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Figure 1: Parental control apps (PCAs) set parents and children against each other—like a "spear and shield"—over children’s
smartphone use. Analyzing 734 Google Family Link reviews from South Korea, we show how PCAs reshape this relationship:
(Left) children find ways to bypass supervision, while (Right) parents defend it—each carrying the conflict into the app’s review
space.

Abstract
Parents use parental control applications (PCAs) to manage their
children’s smartphone use—setting screen time limits and monitor-
ing device activity. However, as parents and children bring different
needs to these tools, the tensions they raise for the parent–child
relationship have only recently come into focus. Analyzing 734 re-
views ofGoogle Family Link, a popular PCA, written by both sides in
South Korea, we examined how PCAs reshape parent–child dynam-
ics. We found that PCAs affect parent–child relations—undermining
trust, constraining agency, and resolving conflict away from direct
conversation. Moreover, our findings reveal a developmental con-
cern: a PCA that offers no space for negotiation can leave children
in a passive role, accustoming them to a supervised relationship in
which they feel they have little say. We propose design directions
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that support negotiation at each stage of app use—entry, ongoing
use, and end—bringing both parents and children into the same
space to make decisions together.
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1 Introduction
Smartphones have become an integral part of children’s daily lives.
Mobile device use offers clear benefits, such as maintaining safety
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through parental contact and supporting learning at school. How-
ever, it also brings commonly reported challenges, including expo-
sure to harmful content and the risk of addictive use [15]. These
concerns have made children’s smartphone use a pressing issue for
families trying to find a healthy balance in everyday mobile life
[7]. In response to these concerns, parental control applications
(PCAs) such as Google Family Link andMobile Fence have seen wide-
spread adoption, offering parents tools to monitor and regulate their
children’s mobile device use [5, 12]. These apps typically provide
features such as screen time limits, location tracking, and content
filtering. However, these tools are largely shaped by parental goals
and priorities. Because a PCA sits between parent and child, a single
design choice reaches both sides at once, reshaping how the two
relate. This raises a question. RQ: How does a PCA reshape the
relationship between parent and child?

A growing body of HCI research has examined PCAs from mul-
tiple angles, analyzing how children experience surveillance [4, 13]
and proposing design approaches that incorporate both parents’
and children’s perspectives [1, 18]. These studies offer valuable
insight into how PCAs are experienced separately by each side.
However, how that experience affects the parent–child relationship
remains less explored. These relational effects matter most for the
child, who is still developing the capacity to manage their own
use [16]. Moreover, while this work acknowledges that cultural
context shapes how parental control is understood and practiced,
other cultural contexts—such as South Korea, where smartphone
use is deeply tied to academic and family life [9, 10]—remain less
examined.

Motivated by this gap, our study explores this relationship by
examining real-world user experiences. Specifically, we analyze
South Korean Google play store reviews of Google Family Link, a
widely used PCA. South Korea offers a particularly relevant context
for this inquiry, as children’s mobile use is deeply embedded in
everyday routines. Our contribution is to read these reviews as
traces of how the app works on both sides, rather than studying
parents and children separately [4, 13].

Our analysis identifies three recurring tensions between par-
ents and children: mistrust arising from inconsistent screen time
logs across devices, constrained agency in ending supervision, and
conflict also carried into the app’s review space. Drawing on these
findings, we raise a developmental concern about how children
learn to manage their own device use: an app that leaves no room
for negotiation gives them little chance to practice self-regulation,
and may instead teach them to work around the rules rather than
voice disagreement.

Based on our study, we propose design directions that support
dialogue, negotiation, and mutual understanding about appropriate
mobile use between parents and children.

2 Related Work
As children’s mobile device use has grown, a range of issues sur-
rounding that use—what to permit or restrict, what content children
watch, and how much time they spend—has become a pressing con-
cern within families. As a result, families must continually work
out how mobile devices are used at home, and how they navigate
this process has become a growing area of inquiry in HCI research.

Hiniker et al. [7] documented how families construct shared rules
around mobile device use. These rules ranged from banning specific
apps to restricting use in certain contexts, such as at dinner; notably,
rules constraining what children do were more easily followed
than those constraining when or where devices are used. Such
findings indicate that children’s smartphone engagement is shaped
not only by the device itself but also by the norms and expectations
of the family around it. Extending this view, Sun et al. [17] show
that centering parent–child tension as an analytical frame surfaces
design considerations that feature-centered approaches tend to
miss. These works suggest that mobile device use in families is
fundamentally relational, defined as much by the relationships and
roles within the family as by what the technology does.

As children’s technology use has become a central concern in
parenting, PCAs such as Google Family Link and Mobile Fence have
grown increasingly prevalent in response to needs within families.
PCAs are mobile applications that allow parents to monitor and
restrict their children’s online activities through features such as
location tracking, screen time limits, and app access controls. As a
means of safeguarding children, they have become a widely used
part of everyday parenting. As their adoption has spread, PCAs
have attracted growing attention in HCI, with researchers exam-
ining how these tools are perceived within family contexts [1, 13].
More broadly, child–computer interaction research treats children
as stakeholders and design partners [3, 6]. Ghosh et al. [4] analyzed
reviews written by children themselves, surfacing the friction be-
tween safety enforcement and the experience of being surveilled.
Building on this, Wang et al. [18] incorporated both parent and
child app reviews, proposing a three-axis approach—spanning gran-
ularity, transparency, and parent–child communication support—to
guide PCA design, and showing that children often perceive these
apps as punishment rather than protection. These studies offer
valuable insight into how PCAs are received by different family
members, though some aspects remain open to further inquiry.
While Ghosh et al. center children’s experience, how that expe-
rience relates to parental intent has received less attention; the
friction between the two sides surfaces in the literature but has not
been a central focus. Both studies also acknowledge that cultural
context shapes how parental control is understood and practiced.
This gap motivated us to examine PCAs across more varied cultural
contexts.

In this regard, our study focuses on South Korea, where the ten-
sion between parental control and children’s autonomy around
mobile use is especially pronounced and culturally rooted. In South
Korea, smartphone use is pervasive and tightly bound to a competi-
tive academic culture in which parents and teachers see phone use
as eroding study time. National concern has grown enough that
the country recently banned phones in school classrooms, with
government surveys reporting that 43% of those aged 10–19 are
over-reliant on their devices [11]. Yet such control does not work as
parents intend. Drawing on the Korean Children and Youth Panel
Survey, Lee et al. [10] found that parental psychological control
was associated with higher mobile phone dependency and poorer
self-regulated learning, exposing a gap between parents’ intentions
and children’s lived experience—one that appears in everyday fam-
ily practice but remains underexplored in HCI. Ko and Park [9]
examine how Korean caregivers manage children’s smartphone use
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at home. Through interviews with fifteen caregivers, they found
that caregivers cyclically shifted between permitting and restricting
use to ease immediate parenting demands. However, this alterna-
tion provoked friction, as children resisted restrictions that felt
inconsistent and hard to anticipate.

Building on these works, we explore a need to understand not
how PCAs are experienced from each side separately, but how they
shape the relationship between the two. We therefore focus on the
tensions that arise as parents and children encounter the same app
with differing needs and expectations, drawing on Korean user data
to extend a discussion that still has many cultural contexts left to
explore.

3 Method
We try to understand how PCAs shape the relationship between
parents and children by listening to their experiences of using a
PCA. Specifically, we conduct a qualitative analysis of app review
data, drawing on the perspectives of both parents and children
within the same review space.

3.1 Data Collection
We collected the 1,000 most recent reviews of Google Family Link
[5] from the Korean Google Play Store, covering approximately six
months (November 30, 2025–June 8, 2026), using an open-source
scraping tool [14]. Each review included the date, author name, star
rating, and review text. Online reviews have been used effectively
to understand user opinions in PCA research [4, 18], reflecting
real-world voices from both parents and children within a single
data source. Google Family Link is a widely adopted PCA in South
Korea. This app connects a parent’s Google account to the child’s,
giving parents daily screen time limits, app-install approval, loca-
tion tracking, and activity reports. Supervision lasts as long as the
two accounts stay connected.

3.2 Data Analysis
Of the 1,000 collected reviews, 734 remained after excluding reviews
unrelated to the parent–child relationship (e.g., self-regulating one’s
own use for academic reasons) and those too brief to code reliably
(e.g., single-word reviews such as “wow”). We coded each review
along two dimensions. First, we tagged each reviewer as parent
or child. Following prior work [4], we drew on explicit linguistic
markers such as “my child” or “my mom”. We also drew on the
relational structure of PCAs: a review written from the position
of being monitored and restricted was tagged as child, and one
written from the position of managing others’ devices was tagged
as parent. Reviews whose author role could not be determined were
tagged as unspecified and excluded during filtering, leaving only
parent and child reviews for analysis. Second, we assigned a senti-
ment tag: positive (overall satisfaction or intent to keep using the
app), negative (dissatisfaction, abandonment, or sharing of bypass
methods, which we read as an indirect rejection of the app’s pur-
pose), or neutral (feature requests or usage questions). The first
and second authors independently coded all reviews, and a third
author reviewed and resolved disagreements through discussion.
Inter-rater reliability for user tagging was substantial with a Co-
hen’s kappa of 0.77. Because 43 reviews explicitly expressed they

inflated the stars to push bypass instructions higher, we treated
review content as the primary unit of analysis. Of the 734 reviews,
378 were tagged as child and 356 as parent. Negative sentiment
dominated (n = 529, 72%) and these negative reviews were far more
concentrated among children (345 of 378, 91%) than among parents
(184 of 356, 52%). After this coding, we took a bottom-up approach
to find recurring patterns across the reviews. From these, we con-
verged on three themes that most clearly captured how the app
shapes the parent–child relationship.

4 Findings
In this section, we describe our findings across three themes: (1)
how a technical logging error between parent and child devices
undermines trust in the relationship; (2) how the difficulty of ending
supervision constrains the agency of both parents and children;
and (3) how conflict over bypassing restrictions is negotiated away
from direct conversation, through the app’s review space. Hereafter,
we refer to each review as R#.

4.1 I Didn’t Use My Phone That Much: When
Logging Errors Undermine Parent–Child
Trust

In our analysis, we found that reviewers treat a technical error—
such as screen time being logged differently on the parent’s and the
child’s phones—not as a simple bug but as something that affects
the trust between parent and child. This happens because parents
often cannot directly watch how their child uses the phone, so they
rely on the app’s screen-time number to stay informed and guide
that use. Eventually, they treat that number as an objective record
of what the child did.

Specifically, this logging error was the most common error in
our data, appearing in 113 reviews. In these reviews, 24 came from
parents and 89 from children. Parents tend to believe the number
the app reports, even when it is wrong. Once the child’s screen
time reaches the set limit, they assume the child used the phone
for that entire time. The children’s reviews show the other side.
Six child reviewers explicitly wrote that they were misunderstood
or wrongly suspected, since they had not actually used the phone
that much. They also felt it unfair that the over-logged time cuts
into the screen time they are actually allowed. The other 83 mostly
wrote about their frustration with the error itself. A parent reviewer
related the discrepancy to repeated conflict: “[...] The time I see and
the time on my child’s phone are different. . . this app makes us fight
every single day.” (R649) As in this case, an inflated count left parents
doubting whether the child had really used less than the log showed.
From the other side, a child reviewer described the same mismatch
between their own device and the parent’s: “My screen time showed
up differently on my own device than on my parents’ phone, so we
had a lot of conflicts and I was often misunderstood.” (R359) Children
in this position describe having to prove that they used the phone
less than the log claimed, and feeling hurt that the parent does not
simply take their word for it.

Across both sides, parents and children point to the same gap—
between actual use and the logged time, and between the numbers
on their two devices. Because they share no record that both can
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trust, that gap can turn into a matter of trust: each side feels it
differently, and neither can close it alone.

4.2 How Can We Break Up with This App?:
When Supervision Constrains Both Parent
and Child Agency

Google Family Link is designed to support ongoing parental super-
vision. Because of this, installing the app does more than add a set
of controls—it places parent and child into a new supervisory rela-
tionship: parent monitors, child is monitored, and the app sustains
this relationship. In our analysis, we found that both parents and
children struggle to stop using the app, even when both of them
want to end supervision. Entering supervision is relatively easy,
but ending it is much harder. Some of this difficulty is intended,
since a control app that a child could uninstall at will would not
work. But its effect is that supervision cannot be ended on demand,
by either the parent or the child.

In our reviews, 83 reviews described difficulty with offboarding—
ending supervision and leaving the app. By contrast, only 3 review-
ers mentioned difficulty with onboarding—installing the app and
starting supervision. Of the 83 reviewers who reported offboarding
difficulty, 57 were parents and 26 were children. Both groups could
not end supervision when they wanted, but the two groups experi-
enced it in different ways. We found that the 57 parents expected
ending supervision to be their own decision, but could not do it
through the app. They reported that the only way to stop supervi-
sion was to delete the child’s Google account entirely—a step that
erases all of the child’s Google data, far beyond Google Family Link.
Some parents wrote that they had tried to end supervision more
than once but failed, for example when they felt their child was
now old enough. For the 26 children, this took a different form. As
these children grew older, they felt ready to manage the screen
time on their own. But they reported that the app gave them no
way to act on this. There was no feature to signal this growing
readiness or to begin self-managing step by step. They also had no
clear sense of when supervision would end. One parent captured
this loss of control: “It doesn’t feel like I’m managing my child. It
feels like this app is controlling both me and my child. I can’t even
delete it.” (R328) On the children’s side, reviewers complained that
supervision continued with no clear end, even though they felt old
enough to manage on their own. One high-school student reviewer
noted: “I’m in high school now. Why do I still have to use this? At this
rate, it’ll go on until I’m an adult.” (R192) A younger child reviewer
made the same complaint: “A fifth grader can manage themselves.
This is just obsession.” (R482)

Across both sides, parents and children point to the same diffi-
culty: the app makes it hard to end the supervision relationship,
even when both of them want to. Because neither side can end
supervision on their own, the difficulty of leaving the app appears
to narrow the agency of both the parent and the child—each in a
different way.

4.3 Here’s My Tip for Bypassing the
Restrictions: App Reviews as a Second Space
for Conflict

App review spaces are designed for users to evaluate an app and
share their experiences. We found that the Google Family Link re-
view space serves the opposite function: in these reviews, it becomes
a battleground between parent and child. In this space, children
try to break through the app’s controls, while parents try to main-
tain those controls. Prior work in Korea similarly reports children
pushing back against parental restrictions [9]. In principle, a child
could renegotiate the terms of supervision directly with a parent.
But instead, both sides carry the conflict into the review space.

In our reviews, 85 reviews mentioned ‘getting around the app’s
restrictions’—40 from children and 45 from parents. The two sides
used the space in opposite ways. The children typically shared
bypass methods or asked others to share the methods, while the
parents typically reported the bypassing to the developer and asked
for a patch. On the children’s side, the review space works as a
shared channel for defeating the controls. Specifically, children
post step-by-step bypass methods, and some give five-star ratings
to push those posts higher. One child shared a detailed method:
“First, keep one always-allowed app ready. [...] Then press the bottom
navigation bar, long-press the app you want, and split-screen opens.
[...] With two apps open, it thinks both are always-allowed, so the
timer doesn’t count down.” (R832) Another child made the rating
tactic explicit: “Does giving five stars make it show up higher? If not,
I’ll change it to one star. [...] Search for me in Family Link reviews — I
wrote a bypass method there.” (R668) On the parents’ side, the same
space works as defense. Specifically, we found that parents take
the problem to the developer to counter their children’s bypassing.
They report how their child is breaking through the controls and ask
for a patch. One parent wrote: “Kids are watching bypass tutorials
on YouTube and copying them exactly. Can’t you block this? Don’t
you manage this app? You need to update it to prevent this.” (R99)
Another parent first described how their child was getting around
the controls, then wrote to the developer: “It’s a spear-and-shield
situation between us, but please study it and block it.” (R364)

These reviews show that parents and children also bring this
conflict to the review space. Children use the space to share or seek
bypass methods, while parents use it to report those methods and
ask the developer for fixes. In this way, the review space may take
on a negotiation that could have happened within the family. At
the same time, some reviewers explicitly point out that the missing
piece is a direct conversation between parent and child. One child
wrote: “I wish there were a way for the parent and child to set the
screen-time limits together.” (R554) Another added: “If you’re going
to use this, it’s better to talk it over with the kids first.” (R598)

5 Discussion
Our findings show that PCAs reshape the parent–child relationship
by undermining trust, narrowing agency, and shifting some conflict
into the app’s review space. In the following section, we discuss
a developmental concern about how app-mediated supervision
shapes whether children can take part in negotiating their own
rules, and propose design directions toward negotiation-centered
PCAs that bring parents and children into direct dialogue.
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5.1 Learning to Negotiate: Developmental
Concerns of App-Mediated Supervision

A PCA manages the relationship between a parent and a child. Be-
cause the app sits between them, whatever the app does reaches
both sides at the same time, reshaping the relationship. But these
effects affect one side more: because the child is still growing up,
supervision is for them not just relational but developmental. Fami-
lies have long set rules around children’s mobile use—what children
may do, and when or where they may do it [7]. What is new is that
these rules are increasingly set and enforced through an app. In
this way, the PCA mediates parent and child, and so it shapes that
development too.

For a child, being managed through an app shapes how they
respond when they disagree with the rules. As managing the re-
lationship through an app becomes common, the child may take
it for granted and find it hard to voice their own view. Yet as we
found in Section 4.3, instead of speaking up, the child may learn to
get around the rules and avoid conflict. In this way, the app takes
on a developmental role: as this repeats, working around the rules
rather than voicing disagreement can settle into the child’s default
response.

In Section 4.2, we found that the app gives children no way to
start managing their own phone use, which can narrow their agency.
Aligning with this, prior work in the Korean context also points
out that agency is central to children’s mobile device use, and that
tension arises because parental control presses against it [10].When
supervision continues with no clear end, the child has little chance
to shape those rules, and little chance to practice negotiating limits
on their own phone use. Our review data cannot show how being
managed shapes a child over time; it shows only that children
work around rules. Still, we found reason for concern: if being
managed stays the default throughout development, children may
have little opportunity to learn to negotiate their own limits. Thus,
the influence of such technology deserves closer attention when
its users are developing children.

5.2 Design Implications Toward
Negotiation-Centered PCAs

Our findings show that the app reshapes the relationship between
a parent and a child, including how they handle conflict between
them. This conflict often surfaces in the review space. At the same
time, our reviewers themselves revealed a need for dialogue and
negotiation between parent and child (Section 4.3). To address this,
we propose design interventions that bring the parent and child
into direct negotiation at each stage of the user journey: (1) entry,
(2) ongoing use, and (3) end.

At entry, supervision could begin with a shared conversation,
as prior work has shown that parents and teens can manage mobile
oversight as equals [1]. The app could guide the parent and child to
set the first rules together, so that supervision starts from rules they
agreed on and a direct conversation becomes the starting point
for using the app. During use, the app could nudge parents and
children to renegotiate the rules at moments of friction, rather than
leave the child to find a bypass. Some platforms already support a
more active role for the child [2].At the end, the app could give the
child a way to show that supervision is no longer needed because

they have grown old enough to manage on their own (Section 4.2).
Then, the app could let the child signal this readiness and gradually
have more control. In this way, the child takes an active part in
negotiating when and how supervision ends [1], instead of simply
waiting for supervision to be switched off. This gives them room
to practice the agency they are still growing into [8].

Across all stages, these designs share one goal: to make the app
a place where conflict between a parent and child can become a
conversation. They would turn frictions like distrust, avoidance,
and bypassed negotiation into something the two can talk and
decide together. This points toward a design centered on negotia-
tion and agency, helping children manage their phone use on their
own, as prior work has suggested [18]. However, we acknowledge
that design alone cannot resolve these tensions. A signal of readi-
ness might be used strategically rather than sincerely, negotiation
features presuppose a parent who is willing to engage, and the
underlying imbalance of power between parent and child persists
regardless of the interface. Rather than resolving these dynamics,
our design directions aim to open a space for negotiation where the
current app leaves none. Future work could explore building such
features and studying them with families in everyday use, learning
how well they work in practice over time.

6 Limitations and Future Work
There are several limitations to consider in our study. First, our
findings were derived from a single data source, reviews on the
Google Play Store. Reviews are written by users in the wild, and
those who post reviews might be more likely to have faced a par-
ticularly negative experience, so the reviews may not reflect the
full landscape of PCA use. For instance, a review stating that ‘my
child found a way around the screen time limit’ may point not to
the absence of negotiation but to its failure; the child may have
first asked their parents for a discussion, been rejected, and turned
to evasion. In addition, because public reviews do not reveal the
author’s age, we inferred each author’s role from textual and contex-
tual cues, and some reviews may therefore have been misclassified
(e.g., a child pretending to be a parent). We therefore recommend
that future studies look more closely at this gap between outcome
and process, surfacing what actually happens between parents and
children behind the screen.

Second, the scope of our analysis is bounded; we examined a
single application, a limited number of reviews, and a single cultural
context. South Korea, where children’s smartphone use is especially
prevalent, offers an important setting for this research; still, the
cultural and relational meanings surrounding such use vary across
regions, so future work should additionally consider how our find-
ings apply to other cultural contexts. Extending future work across
multiple apps and cultural contexts would allow us to compare
the tensions we identified more broadly. Nevertheless, our study
offers a starting point for user-centered approaches to PCA design
that take children’s developmental needs into account—approaches
that support not only children’s healthy development but also a
sustainable, trust-based relationship between parents and children.
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7 Conclusion
In this paper, we examined how PCAs shape the relationship be-
tween parents and children. Through 734 Google Family Link re-
views written by both parents and children in South Korea, we
found that PCAs affect parents and children in distinct ways—
undermining trust, constraining agency, and redirecting conflict
away from direct conversation. Beyond these relational effects, our
findings reveal a developmental concern. Because children are still
growing up, a PCA with no space for negotiation can leave them
in a passive role—accustoming them to a supervised relationship
where they have little to say. Given these findings, we proposed
design directions that support negotiation at each stage of app use,
so that both parents and children can work through disagreements
together. Further research is needed to understand how such fea-
tures can bring parents and children into the same space through
direct dialogue. Extending this inquiry across broader cultural con-
texts would deepen understanding of how PCAs shape parent–child
relationship and influence children’s development.
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