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Stretching mothering: Gender, space and 
information communication technologies1 

Robyn Longhurst

Abstract

This research reports on interviews with 35 mothers in Hamilton, New Zealand, about 
their use of information communication technologies (ICTs) to develop and maintain 
emotional links with their children. It is informed by work on gender, communications, 
families, “stretched out communities” and transnationalism, which enabled me to 
think more deeply about this issue. Interviews revealed that the gendered spaces of 
mothering are now being stretched beyond the home. Cell phones, Skype (software 
application used to make voice and video calls), Facebook (social networking site) 
and email were among the most common ICTs mothers discussed as shaping their 
relationship with children, both those living at home and those who have left home. 
The research concludes, however, that this does not mean that the gendered discourses 
surrounding mothering are necessarily being radically reconfigured. Mothers continue 
to take a large share of the responsibility for running households and providing care 
for children.

Introduction

This research aims to find out how a group of 35 mothers in Hamilton, Aotearoa 
New Zealand, and their children of a variety of ages (infant through to adult) are 
developing and maintaining emotional and familial links using a range of information 
communication technologies, namely cell phones (used for mobile calling and texting), 
Skype (software program used for making voice and video calls), Facebook (social 
networking site) and email (electronic mail used for exchanging digital messages). 
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Continual changes in technology, such as enhanced bandwidth and smartphones that 
connect to the Internet, are increasingly facilitating ways of keeping in touch. I am 
interested to see how these ICTs might be prompting new gendered subjectivities and 
embodied performances for mothers in relation to their children. 

Elsewhere I have argued that I do not think there is a stable foundation, or essence, 
to being a mother, but that the practices and behaviors that surround mothering are 
discursively produced in a variety of spatial and temporal contexts (Longhurst, 2008). 
As Claire Madge and Henrietta O’Connor (2005:94) explain:

There is no preconstituted “body” on to which motherhood is inscribed; what it 
means to be a mother is constantly produced and reproduced through varying and 
competing discourses and practices from a variety of different people and places.

In addressing the issue of mothers using ICTs, I recognize that mothers use these 
technologies for a variety of purposes, not just for mothering. I also recognize that 
using ICTs is more important to some mothers than to others. For the purposes of 
this research, however, I am interested in how ICTs have become, in recent years, 
an integral part of mothering for many women. Given this, it is timely to address 
this topic.

As geographers and others have argued, the Internet is not a space that is separate 
or disconnected from the real world (Kitchin, 1998a, 1998b; see also Adams, 1997, 
2007; Bell, 2009; Bell and Kennedy, 2007; Crang, Crang and May, 1999). Identities 
of individuals, families, communities and even nations are mediated through ICTs 
(Madianou, 2005). Interactions in cyberspace affect interactions in real space and 
vice versa (Graham, 1998, 2004). It is not surprising, then, that people develop and 
maintain relational and emotional links through technological interfaces such as the 
Internet and cell phones. Martin Dodge and Rob Kitchin explain that cyberspace 
“allows us to explore who we are, as well as changing who we are; it provides new 
spaces in which communities can develop” (2001:52).2 “Real” space and cyberspace 
are both experienced through the body (Hardey, 2002; Shapiro, 2010). People 
conduct their personal, familial and emotional lives in a myriad of ways in a variety 
of spaces. Bodies and spaces—“real” and cyber—are entangled. This includes the 
bodies and spaces of mothers and children.

This article begins with a brief review of some of the recent scholarship that 
has informed this project. Second, I describe the methodological process used to 
carry out the research. Third, I address the various ways in which participants in 
this study are “stretching-out mothering” across suburbs, cities and countries and, 
in the process, potentially changing the ways in which families interact. Fourth, I 
conclude making some specific points about how mothering is being stretched in 
relation to gender.



123

Stretching mothering

Mothering and ICT

While there is not a lot of scholarship on the topic of mothering and ICTs, there 
are at least two projects that stand out as vitally important in this area. One is Clare 
Madge and Henrietta O’Connor’s project on Cyber-Parents, which they set up at the 
University of Leicester to “investigate how and why people use the Internet as a source 
of information about parenting” (Cyber-Parents Project, 2011). They argue that the 
Internet is changing the way people live their lives, and yet a neglected aspect of this 
change is how using the Internet is altering current parenting practices (Madge and 
O’Connor, 2002, 2005, 2006). Another project worthy of mention, although it focuses 
on children rather than on adults or parents, is Gill Valentine and Sarah Holloway’s 
study on British children’s use of ICTs. Valentine and Holloway address themes such 
as how children and adults negotiate the use of ICT at home and at school; how it is 
possible to rethink the home in urban geography; and processes of Americanization 
in British children’s use of the Internet (Valentine and Holloway, 2001a, 2001b, 2002; 
Holloway and Valentine 2001a, 2001b, 2001c). 

Other work that informed my project on mothers’ use of ICTs to develop and maintain 
emotional links with their children is Sun Sun Lim and Carol Soon’s (2010) study of how 
mothers in China and South Korea utilize ICTs to fulfil their maternal duties of managing 
homes and families. This is a useful example of an emerging literature on transnational 
mothering (see also Madianou and Miller, 2011). Michelle Bemiller (2010) addresses 
the issue of “mothering from a distance” from a different perspective, that is, from the 
perspective of mothers who live apart from their children most of the time because 
they do not have custody of them. In another project, Lim (2008) explains what she 
understands to be four processes that occur, namely “appropriation,” “objectification,” 
“incorporation” and eventually “conversion,” when a technology is introduced into the 
household. Lisa-Jane McGerty (2000) is also interested in households and discusses 
the gender dynamics of using the Internet in domestic space (see also Royal, 2008). 
Mary Flanagan’s (2000) interest lies in virtual spaces and she addresses how gendered 
concepts are embedded in the construction of online worlds. 

Still other researchers have addressed specific ICTs in relation to families and 
mothering. For example, Friedman and Calixte (2009) have focused on blogging, 
while Horst and Miller (2006) have concentrated on phoning. Daniel Miller (2011) 
has researched facebooking, while Thompson and Cupples (2008) have examined 
texting. To date, I have focused on “mothers who Skype” (Longhurst, Forthcoming) 
and on mothers who post and watch videos of birth on YouTube (Longhurst, 2009). 
Clearly, a body of feminist and other work on mothering and ICTs has begun to 
emerge over the past few years (see also Cassidy, 2001; Koerber, 2001; Silverstone, 
Hirsch and Morley, 1992). 
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It is not possible to review all this literature here, but the above examples illustrate 
the kind of research that has provided a valuable context for the current project. 
Overall, what they show is that the spaces of mothering are changing, in that mothers 
are increasingly tending to the needs of their children (both those living at home and 
those who live elsewhere) via cables, wires and screens. Time and space are being 
compressed (Schwanen and Kwan, 2008; Valentine, 2006) and voice and images of 
bodies are now being transmitted across distances in ways that were inconceivable 
even just a few years ago. As Gill Valentine (2001:133) notes, via the Internet, 
communities are being “stretched-out.” So, too, are families. 

Methodology: Talking with mothers

Even though this research is about using ICTs, the methods used to conduct the project 
(perhaps somewhat ironically) involved face-to-face interaction. In 2010–2011 I 
talked with a total of 35 participants, including semi-structured individual interviews 
with 24 mothers; semi-structured interviews with two lesbian couples (both couples 
were interviewed together); and focus group interviews, one with four mothers in their 
early twenties, and the other with three mothers in their early thirties. Participants 
were recruited using “word of mouth” and “snowballing” methods. I told friends, 
acquaintances and colleagues about the research, and they often suggested women I 
could approach or whom they were willing to approach on my behalf. Also, after their 
interview, some participants suggested others who they thought might be willing to be 
involved. I followed up on all suggestions. 

Each participant completed an information sheet at the beginning of the interview, 
which included her name, age range, number and ages of children, ethnicity, occupation 
and technologies used in the household. This information sheet enabled me to ascertain 
that the participants were a diverse group. The majority identified as New Zealand 
European, Pākehā or Kiwi while others defined themselves as Māori, Māori/Pākehā, 
Australian/European, Pākehā/Samoan, Middle Eastern Jew or European Jew. The 35 
mothers have a total of 75 children. Of these 75 children, 49 live at home while the other 
26 live away from the family or parental home.

The interviewed women ranged in age from their twenties to their sixties and were 
employed in a wide range of occupations. A few described themselves as “full time” 
or “stay-at-home” moms. The youngest “child” was 6 weeks old, while the oldest was 
57 years old. Despite these differences in ethnicity, age and occupation, what unites the 
participants is that they are all mothers and they all use various ICTs as part of their 
practice of mothering.

I carried out more than half of the interviews, but had research assistance for the 
remaining ones. I transcribed more than half the interviews in full, but had assistance 
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with the remainder. This gave me a feel for the stories being told. It also afforded me an 
opportunity to see mothers, in most cases, at home, where they tend to use their computer 
to connect with their children (while keeping in mind that some technologies, such as 
cell phones, are not just used at home but are highly mobile). Most of the interviews and 
focus groups took place in participants’ homes, but a few were conducted in cafés. It was 
explained to participants that the aim of the research is to further understanding of some 
of the social transformations that have occurred in mothering since the early 1990s, as 
more and more mothers have begun to use ICTs. 

The transcripts were analyzed using a discourse approach. I was less interested in the 
moment-by-moment conversational coherence of the interview and more interested in 
the themes or discourses that emerged as a whole. By reading and rereading hard copies 
of more than 500 pages of single-spaced transcripts generated from the interviews, I was 
able to identify these recurring themes. They included staying in touch, being in contact, 
checking in, phoning, texting, using Facebook, sharing photos online and Skyping. After 
reading the transcripts, I also searched (using MS-Word’s search function) for key words, 
such as home, away, mother, belonging, care, love, everyday, feeling, emotion, phone, 
Facebook and Skype. This approach enabled me to become very familiar with the data. 

All of the participants live in Hamilton, which is New Zealand’s fourth largest city. 
It has a population of approximately 200,000 people and is located in the North Island. 
In New Zealand, more than three quarters of the population use the Internet (World 
Internet Project, 2011; see also Bell et al., 2008). Younger people tend to be higher 
and more effective users of the Internet, but older people are also increasingly going 
online (Bell et al., 2008:i). In relation to socializing in New Zealand, 77% of users 
check their email every day. Every week 28% take part in social networking sites. 
Interestingly, for the purposes of this research, 65% of users reported that the Internet 
has increased their contact with others, especially overseas. According to 64% of 
users, it has also increased contact overall with friends. Another 66% thought it has 
also increased contact with family, although 22% reported they now spend less time 
face-to-face with the family they live with (World Internet Project, 2011).

While I do not draw explicitly on autobiography in this article, I want to acknowledge 
that my own experiences of communicating with my two children using these various 
ICTs has helped inform the research. On occasion I text my 16-year-old son to tell 
him dinner is ready instead of climbing a flight of stairs! We stay in touch via cell 
phone when he is away from home, especially in the evenings. I also phone or Skype 
most weeks (sometimes a couple of times a week) my 20-year-old son who has left 
home. In this way, I recognize the inseparability of researchers from their research. 
Knowledge is constructed by embodied researchers, and therefore it is important 
to reflect on the multiple social, cultural and political relations invested producing 
knowledge (see Rose, 1997). 
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Lived spaces: Children at home

Mothers and children are now staying in touch in ways that were unimaginable even 
just a few years ago (Holloway and Valentine, 2001a). Gill Valentine (2006:370) 
states:

The Internet expands the opportunities for daily meaningful contact between 
family members locked in different time–space routines at work, school, travelling 
and so on. In this sense online exchanges and daily Internet use are adding a new 
dimension, rearticulating practices of everyday life and lived spaces. 

A useful example of changing everyday contact between family members through 
the use of technology (although, in this instance, cell phones rather than the Internet) 
emerged in the interview with Helen, who explains the changing time–space routines 
she experienced as a teacher. Even just ten years ago, during the course of the school 
day, mothers, teachers and children used to remain, for the most part, in separate 
spheres. Nowadays, this is not always the case. Helen (who herself has two children 
aged 6 and 1) explains:

As a teacher I had a work cell phone and we were able to text parents for good and 
bad behavior. And the students, there was an initiative called the “phone home 
partnership” with Vodafone and they sponsored our school and gave us so many 
phones and we had to use up so many minutes and that was like with the students 
like calling home for good and bad things, and letting their parents know how 
they’re doing with their learning. 

Although Helen mentions “letting parents know,” in most instances it seems that 
interactions of this nature tend to be with mothers, who are more likely than fathers 
to be engaged in the full-time care of infants, toddlers and school-aged children. 
During the day, even though children and mothers occupy different places (homes, 
workplaces, schools, cafés), contact can be, and sometimes is, made. 

Anna, a doctor with two sons aged 17 and 20, says she used to keep in cell phone 
contact with one of her sons when he first started high school. In this instance, 
teachers were not involved; in fact, the school discouraged children and parents 
from texting each other, but this did not dissuade Anna and her son. Anna explained 
that, for separated or divorced parents, ICTs, including cell phones, provide a way of 
keeping in touch or stretching networks of care across two or sometimes even more 
households. Anna’s two sons each got a cell phone when they were aged 11 and 14, 
respectively (6 years ago). She says: “so we’ve been texting for years.” When “her 
boys” were staying at their Dad’s house, it was difficult to contact them, so providing 
each of the boys with a cell phone enabled Anna to communicate with her sons, which 
was very important: 
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When they went to high school ... you are not supposed to text. Like [they texted 
from] under the table and in their pocket. And initially I was like, “I won’t text 
him when he is at school,” but they can multi-task. So, you know, when he was in 
his first few weeks, he was like [says in a whispered voice because they weren’t 
meant to be texting at school], “I have entered steeplechase and cross country,” 
you know, this list of things he’d entered and I’d go “Great!” Then he’d text back 
“what is steeplechase?” [laughs]. Those ones I used to keep because they are just 
so cute.

Anna kept these texts because they were meaningful to her. They provided evidence 
of the love and care embedded in the maternal relationship.

Other mothers explained that children, typically young teenage daughters, often 
express their emotions, such as telling their mothers they love them, using text 
messages. Fay’s eldest daughter, now aged 15, has had a cell phone since she was 11. 
Fay comments: “actually she has two so that she can access both networks [Vodafone 
and Telecom].” I ask Fay if her daughter texts a lot. 

Fay: Yeah. 

Robyn: Is it usually for arranging things, or just to tell you what is going on at a 
particular moment?

Fay: Yeah. Both. Yeah, it’s not just, you know, I would say that there is a level of 
socializing between us that goes on for sure.

Robyn: Does she use ever them [her two cell phones] for quite emotional things? 

Fay: Ah huh. Yeah. Yeah ... a lot of the texts end with x. So it’s a little [kiss—Fay 
puckers her lips and kisses the air].

Cell phones (including conversations and texts), emails, sharing information on 
Facebook and Skyping can be used to express emotions, such as love, kindness and 
care, but also anger, frustration and annoyance. 

More often though, cell phones are used by mothers and children simply to 
facilitate daily activities, such as organizing drop-offs and pick-ups and keeping 
track of each other’s movements. I asked Ngaire: “Do the girls stay in touch using 
their phones when they are out?,” to which she replied: “Yes … like we will say 
‘where are you?’” Ngaire notes that this is very different from when she was a 
girl. She remarks: “I think we know where they are a lot more, whereas in our 
day I mean Mum and Dad never knew where we were.” “The girls,” however, 
also like to keep track of where their mother is and berate her if her phone is 
not fully charged. Ngaire says: “Like the other day it [battery] was flat and she 
[daughter] was like ‘your phone is always flat!’” As Lee Thompson and Julie 
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Cupples (2008:95) note in relation to young people using cell phones in New 
Zealand, it is not simply about adults constantly seeking to regulate young people’s 
use of space, young people may also seek to regulate adults’, including mothers’, 
behaviors. Young people tend to use phones in a manner that is highly “tactical” 
(for example, having them in silent mode so they can receive texts without others, 
often parents and teachers, noticing).

While mothering stretches beyond the home in relation to children, it also 
stretches beyond the home in relation to contact with other mothers. In the second 
half of this section, therefore, I consider the various ways in which mothers use 
various ICTS seeking support from other mothers concerning the upbringing 
of children. Consider, for example, Thelma, a hairdresser in her late twenties, 
who is part of a network of mothers she found using Facebook. Thelma says 
that her group “is kind of just spread out really, all over. I think the majority 
of people are in Hamilton, you know there might be some people that are in 
Auckland or Wellington or just kind of all over.” Women from “all over” share 
their experiences of and knowledge about mothering. Thelma explains: “it’s nice 
to know that you are not alone and that you are not the only one dealing with these 
kinds of issues, there are other people who have gone through it.” She says that 
she still talks to other family members and friends about issues, but it is helpful 
to talk to other mothers of a similar age who have children of a similar age (see 
O’Connor and Madge, 2004). 

Kathy, a lawyer, also enjoys communicating online with a group she describes as 
her “circle of moms.” She notes that, especially when you have a newborn, “you 
don’t get out as much.” Kathy continues: “so if I’m bored and just wanna see what 
is out there ... I just jump online.” This illustrates that mothering has been stretched 
not only by way of mothers and children being able to stay more in touch with each 
other across distances, but also by mothers being able to stay more in touch with other 
mothers (and others), often reducing feelings of isolation when confined to the home 
with an infant or young child.

Some participants, however, reported feeling less positive than others about being in 
contact with other mothers and seeking advice and reassurance online. A focus group 
of three mothers—Courtney, Meredith and Ariana—all of whom have young children 
aged between 14 months and three years old, discussed accessing information online. 
They all agreed that, whenever they wanted information, the Internet was the first 
place, and often the only place, they looked. 

Courtney: I am just trying to think of when I’ve used something else other than the 
Internet ... I’ve Googled heaps of stuff ... Was it [x] that said at our class, though, 
stuff we were allowed to Google and stuff we weren’t. At our antenatal class I 
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remember someone saying “you’re allowed to Google ‘swaddling techniques,’ 
but you’re not allowed to Google “why is my baby crying?’ Or ‘what does it 
mean if my baby [does this or does that]’?” ‘cause [daughter’s name] was a “head 
banger” for ages and if you Google that, it’s like your kid has autism or every 
really bad thing you could imagine. So that’s the stuff not to Google! [Courtney’s 
emphasis]

Meredith: It is a danger, it’s just like [there are] so many awful things to read out 
there.

Ariana: There are. I think when you’ve got your first child you do … I think it 
becomes almost obsessive. I had a friend and her husband he put a restriction on 
so she couldn’t during the day for certain hours because she was just getting so 
upset by reading “my child’s not normal because I did this” ....

Courtney: Actually [partner’s name] has told me off sometimes for looking up 
too much stuff. 

Stretching the bounds of mothering beyond the immediate home and engaging in 
conversations with strangers rather than with family, friends or representatives of 
local organizations equipped or accredited to deal with offering advice on parenting, 
it would seem, is not always advantageous (or approved of by partners or husbands). 
It can result in mothers feeling supported, but it can also result in poor quality 
information and/or information overload.

Stretching mothering: Children who have left home

For mothers of adult children who have left home, rather than texting or talking 
with children on a cell phone numerous times a day, the mothers in this study were 
more likely to get in touch with their children once or twice a week using Skype or 
Facebook. For example, Gay, a medical secretary who has two adult children aged 
24 and 27, has been using Facebook for the past 12 months. Staying in touch with 
her children was her primary motivation for signing up. Both her children are on her 
“friends” list.3 

Gay: Sometimes late at night if [daughter’s name] is on[line], I will go on the 
instant chat part, it’s easier than ringing up and waking the whole household. 
Yeah. 

Interviewer: And so you can see photos?

Gay: Of [granddaughter’s name], yeah. And the same with [son’s name], like with 
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him being overseas, it was easier for him to post the photos and let us know that 
they’re going to be on, like sometimes he will text and say he’s just put a whole 
lot more on ....

Interviewer: And do you find it useful to be able to stay in touch with them?

Gay: Oh yes, especially with [son’s name], because boys are terrible, he’s terrible, 
you know, you only get one-word answers from him if you ring him up. You seem 
to get more out of them, more information [laughs] ... ‘cause he doesn’t always 
tell his mother [laughs]. 

As Mary Holmes (2004:184) points out, in relation to intimacy in distance relationships: 
“the performance of both emotional sharing and of practical care is … highly gendered.” 
This is the case not just for children, such as Gay’s adult son who appears not to want 
to impart too much information to his mother, but also for parents. It is perhaps not 
surprising, therefore, that this research revealed that in most cases it is mothers rather 
than fathers who initiate and engage in online caring practices. This division of labor 
in many households means that it is mothers rather than fathers who are most likely 
to contact children and grandchildren living in different households, cities, regions 
and countries. Mothers are often the glue that hold together diasporic families whose 
members are scattered across space and time zones (see Lim and Soon, 2010).

While Gay found Facebook to be a useful ICT to stay in touch with her son, not all 
the mothers interviewed like to use Facebook to communicate with their children or 
with their own mothers. Melissa, who has two pre-school children, says that she “has 
a thing about Facebook” and is “boycotting it,” because if she uses it she fears it will 
take up too much of her time. Melissa does, however, phone, text and email her own 
mother. For example, she says sometimes her mother emails her when she has a recipe 
that she wants. During interviews, although participants were asked about their own 
mothering practices, they often pointed out that they themselves use various ICTs to 
stay in touch with their own mothers and sometimes their partner’s mothers who like 
to keep lines of communication open, especially with their grandchildren. Kathy, who 
has two pre-school children explains: 

If my mum had it her way, it [Skyping] would practically be daily, but my parents 
live in Australia, so yeah we are on that quite often talking to either them or 
[partner’s name] keeps in contact with his parents and brothers through Skype 
as well, so, yeah, that actually get’s big use ... I mean that’s the only way they 
really get to see their grandchildren ... it’s become more and more important as 
[the older son] has gotten older, because he can interact a lot better with them 
now over Skype, but also they can catch a glimpse of [the younger son] as he is 
growing up. 



131

Stretching mothering

While it might be tempting to think that ICTs such as Skype are used primarily for 
connecting people across vast distances, this is not always the case. Hilary, who 
describes herself as a “stay at home mom” and “tertiary support person,” says that her 
family Skyped her partner’s mother when she was in Libya but Hilary also Skypes 
with her mother who lives just “down the road.” Hilary explains: “Mum said, ‘oh we 
can Skype you,’ and I said ‘or you could just come the 100 meters down the road and 
see us’ [laughs].”

Walking down the road to “see” one’s child means that one can also “sense” one’s 
child—feel, touch and smell the familiarity of their bodies. This point is so obvious 
that it is almost tempting to overlook it. ICTs, however, produce “digitally rendered 
space” rather than space that is “gravity bound” (Flanagan, 2000:76), or as one of 
the participants, Stacy, puts it: “If you need a hug, you can’t get that through the 
computer.” Mothers are able to “connect” with children using ICTs but often not in a 
visceral sense. Skype offers possibilities for seeing images of loved ones on the screen, 
but the physicality of bodies touching is missing in these mother–child relationships. 
However, the image of bodies, or text, or photos, or voice stand in for what in the past 
would have been largely an absence of contact. 

In this way, mothering now seems more enduring both in terms of frequency of 
contact and in compressing physical distance than in the past. This led me to ask 
participants if at times they feel like mothering never stops, even when children leave 
home. Unlike in the past, daily and weekly contact often continues. The vast majority 
of participants replied that they liked being and staying in contact with their children. 
For example, when I suggested to Jan, aged in her late fifties and working in retail, 
that in the past, by the time children were in their thirties they were “way gone” and 
that “you wouldn’t necessarily know what they were doing” on a daily or weekly 
basis,” she replies:

There was a period when she [her daughter] was in the [United] States for a year 
and I didn’t have that much contact with her. At times I couldn’t even track her 
down by phone. That was 1999. It was quite different. I mean at one point I didn’t 
know where she was and I even wrote a letter to the mother of the boy I thought 
she was with, saying “I can’t track down my daughter but if this reaches you 
please can you open it”. 

I reply: “So this time now with her away [in England] it is very different from then?”, to 
which Jan responds, “yes,” and that she likes to stay in touch using Facebook and Skype: 

There is no one else in my life. I’ve really only got, you know, my children and 
my family, so I need to focus on something, so, not that I focus on them, I mean I 
have no control over anything. It’s just kind of good to keep track in some ways.
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Ngaire, a chartered accountant who has four children between the ages of 16 and 25, 
also likes to stay in contact with her adult children, but perhaps less so than Jan. She 
recognizes that: 

We know more about what our kids are doing than our parents did. … like James, 
like he is 25, we don’t need to know he is living with some lady. I don’t need to be 
in contact all the time. He might ring once a week or something like that.

However, it is worth noting that Ngaire is in contact with her other adult son, who 
lives in Australia, approximately four times a week via email. She says she does not 
contact him daily, though: “He is 22 and he’s got a good job over there [Australia] 
teaching. If he was still looking for a job or something like that, I’d be ringing him 
[daily].” Even contact four times a week, however, is far more than most mothers a 
decade ago would have had with their adult children. Mothers repeatedly told me 
that they welcome this contact. I had a sense, though, that maybe some might indeed 
desire less contact with their adult children, but this is not easy to tell a researcher 
because discourses surrounding mothering suggest that “good” mothers want to stay 
continually connected to and part of their children’s lives (Longhurst, 2008).

What these examples illustrate is that ICTs such as cell phones, emailing, Facebook 
and Skype are changing the various forms of sociality between ̒ mothersʼ and children 
by facilitating the possibility of “doing” family over distance.4 Physical proximity is 
no longer required in order to forge familial bonds and share emotions. Women can 
perform their maternal roles and relations at a variety of times and across a variety of 
spaces. Family members no longer necessarily need to live in the same place in order 
to maintain familial relations. 

Conclusion

The aim of this research was to see how various ICTs might be prompting new 
gendered subjectivities and embodied performances for mothers in relation to 
their children. It was to ascertain whether ICTs have opened up new possibilities 
for “doing” mothering differently. In concluding, it seems that ICTs have enabled 
women to stretch the horizons of mothering, taking themselves into spaces physically 
distant—such as the schools of their children and the homes of their adult children and 
grandchildren who live in different towns, cities, regions, countries and time zones. 
These technologies have created possibilities for opening up the lives of mothers 
and children in more immediate and visually present ways than in the past. Family 
members used to go off each day and lead their own lives with little contact with other 
family members, reconnecting later in the day or evening in the family home. When 
family members left home, they would maintain contact by sending telegrams, letters, 
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postcards, gifts and sometimes making national and international toll calls which were 
often expensive. However, as I have argued elsewhere: 

Increasingly the dwelling places of bodies are not just rooms in houses where 
mothers and children’s flesh and emotions rub up against each other on a daily 
basis but screens across which images are shared (Longhurst, Forthcoming).

Now children move away, but distance does not necessarily mean that closeness and 
familiarity stops. Many of the participants in this study tend to their children’s needs 
not only when they are in the parental home, but also beyond the home, although the 
participants reported enjoying this extension in contact. 

Although mothering practices are being reconfigured in ways that stretch out 
over long distances, interestingly they appear to have changed little in terms of the 
substance of the relationship. Existing gender roles and relations remain for the most 
part similar in that mothers continue to shoulder a large share of the responsibility 
for running households and providing care for children. ICTs do not seem to have 
radically altered the gendered discursive spaces of mothering. 

This is perhaps not surprising given that, as previously mentioned, geographers 
(e.g., Adams, 1997; Kitchen, 1998a) have argued that “real” space and cyberspace are 
not separate. Madge and O’Connor (2005:83) note there is a “simultaneity of online/
offline worlds in cyberspace mothers’ lives.” ICTs can help people produce new 
selves in some form, but these selves always have enduring attachments to embodied 
subjects, experiences and practices (see Madge and O’Connor, 2005). ICTs do not make 
material expressions of gender (or sexuality, race, ethnicity, class or disability) suddenly 
insignificant; instead, “real” and cyberspace are mutually constituted (Crang et al., 1999).

What I have presented in this article represents a preliminary piece of research that 
speaks to a broad range of performative relationships that exist between technologies, 
gendered spaces and maternal bodies. Future research could consider different ICTs 
separately in relation to mothering. For example, the moving “live” image, accompanied 
by voice, of mother and child(ren) offered via Skype with video may prompt different 
interactions from viewing comments and photos on a social media site such as Facebook, 
or from simply hearing a voice on the phone. The experiences of using ICTs for mothers 
of young children, it would seem, are quite different in some respects than for mothers of 
adult children. Mothers who occupy different socioeconomic positions are likely to also 
have very different experiences. So, too, are mothers who do not have custody of their 
children (see Bemiller 2010). It would also be useful to know more about mother–child 
relations conducted through various ICTs from the perspective of children—younger but 
also adult children.

These are just a few areas of potential research to explore this theme in more depth. 
ICTs are changing rapidly and have a major impact on the way that many (but not all) 
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of us live our lives. It is evident that some women join online support groups for new 
mothers, engage in projects for social change, seek online health and medical advice, 
shop online for goods such as maternity wear, post and view messages and photos of 
their children (often adult children) on social networking sites such as Facebook, “game” 
with their children, and send messages from home, work and public spaces using email 
and iphones. Also, technologies such as the Internet have implications for women who 
want to work from home, making porous boundaries between private and public space. 
Some crèches have set up blogs for parents and installed cameras that allow parents to 
see their children during the day. I have not been able to address all these themes in this 
article, but little is yet known about the specific ways in which mothers are engaging 
with such technologies and how they understand these new spaces and communities of 
practice. 

While scholars have begun to examine online relationships involving community 
groups, gaming, online dating and sex, there has so far been a lack of attention paid 
to online mothering. Yet mothering is one of, if not the, most important of all social 
practices. We all have mothers. Mothering is the bedrock upon which many other 
familial and social relations rest. Finding out more about mothers using ICTs as part of 
their maternal performance has implications for a range of social practices, including 
infant–mother relationships, family violence, happiness, recreation, leisure, work, 
communications, health, home and housing. It is important, therefore, to find out more 
about how mothers and children are developing and maintaining emotional, familial and 
community links via such technological interfaces. Finding out that while ITCs help 
mothers keep in touch with their children (stretching motherhood across time and space), 
they have not appeared to alter gender roles and relations in any marked way, represents 
but one small step in this journey.

Notes

1	 First and foremost, I would like to thank the women who agreed to be interviewed 
for this project. Without your insightful contributions there would be no article. I 
also appreciate the research assistance provided by Carey-Ann Morrison and Naomi 
Simmonds. Helpful comments from audiences at sessions of the International 
Geographical Union Commission on Gender and Geography in Tel Aviv 2010, 
and the Geography Department, National University of Singapore, in 2011, also 
helped me develop some of the ideas in this article. Finally I would like to thank the 
anonymous reviewers for their constructive comments; Helene Hogri, the Hagar 
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language editor; and the editors—Tovi Fenster, Orna Blumen and Chen Misgav—of 
this special issue.

2	 On deaf communities, see Valentine and Skelton (2008); on queer communities, 
see Bryson (2004); on sex, love and romance, see Baker (2000), Ben-Ze’ev (2004), 
Chow-White (2006), Cornwell and Lundgren (2001), Cupples and Thompson 
(2010), McLelland (2002) and Schaeffer-Grabiel (2004).

3	 Children under 20 are less likely to want to have their mothers as “friends” on 
Facebook, sensing it as an invasion of privacy (“Mothers against daughters against 
mothers using Facebook,” 2011).

4	 See Weeks, Heaphy and Donovan (2001:37) on thinking about family not as a noun, 
but as a verb—something we “do.”

References

Adams, P. C. (1997). “Cyberspace and virtual places.” Geographical Review 87,2:155–171.

____. (2007). “Editorial: Introduction to ‘technological change’: A special issue of Ethics, 
Place and Environment.” Ethics, Place and Environment 10,1:1–6.

Baker, A. (2000). “Two by two in cyberspace: Getting together and connecting online.” 
CyberPsychology & Behavior 3,2:237–242.

Bell, D. (2009). “Cyberspace/cyberculture.” In R. Kitchin and N. Thrift (eds.), International 
Encyclopedia of Human Geography (Vol. 3, pp. 468–472). Oxford: Elsevier.

Bell, A., Crother, C., Goodwin, I., Kripalani, K,. Sherman, K., and Smith, P. (2008). The 
Internet in New Zealand 2007. Final Report (July). Auckland, NZ: Institute of 
Culture, Discourse and Communication, AUT University.

Bell, D., and Kennedy, B.M. (2007). The Cybercultures Reader (2nd ed.). London: 
Routledge.

Bemiller, M. (2010). “Mothering from a distance.” Journal of Divorce & Remarriage 
51,3:169–184.

Ben-Ze’ev, A. (2004). Love Online: Emotions on the Internet. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Bryson, M. (2004). “When Jill jacks in: Queer women and the net.” Feminist Media 
Studies 4,3:239–254.

Chow-White, P. A. (2006). “Race, gender and sex on the net: Semantic networks of selling 
and storytelling sex tourism.” Media Culture Society 28,6:883–905.



136

Stretching mothering

Cassidy, M. F. (2001). “Cyberspace meets domestic space: Personal computers, women’s 
work, and the gendered territories of the family home.” Critical Studies in Media 
Communication 18,1:44–65.

Cornwell, B., and Lundgren, D. C. (2001). “Love on the Internet: Involvement and 
misrepresentation in romantic relationships in cyberspace vs. realspace.” Computers 
in Human Behavior 17,2:197–211.

Crang, M., Crang, P., and May, J. (eds.). (1999). Virtual Geographies: Bodies, Space and 
Relations. London: Routledge.

Cupples, J., and Thompson, L. (2010). “Heterosexuailty and digital foreplay.” Feminist 
Media Studies 10,1:1–17.

Cyber-Parents Project. (2011). http://www.geog.le.ac.uk/baby/, accessed February 22, 2012.

Dodge, M., and Kitchin, R. (2001). Mapping Cyberspace. London: Routledge.

Flanagan, M. (2000). “Navigating the narrative in space: Gender and spatiality in virtual 
worlds.” Art Journal 59,3:74–85.

Friedman, M., and Calixte, S. L. (eds.). (2009). Mothering and Blogging: The Radical Act 
of MommyBlog. Toronto: Demeter Press.

Graham, S. (1998). “The end of geography or the explosion of place? Conceptualizing 
space, place and information technologies.” Progress in Human Geography 
22,2:165–185.

____. (ed.). (2004). The Cybercities Reader. Routledge: London.

Hardey, M. (2002). “Life beyond the screen: Embodiment and identity through the 
Internet.” Sociological Review 50:570–585.

Holloway, S. L., and Valentine, G. (2001a). “‘It’s only as stupid as you are’: Children’s and 
adults’ negotiation of ICT competence at home and at school.” Social and Cultural 
Geography 2,1:25–42.

____. (2001b). “Children at home in the wired world: Reshaping and rethinking the home 
in urban geography.” Urban Geography 22,6:562–583.

____. (2001c). “Placing cyberspace: Processes of Americanization in British children’s 
use of the Internet.” Area 33,2:153–160.

Holmes, M. (2004). “An equal distance? Individualisation, gender, and intimacy in 
distance relationships.” Sociological Review 52,2:180–200.

Horst, H., and Miller, D. (2006). The Cell Phone: An Anthropology of Communication. 
Oxford: Berg.

Kitchin, R. M. (1998a). “Towards geographies of cyberspace.” Progress in Human 
Geography 22,3:385–406.



137

Stretching mothering

____. (1998b). Cyberspace: The World in the Wires. London: Wiley.

Koerber, A. (2001). “Postmodernism, resistance and cyberspace: Making rhetorical spaces 
for feminist mothers on the web.” Women’s Studies in Communication 24,2:218–240.

Lim, S. S. (2008). “Technology domestication in the Asian homestead: Comparing the 
experiences of middle class families in China and South Korea.” East Asian Science, 
Technology and Society 2,2:189–209.

Lim, S. S., and Soon, C. (2010). “The influence of social and cultural factors on mothers’ 
domestication of household ICTs: Experiences of Chinese and Korean women.” 
Telematics and Informatics 27:205–216.

Longhurst, R. (2008). Maternities: Gender, Bodies and Space. London: Routledge.

____. (2009). “YouTube: A new space for birth?” Feminist Review 93:46–63.

____. (Forthcoming). “Mothers who Skype: Emotions, bodies and screen.” Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space.

Madge, C., and O’Connor, H. (2002). “On-line with e-mums: Exploring the Internet as a 
medium for research.” Area 34:92–1022.

____. (2005). “Mothers in the making? Exploring liminality in cyber/space.” Transactions 
of the Institute of British Geographers 30,1:83–97.

____. (2006). “Parenting gone wired: Empowerment of new mothers on the Internet? 
Social and Cultural Geography 7,2:199–220.

Madianou, M. (2005). Mediating the Nation: News, Audiences and the Politics of Identity. 
London: UCL Press.

Madianou, M., and Miller, D. (2011). “Mobile phone parenting: Reconfiguring 
relationships between Filipina mothers and their left behind children.” New Media 
and Society 13,3:457–470.

McGerty, L.-J. (2000). “‘Nobody lives only in cyberspace’: Gendered subjectivities and 
domestic use of the Internet.” Cyberpsychology & Behavior 3,5:895–899.

McLelland, M. (2002). “The newhalf net: Japan’s ‘intermediate sex’ on-line.” International 
Journal of Sexuality and Gender Studies 7,2:163–175.

Miller, D. (2011). Tales from Facebook. Cambridge, UK: Polity.

“Mothers against daughters against mothers using Facebook.” (2011). http://www.
facebook.com/group.php?gid=2270484991, accessed October 18, 2012.

O’Connor, H., and Madge, C. (2004). “‘My mum’s thirty years out of date’: The role of the 
Internet in the transition to motherhood.” Community, Work & Family 7,3:351–369.

Rose, G. (1997). “Situating knowledges: Positionality, reflexivities and other tactics.” 
Progress in Human Geography 21,3:305–320.



138

Stretching mothering

Royal, C. (2008). “Framing the Internet: A comparison of gendered spaces.” Social Science 
Computer Review 2,2:152–169.

Schaeffer-Grabiel, F. (2004). “Cyberbrides and global imaginaries: Mexican women’s turn 
from the national to the foreign.” Space and Culture: International Journal of Social 
Science 7,1:33–48.

Schwanen, T., and Kwan, M.-P. (2008). “The Internet, mobile phone and space–time 
constraints.” Geoforum 39:1362–1377.

Shapiro, E. (2010). Gender Circuits. Bodies and Identities in a Technological Age. New 
York: Routledge.

Silverstone, R., Hirsch, E., and Morley, D. (1992). “Information and communication 
technologies and the moral economy of the household.” In R. Silverstone and E. 
Hirsch (eds.), Consuming Technologies (pp. 15–31). London: Routledge.

Thompson, L., and Cupples, J. (2008). “Seen and not heard: Text messaging and digital 
sociality.” Social and Cultural Geography 9,1:95–108.

Valentine, G. (2001). Social geographies: Space and society. Harlow, UK: Pearson 
Education.

____. (2006). “Globalizing intimacy: The role of information and communication 
technologies in maintaining and creating relationships.” Women’s Studies Quarterly 
34,1&2:365–393.

Valentine, G., and Holloway, S. L. (2001a). “On-line dangers?: Geographies of parents’ 
fears for children’s safety in cyberspace.” The Professional Geographer 53,1:71–83.

____. (2001b). “Technophobia: Parents’ and children’s fears about information and 
communication technologies and the transformation of culture.” In E. Hutchby and 
J. Moran-Ellis (eds.), Children, Technology and Culture: The Impact of Technologies 
in Children’s Everyday Lives (pp. 58–78). London: Routledge.

____. (2002). “Cyberkids? Exploring children’s identities and social networks in on-line and 
off-line worlds.” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 92,2:302–319.

Valentine, G., and Skelton, T. (2008). “Changing spaces: The role of the Internet in shaping 
deaf geographies.” Social and Cultural Geography 9,5:469–485.

Weeks, J., Heaphy, B., and Donovan, C. (2001). Same Sex Intimacies: Families of Choice 
and Other Life Experiments. London: Routledge.

World Internet Project. (2011). http://www.worldinternetproject.net/#news, accessed 
October 19, 2012.




