, p < .001) modulated these
perceptions. In particular, mothers thought their children browse the Web more
easily than they did (r

z
 = 8.5), whereas this opinion was seldom typical of fathers

(r
z
 = -8.5). The majority of parents reported being benefited more from the use of

the Internet than their children (54.4%). However, parental gender (χ2 = 5.9, p <
.05) and educational level (χ2 = 8.55, p < .05) modulated this perception. Fathers
reported that they benefited more from Internet use than their children (r

z
 = 7.5),

whereas mothers seldom held this opinion (r
z
 = -7.5). Parents with a high educatio-

nal level thought that they benefited more from the Internet than their children (r
z

= 8.4), than parents with a middle (r
z
 = -3.8) or low educational level (r

z
 = -4.7).
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Table 1. Web Searches for Child-rearing Issues, by Parental Gender and Educational
Level.

Note: *p   .05; **p   01.

When asked about search engine preferences, 100% of parents surveyed an-
swered that they prefer Google. Young parents used Google more as a default
search engine, whereas older parents used Google more because they say it finds
relevant information (Table 2). With respect to the result of a search, 56.5% said
they find information quickly, 42.3% said they can hardly find relevant infor-
mation, and 1.2% get bored and leave. With respect to the ideal features of a
search engine, 70.7% of parents valued the ease of searching, 20% the search
speed and 9.3% the amount of information retrieved. The most frustrating aspects
of searching were related to the irrelevance of the search results (58%), the time
that has to be spent on it (26.3%), and the fact that too much information is
retrieved (15.7%).

When asked about how they find new websites, participants indicated that they
find them by browsing (28.4%), via links from other websites (22%), friends
(21.6%), colleagues (10.1%), relatives (9.2%), and publications in digital news-
papers (8.7%). Mothers found new websites by browsing, whereas fathers used
links from other websites (Table 2). Also, young parents found a new website



Gender    Educational level    

Mother  Father    High  Middle  Low   

Play activities  % χ2(1)  31  28.9  0.104   23.7   39.6  22.8   7.22* 

  Typified 
residuals 

0.3  ‐0.3     2.6    ‐0.8  ‐1.9   

Child   % χ
2
(1)  36.7  22.4  4.84*    42.1    30.7  21.1   6.77* 

development  Typified 
residuals 

   2.2  ‐2.2      2.3   ‐0.4  ‐2.0   

Family leisure  % χ
2
(1)  35.4  39.5  0.359   47.4   35.6  24.6   7.38* 

  Typified 
residuals 

‐0.6  0.6     2.3    ‐0.2  ‐2.2   

Behavioral   % χ
2
(1)  29.1  13.2  7.17**  30.3  18.8  24.6  4.14* 

problems  Typified 
residuals 

2.7  ‐2.7    1.9  ‐1.9  0.1   

Tips  % χ
2
(1)  49.4  31.6  6.60**  42.1  39.6  52.6  2.61 

  Typified 
residuals 

  2.6   ‐2.6    ‐0.3  ‐1.1  1.6   

School   % χ
2
(1)  42.7  20.5  1.00  14.5  26.5  22.2  1.34 

information  Typified 
residuals 

0.0  0.0    ‐0.6  .0‐5  1.1   

Family health  % χ
2
(1)  22.6  8.5  1.24  6.4  13.7  11.1  0.96 

  Typified 
residuals 

1.1  ‐1.1    ‐0.9  0.1  0.7   

Amount of 
activities 

M (SD) 
F(232) 

2.84 
(1.54) 

2.36 
(1.37) 

5.32**  3.05 
(1.46) 

2.9 
(1.38) 

2.7 
(1.26) 

0.86 
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through friends and in digital newspaper whereas older parents found websites by
browsing and from other websites. Finally, parents in the low and middle edu-
cation groups found new websites through friends, whereas highly-educated
parents found them through advertising in digital newspapers.

When asked about how they evaluated the trustworthiness of websites the
overall confidence level was above the mean (M = 3.86, SD = .60). Results are
presented in Table 2. Parental age modulated the level of confidence, which
increased with age, with large ES (R2 = .28). For 61.1% of parents the trust-
worthiness of the sites depended on the organization that is placing the information
on the Web, 18.2% used as a criterion their own familiarity with the topic, 16.2%
looked at the professional expertise of the site’s authors, and 4.5% relied on the
degree to which the information coincides with their own views.

When asked why they would consider information as reliable, 64.8% said they
consider information to be reliable when it answers their questions, 15.3% said
because it is practical, and 10.2% said because it is relevant per se. Parents with
a high educational level stated more often that they consider information to be
reliable because it is relevant, whereas parents with a low and middle educational
level reported that the information is considered to be reliable when it answers
their questions.

Satisfaction significantly increased with the parents’ age, with medium ES (R2

= .21), with younger parents being less satisfied than older parents (Table 2).
Parental educational level moderated satisfaction with the usefulness of the infor-
mation they find on the Internet, with medium ES (R2 = .19), with perception of
usefulness lowered in parents with a high educational level with respect to those
with low educational level. With respect to the language of the contents, 82.5% of
parents found the language of the contents colloquial and easy to understand, 17%
found it technical and 0.5% found it vulgar.

Influence of Level of Experience in Internet Use

Level of experience influenced on searching practices and satisfaction with the
results (Table 3). When was asked why Google was their search engine of choice,
parents with low-level experience reported that it was by default, whereas high-
level experienced parents reported that it was because it provided relevant infor-
mation, with medium ES (R2 = .23). Also, parents with low-level experience
reported that they found a new website through friends and digital newspapers,
whereas parents with middle-level and high-level experience found websites by
other websites and by browsing, with high ES (R2 = .40). Finally, satisfaction with
the results significantly increased with the level of Internet experience, with
medium ES (R2 = .15), with less experienced parents being less satisfied than
middle (p<.01) and highly experienced parents (p< .001), with a small ES (R2 =
.06).

REALITIES IN A KALEIDOSCOPE
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Table 3. Search Practices and Search Results by Level of Internet Experience.

Note: **p   01; ***p   .001; Typified residuals (rz)

Discussion

The present study examined how parents use the Internet to get help with their
parenting task by addressing several aspects: child-rearing contents explored,
search practices, evaluation criteria, and satisfaction with search results, as well
as associated socio-demographic factors and level of experience in Internet use.
Overall, parents with children at every age group actively searched for a wide
variety of topics primarily including health and college planning (Rost et al.,
2014), and also topics related to child-rearing tips, family leisure, normative child
development, play activities and child behavioral problems (Bernhardt & Felter,
2004). However, results showed a wide skill divide in our sample (Attewell,
2001; Hargittai, 2002; Van Dijk, 2003). Nearly half of our sample (42%) declared
that they can hardly find relevant information when searching on the Internet and
1.2% get bored and leave, suggesting that there is a great need for learning more
efficient methods of searching and validating information. The differences were
more salient by parental educational level than by employment status and pro-
fessional level, whereas other studies showed an overall impact of parental SES
on Internet use and proficiency (e.g., Dworkin et al., 2013; Rothbaum et al.,
2008). In our study, more highly educated parents, as compared to middle and low
educated parents, searched more for information about different child-rearing
topics, use advertising in digital newspapers to find new websites and considered
themselves to be more experienced in using the Internet and felt that they accrue
more benefits from Internet use than their children. More highly educated parents
seem to follow knowledge-based criteria in the evaluation of websites, whereas
less educated parents followed pragmatic-based criteria. Thus, highly-educate

    Level of Internet Experience  X
2
 /F(232) 

    Low  Middle  High   

Search Practices           

Google by default  % (rz)  18.7(1.9)  24.7(0.7)  28(‐1.8)   

 Information relevant  % (rz)  4.9 (‐1.3)  8.2(‐0.7)  15.4(1.9)  13.43** 

Find website by browsing  % (rz)  3.7(‐3.1)  9.6(1.9)  15.1(2.2)   

Find from other websites  % (rz)  2.8(‐2.7)  9.2(1.9)  10.1(2.7)   

Find through friends  % (rz)  8.3(1.9)  4.6(‐1.5)  8.7(‐0.2)   

Find by digital newspaper  % (rz)  4.6(2.5)  3.2(0.7)  0.9(‐2.9)  36.33*** 

Search Results           

Satisfaction  M(SD)  3.02(1.0)  3.48(0.86)  3.55(0.74)  7.24*** 

Usefulness  M(SD)  3.70(0.78)  3.98(0.59)  3.83(0.64)  2.79 
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parents considered the relevance of the information per se and not because it
answers their questions and they reported being more critical about the usefulness
of the information.

Our results show that parental gender is another factor to consider when
analyzing the digital skill divide. Mother as compared to fathers felt more skillful
and experienced and thought that they obtain fewer benefits from the Internet
than their children. Mothers found new pages by browsing whereas fathers found
a new websites using links from other pages. However, from a practical standpoint,
mothers were more active in searching for educational information and, in general,
they searched the Internet for more types of educational topics (Doty et al., 2012;
Sarkadi & Bremberg, 2005; Stern et al., 2011). In fact, most of the parents posting
on parenting discussion boards are mothers (Brady & Guerin, 2010; Madge &
O’Connor, 2006). In a previous study about the parents’ regulation of their child’s
Internet use, parents reported that it is the mother who decided most often what
the children are to see on the Internet, suggesting that the mother is still considered
as being more responsible for child-rearing matters in this new socialization area
(Álvarez, Torres, Rodríguez, Padilla, & Rodrigo, 2013). However, it could be the
case that fathers are not totally disengaged from the parenting task but rather are
more interested in the technological aspects of the support and assist mothers in
that regard (Hart, Bober, & Pine, 2008). More research is needed to ascertain the
specific role played by fathers in looking for online educational support and the
best ways to motivate them.

Parental and child age, two variables that are related, also contribute to the
digital skill divide. Older parents reported using Google more because it helps
them find significant and relevant information, as compared to younger parents
who consider it as the default as they live in the Google era (Nicholas et al.,
2011). Likewise, young parents reported relying on friends in exchanging useful
information and using digital newspapers more than older parents. Confidence in
the quality of the information obtained and satisfaction with the results increased
with age, suggesting that older parents were more willing to accept the results of
a search. The age differences in parental proficiency may reflect the digital
generation gap that provides different social and technological contexts to each
generation (Radey & Randolph, 2009; Walter, Dworkin, & Connell, 2011). As in
previous studies (e.g., Baker et al., 2012; Hand et al., 2013), overall parents’
confidence in a source mainly depended on the organization that is placing the
information on the Web, with more subjective appraisals of the information (e.g.,
their own familiarity with the topic) relegated to second place.

Level of experience played a more limited role in shaping parental proficiency
in Internet use. It is not related to the content sought, perceived skills or the
criteria to evaluate webpages, but mainly to the searching practices and the
satisfaction with the results. Therefore, in our sample the appropriate exposure to
a technological environment did not guarantee that parents would become more
active in seeking for online support, as was obtained in previous studies (Walker
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et al., 2011; Doty et al., 2012). Moreover, highly experienced parents did not feel
more skillful navigating the Internet or report improved quality of the contents
searched. These aspects seem to be more dependent on the general educational
background acquired during their academic years and the gender role assumed as
fathers and mothers.

There are some limitations to consider in this study. Although parents were
recruited through notices in day care centers, schools and parents’ associations, it
is difficult to know if they were already online as they had to email the researchers
to sign up for the study or became motivated to go online as they were invited to
visit our website “educarenpositivo.es” upon acceptance. More generalizable
results would have been obtained by better representing low-educated and low-
income populations of vulnerable families. Finally, the study was cross-sectional
and therefore causality could not be determined.

In sum, as expected parental education, gender and age played a relevant role
in the content accessed and parents’ perceived skills for going online. However,
parental age and education also shaped technical abilities such as searching
practices (also gender), criteria for evaluating websites (level of confidence and
relevance), and satisfaction with search results. In turn, level of experience in
Internet use only shaped technical aspects such as searching practices and sa-
tisfaction with the results. These findings suggest that complex processes accom-
pany differences in parental proficiency, leading to some guidelines to improve
parental Internet skills that are described in the next section.

Conclusions

There are many ways in which information and communication technologies
can impact positively on family life. Using the Internet as a tool to assist parenting
is one that has remained relatively understudied. This is especially true for Spain
since this is the first study performed on this matter, following the initiative of the
Council of Europe that recommends the use of Internet to support positive pa-
renting. Spain is a country with strong supportive role of the extensive family on
child-rearing issues, which may have diminished the impetus of parents for going
online to seek parenting support. Our results show that this is not the case since
parents in our sample were very active in seeking for parenting support. However,
there is a wide digital skill divide in terms of parental proficiency in Internet use.
Empowering tools and opportunities are available for parents once they are
connected to the Internet. But it is important that parents as individuals may have
the technical and personal capacities to take advantage of these opportunities.
Among these technical capacities is the ability to conduct more effective searches,
find better-quality sites and evaluate more properly the searching results. In turn,
parents’ perceived skills and personal confidence in their technical abilities should
also increase accordingly.

REALITIES IN A KALEIDOSCOPE
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As expected, parents with a low educational level are at a greater risk of not
finding valuable online support. Therefore, they are losing out on opportunities to
learn more positive child-rearing practices and overcome their odds of having
children with poorer behavioral and educational outcomes (Davis-Kean, 2005;
Dearing et al., 2001; Nagin et al., 2001). Hence, more training efforts should be
made in online parenting programs to help these parents improve their technical
and personal capacities to access higher quality, reliable educational content.
Parental experience in Internet use also helps, since more experienced parents
were more able to manage some technical skills. Concerning gender, mothers in
general are very interested in searching for information on child-rearing issues
but are at a greater risk of feeling less technically prepared to do it better. Fathers
are in precisely the opposite situation, as they feel more experienced and more
confident in technical matters but are less active in searching for educational
content. This finding reveals the subtle introduction of a gender bias into this
seemingly socially unbiased medium. It also corroborates the idea that the required
shift in gender, knowledge, and power hierarchies is not automatically achieved
by the introduction of new media tools and technologies (McQuillan & Neill,
2009). Accordingly, a differential training effort should be undertaken when
helping mothers and fathers to use the Internet more productively as an educational
support.

In addition, website designers and online service providers must be aware that
new family-related content should be included if they want to attract a wider
audience of parents. Reproductive and health-related topics, mainly targeting new
mothers, have been over represented on the Internet, probably because they are in
more demand (Bouche & Migeot, 2008; Nieuwboer et al., 2013; Plantin et al.,
2009). However, new topics also merit a wider presence – covering, for instance,
how fatherhood impacts child development, how to select good schools, how to
promote online family-school communication, how to strike a work-life balance,
how to select family leisure activities that will contribute positively to child
development, how to successfully incorporate the Internet into family life, among
others. This inclusion would increase the chances that both mothers and fathers
will be incorporated into the mainstream of consumers of educational content on
the Internet. We are aware that more research is needed on how the Internet can be
used as a tool to assist parents. Future research should investigate the quality of
web resources and the extent to which using these resources is effective in
supporting positive parenting, even in vulnerable families. Nevertheless, the
present findings are relevant in that they place an emphasis on promoting parental
proficiency in the use of online parenting resources, informing initiatives of
Internet literacy training applied differentially for fathers and mothers with low
education and low Internet experience levels and helping to improve the edu-
cational resources for parents on the Internet.
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