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Article

The Millennial generation includes people born between 
1980 and 2000, and the title denotes the first generation to 
come of age during the new millennium (Gurau, 2012). A 
distinguishing feature of the Millennial generation from pre-
vious generations is their “technological exceptionalism. . . 
It’s not just their gadgets—it’s the way they’ve fused their 
social lives into them” (Pew Research Center, 2010, p. 6). 
These new technologies have created a reality where people 
can connect instantaneously across the globe (Courtois, 
Mechant, De Marez, & Verleye, 2009). Even Millennials 
who do not have personal access to new technologies share a 
culture that is heavily influenced by social technologies 
(Horst, Herr-Stephenson, & Robinson, 2010).

Because Millennials have aged concurrently with the 
evolution of new technologies, some have posited that 
they are also “digital natives” (e.g., proficient technology 
experts) and that the previous generations are immigrants 
who have difficulty adapting to new technology (Prensky, 
2001). These terms, originally presented with only anec-
dotal evidence, have since been discredited as research 
has emerged that shows different levels of technological 
proficiency among Millennials (Bennett, Maton, & 
Kervin, 2008; Helsper & Eynon, 2010). Socioeconomic 
status (Robinson, 2009), education (Helsper & Eynon, 
2010), gender, and family configuration (Notten, Peter, 
Kraaykamp, & Valkenburg, 2009) have all been identified 
as factors that make individual Millennials’ technological 
experiences unique. Hence, caution must be given when 

making assumptions about technological experiences of a 
whole generation and it is important to be “mindful that 
there are as many differences in attitudes, values, behav-
iors and lifestyles within a generation as there are between 
generations” (Pew Research Center, 2010, p. 5).

The present study was designed to give voice to the tech-
nological experiences of a subsection of the Millennial gen-
eration. Hundreds of thousands of children are placed in the 
foster care system within the United States (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2013), and children in fos-
ter care are likely to experience several transitions in place-
ments (Strijker, Knorth, & Knot-Dickscheit, 2008). Many 
of the Millennials who were in the foster care system have 
now transitioned out of the system and into adulthood. To 
date, no research is available relating to the perceived influ-
ence of foster care on foster care alumni’s technological 
experiences. As a starting point, this exploratory study 
sought to identify the current and past technological experi-
ences of one Millennial foster care alumna using case study 
methodology.
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Research on technology use and access among youth raised in non-traditional family structures indicates that the youth’s 
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Foster Care

In 2012, 399,546 children were in the foster care system in 
the United States (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2013). Caucasian children (29%) were the most 
prevalent racial group represented in the foster care system 
in 2012. When a child is placed in the foster care system 
long term, the child will likely experience transitions to 
more than one foster home (Strijker et al., 2008). Strijker 
and colleagues (2008) identified an association between 
multiple foster home placements and negative outcomes 
(e.g., externalizing problem behavior) for foster children. 
Research conducted with foster care alumni in the Midwest 
indicates that the transition from the foster care system to 
adult life poses additional challenges for those enrolled in 
foster care (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). A study investi-
gating foster care children’s transition to adulthood found 
that among 19-year-old foster youth, only 18% were 
enrolled in a university or college (Courtney et al., 2005). 
Approximately 7 years later, only 6.9% had earned a 2- or 
4-year degree (Courtney et  al., 2011). More research is 
needed on how the traumatic events leading to foster place-
ments, multiple transitions within foster care, and chal-
lenges aging out of the system relate to an individual’s 
technology experience in terms of access and use in this 
digitally entrenched society.

Technological Differences

Family Formation

Research on family formation or configuration supports the 
proposition that there are diverse technological experiences 
among Millennials. Exploration of differences in technol-
ogy use and family structure began with non-interactive 
technologies (e.g., TVs). For example, adolescents (12-14 
years old) were found to spend more time with the radio and 
television when there was not a father in the home (Brown, 
Childers, Bauman, & Koch, 1990). Now some studies have 
emerged that investigate differences in interactive technol-
ogy and family formation. Several studies have identified 
that single-parent families are marginalized in terms of com-
puter ownership and Internet access when compared with 
two-parent families (Calvert, Rideout, Woolard, Barr, & 
Strouse, 2005; Clark, Demont-Heinrich, & Webber, 2004; 
Wartella & Jennings, 2001). For example, Wartella and 
Jennings (2001) reported that two-parent families (57%) 
were much more likely than single-father (31%) and single-
mother (25%) families to have Internet access in the home. 
The differences in family formation have extended beyond 
technology acquisition into how adolescents use technol-
ogy. Notten and colleagues (2009) reported that adolescents 
(15 years old) from single-parent families had higher odds 
of using technology for informational, communication, and 
gaming use than adolescents from two-parent families. In 
addition, adolescents in stepfamilies were less likely to look 

something up on the Internet for informational use when 
compared with adolescents from two-parent families.

It appears that the research is limited on family formation 
and technology differences, and that the majority of this 
research is focused on single-parent families. Research regard-
ing technology and foster care has typically focused on issues 
of the proverbial digital divide or Internet safety issues such as 
privacy and has not given voice to those who have experi-
enced foster care themselves (Finn & Kerman, 2004; Fitch, 
2012). In our review, only one study gave voice to the techno-
logical experiences of children in foster care. Finn and Kerman 
(2004) reported that foster children are more likely to lack 
technology access due to domestic instability, educational dis-
continuity, and emotional and/or behavioral problems.

Youth transitioning out of foster care experience a variety 
of challenges in terms of educational deficits, economic vul-
nerability, mental health, and substance abuse (Jones, 2014). 
Young adults who have successfully adapted after transition-
ing out of foster care have reported that an important ingredi-
ent to their success was maintaining social connections and 
reconnecting with people in their social network (Hedenstrom, 
2014). Mitchell, Jones, and Renema (2014) indicated that as 
youth prepared to transition out of foster care, 91% reported 
that they had an adult who could provide emotional support 
or advice. More than half of these youth also reported that 
they needed a cell phone to stay connected with people in 
their social networks. In addition, they mentioned the need 
for a computer, income, and transportation to maintain these 
relationships. Existing research hints at the potential impor-
tance of technology within the foster care system and during 
the transitional process out of the system. There is still much 
to be learned about technology and the foster care system.

Gender

Women have traditionally been socialized away from tech-
nological fields (Kimbrough, Guadagno, Muscanell, & Dill, 
2013) and have been under-recognized for their technologi-
cal accomplishments (van Zoonen, 1992). Research has indi-
cated that women and men have different preferences and 
patterns of use of interactive technology (Kimbrough et al., 
2013). Hargittai and Shafer (2006) reported that when actual 
online skills were investigated, adult women (n = 51) and 
men (n = 49) had similar abilities to use online technology. 
However, women’s self-reported online technological skills 
were much lower when compared with their male counter-
parts’ self-reported skills. It remains unclear why these gen-
der differences are present, but they could provide further 
conceptual support for the notion that the technological 
experiences vary amongst Millennials.

Theoretical Perspective

To guide our study, we selected a theory that would address 
marginalized individuals’ experiences with technology. 

by guest on March 9, 2016Downloaded from 



Roche et al.	 3

Multicultural feminism posits that “not all women are alike” 
and not “all women value the same things or aim for the 
same goals” (Tong, 2009, p. 200). This version of feminism 
pushes against a gender-focused feminism and includes 
women who are marginalized in terms of race, sexual orien-
tation, poverty, and family structure (Skogrand, Mendez, & 
Higginbotham, 2013). The definition of multicultural femi-
nism is further broadened to include women who share an 
uncommon history or tradition (Tong, 2009).

Research on the foster care system appears to create a 
group of women with an uncommon history and tradition 
with the experience of multiple transitions and the challenges 
of aging out of the system (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; 
Strijker et  al., 2008). A multicultural feminist perspective 
advocates for giving voice to women with these unique com-
mon experiences and provides grounds for exploring differ-
ences within generational groupings (Tong, 2009). Pushing 
against the idea of “sameness” is at the very core of multicul-
tural feminism, which would provide support for understand-
ing the unique technological experiences among foster care 
alumnae.

Purpose of the Current Study

Little is known concerning the experience of technology 
among children in foster care (Finn & Kerman, 2004) or those 
who have transitioned out of foster care. In this study, we 
used a multicultural feminist perspective to give voice to the 
technological experiences through the transitions relating to 
foster care and life after transitioning out of the foster care 
system. Specifically, the study aimed at understanding access, 
perceptions, and beliefs about technology as a foster care 
alumna detailed her time (a) in the foster care system, (b) as 
she transitioned out of the system, and (c) as she transitioned 
into her roles of wife and mother. This approach provided the 
opportunity to identify how the foster care alumna perceived 
that her technological experiences in foster care influenced 
her life after she transitioned out of the foster care system.

Method

The participant in this case study was selected from a larger 
Institutional Review Board (IRB)–approved study concern-
ing interactive technology (e.g., cell phones, social media), 
relationships, and health conducted in a Midwestern state. 
Participants for the larger study were recruited from univer-
sity courses and received extra credit for their participation. 
Selection criteria for this case study required that the partici-
pant was (a) female, (b) within the age range to be consid-
ered a part of the Millennial generation (born between 1980 
and 2000), and (c) raised in a minority family structure. The 
pseudonym Jane was given to the selected participant to pro-
tect her confidentiality. Jane met the criteria—She was 30 
years old, Caucasian, and was raised in the foster care 
system.

As part of the study, Jane completed both a questionnaire 
and an in-depth interview. The questionnaire included open- 
and closed-ended questions about demographic information 
(e.g., sex, marital status) and detailed information about 
technology use (e.g., age of acquisition of cell phone, where 
she learned about technology). The semi-structured inter-
view lasted approximately 60 min. The interview included 
questions about the Jane’s technology history in general 
(e.g., age of acquisition, how she used technology), her per-
ceptions of interactive technology (e.g., the purposes, con-
cerns, and motivations for technology use), and technology 
and family relationships (e.g., parent‒child relationships, 
marriage, and technology). The interview allowed Jane to 
detail her past and current experiences with technology. The 
interview was audio recorded and transcribed.

This case study was conceptualized using Stake’s (1995) 
intrinsic case study approach. In this case study, we utilized 
both categorical aggregation (e.g., pattern identification) and 
direct interpretation (Stake, 1995). Both interpretive pro-
cesses were used because there were important aspects of 
Jane’s lived experience that only appeared once (i.e., direct 
interpretation) as well as topics that appeared several times 
that led to themes (i.e., categorical aggregation). To gain a 
sense of the totality of data, two independent researchers 
read the transcribed interview and results from the question-
naire several times (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). During this 
process, both researchers highlighted common patterns that 
emerged from the data. The two independent researchers 
then met together and discussed the common themes and pat-
terns. Two researchers were used as a method of triangula-
tion to have “multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, 
verifying the repeatability of an observation or interpreta-
tion” (Stake, 1995, p. 454). Three general themes, consistent 
with Jane’s transitions into and out of foster care, were 
agreed upon because they best represented Jane’s lived expe-
rience and were inclusive of the direct interpretive informa-
tion in the interview and questionnaire. After themes were 
identified, the data were coded independently by the two 
researchers, resulting in 96% agreement. When there were 
disagreements in the coding, consensus was gained by con-
sulting the data and identifying the theme that most repre-
sented Jane’s experience.

To increase the trustworthiness of the findings and to 
ensure that Jane’s voice was presented, a variation of mem-
ber checking was used (Vaterlaus & Higginbotham, 2011). 
The completed case study was emailed to Jane with struc-
tured questions to identify the accuracy of the report. Jane 
indicated that the case study accurately presented her lived 
experience, and only minor revisions were implemented.

Results

Jane detailed her transitional experiences in and out of the 
foster care system in terms of technology accessibility, 
acquisition, and use. Jane continuously detailed how her lack 
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of technological experiences in foster care placements influ-
enced her technology perceptions and use in future life tran-
sitions. The themes that emerged were major transitions in 
Jane’s life and are ordered in time sequence. Jane’s techno-
logical experiences are presented in this case study in terms 
of her transition into the foster care system, her transition out 
of the foster care system, and her transition into her roles as 
a mother and wife.

Transition Into the Foster Care System

Jane was born in 1983 and was orphaned at the age of 7, 
which ultimately led her to being raised in the foster care 
system in a state in the western United States. Jane described 
her experience in the foster care system as time period of 
several transitions. The state in which she lived “didn’t have 
the laws like permanency planning that they do now.” Jane 
explained that because of the lack of permanency planning 
that the majority of her placements ranged from 30-day to 
9-month foster care placements while she was in the system. 
However, Jane reported that she had two longer placements 
that lasted 2 years.

Technology use during Jane’s 9 years in the foster care 
system was limited. Jane indicated that only one of her foster 
care placements provided access to a home computer, which 
was one of her 2-year placements. Jane explained that the 
foster parents and her younger foster brother did not regu-
larly use the computer. Jane felt like her foster parents were 
socializing her away from computer use by directing her to 
spend time outside. In Jane’s words, “Nobody was ever on 
[the computer], it was more kind of like an ornament in the 
corner.” Her foster parents provided access to more active 
and outside activities that allowed her to spend time with 
“nature,” “horses,” and “playgrounds.” She connected with 
her foster family and friends through these outdoor activities 
and shared that there was little need for technology for enter-
tainment purposes. Jane elaborated on how this experience 
influenced her current interest in technology: “I guess since I 
grew up outside, I don’t have a lot of interest in [technology] 
that is there to entertain me.” On the rare occurrences that 
Jane or her foster brother did use the computer, she reported 
little supervision or foster parent participation in her com-
puter use. Jane supposed that concerns over the Internet were 
not as large when she was a child. She stated, “[My foster 
parents] weren’t worried about predators or what site we 
were about to get on. We didn’t have fears of the worldwide 
web. So there wasn’t any monitoring [of my computer use].”

Jane credited her lack of interest in technology to the lack 
of technology availability in her varied foster care place-
ments. Jane mentioned that as she aged, she did follow some 
technological trends. She laughed as she reflected, “I got my 
first pager when I was 13! I was 13 years old.” By permitting 
access to a pager, Jane’s foster parents at the time created 
some technological connection between themselves and 
Jane, and between Jane and her peers. In retrospect, Jane 

largely dismissed her use of a pager as being “technologi-
cal.” Jane also mentioned no interest in communicating with 
peers via email, instant messaging, or the early social media 
outlets available at the time. In summary, while Jane was in 
the foster care system, she had limited access to technology, 
little peer or adult motivation to use technology, and limited 
experience with technology.

Transitioning Out of Foster Care

Jane concluded her time in the state foster care system 
through emancipation at the age of 16. She had to become 
self-sufficient and provide care for herself during this time 
period. Jane did not live alone, but shared a residence with an 
acquaintance in a Midwestern state. In terms of technology, 
Jane shared, “I wouldn’t say there was more technology 
available after emancipation, but my access had opened to 
it.” Jane felt like she was an outlier in her technology interest 
and use in comparison with her peers. Jane confessed, 
“Technology just wasn’t my thing. I had very little interest in 
it.” Jane completed her high school education in 2001, and at 
18, she acquired her first cell phone. Up to this point, she had 
only had a pager and did not have personal ownership or 
access to a computer. Jane primarily viewed that the princi-
pal purpose of cell phone technology to be instrumental. Jane 
described that she used (and continues to use) her cell phone 
for scheduling purposes. Jane justified, “With me text mes-
saging is always a reminder because nowadays that’s how 
people prefer to communicate. So I can keep it my phone and 
put it on my calendar later.” Jane also explained that she 
would likely not need a cell phone if she “wasn’t fearful of 
being in an accident and not having something readily avail-
able to call for help.” Jane reported only sending about five 
text messages per day, further emphasizing her perception of 
cell phones as instrumental rather than social. Jane recog-
nized, as she described, that her technology evolution fol-
lowing her emancipation was based on “old fashioned” 
views and not consistent with contemporary technology 
trends of the time period—She was slower to gain access to 
personal technologies and in adopting the full features that 
technology permitted.

Transition Into Family Life: Marriage and 
Motherhood

New technology acquisition.  After high school graduation, 
Jane began pursuing a bachelor’s degree at a local university. 
She relied on technology made available by her university to 
complete required school work. During this time period, 
Jane met Brad, and they became parents to their first daugh-
ter when Jane was 20 years old. After becoming a mother 
and prior to completing her degree, Jane received an appeal-
ing job offer that she accepted in lieu of finishing her degree. 
Jane was required to use technology with her job, and Jane 
stated, “I got my first computer at 21 . . . and I didn’t have 
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Internet access [in my home].” She further explained it was 
not until she was “23 when I had a computer with Internet 
access at home.”

Jane gave birth to her second daughter at age 24, and she 
also married Brad during the same year. Brad and Jane con-
tinued to use limited technology in their home—relying on a 
personal computer and cell phones that lacked Internet capa-
bilities. Jane reported that she upgraded to a smartphone 
when she was 27 years old, after 3 years of marriage and 
having 3- and 7-year-old daughters. Acquisition of a smart-
phone also led to Jane’s first acceptance of social network-
ing. Jane limited her social networking repertoire to Facebook 
and reported only spending 10 min a day on the application. 
Her adoption of Facebook was not easy. Jane explained, 
“[Facebook] was tough. I know it is user friendly, but there is 
this spot in the back of my head that’s like ‘there is so much 
more that my phone can do or that Facebook can do.’” 
Although the transition was tough, Jane appreciated the ser-
vices afforded by Facebook.

Jane perceived Facebook as a medium that could recon-
nect past relationships and facilitate closeness. Having been 
disconnected with family in her transition into foster care, 
Jane especially valued the opportunity for reconnection with 
her biological family. Jane explained,

I joined Facebook in 2010 so only 3 years that I’ve had it. But I 
think it’s fascinating because it allows you to connect to people 
from your past that you haven’t spoken to in almost 10 years and 
they find you on Facebook. It’s like oh my gosh! You know. It’s 
a way of reestablishing those ties and I’ve also been able to get 
in touch with my biological family from my grandma’s side and 
what not. Yeah, I think it’s amazing.

Jane also mentioned that she used Facebook to find and 
connect with foster siblings she had lived with when she was 
a child. In general, Jane valued the social features of social 
media but also valued the information sharing aspect of 
Facebook. Specifically, she valued the health and nutrition 
information shared by her friends. Jane shared,

I’m also friends with a lot of families and they’ll post recipes 
and stuff for a variety of different foods. It is one more note card 
I don’t have to have in my recipe box. It expands my knowledge 
on available meals I can cook. I love that stuff!

Technology and relational concerns.  As Jane reflected on her 
husband’s social media use, she perceived that they had dif-
ferent expectations for how Facebook should be used. Brad 
acquired his smartphone after Jane had owned her first for a 
couple of years. Jane took the responsibility of teaching Brad 
not only how to use the phone but also how to use applica-
tions like Facebook. Jane indicated that Brad “uses his phone 
a lot for Facebook . . . He loves Facebook!” Jane inferred that 
her perspective was likely dated, but she still valued face-to-
face connection more with her spouse and felt like technol-
ogy got in the way of this desire. Jane disclosed,

Brad, I don’t know, I suppose he might have an addictive 
personality. So he’ll spend more time on his phone than me and 
that’s irritating because it’s like when you’re home—we want 
you home. And even when you’re sitting here you’re not really 
here.

Jane acknowledged that her own lack of experience with 
technology in her foster care experience and later teenage 
life fueled her desire for less technology use and made her 
focus on the negative aspects of technology. Jane feared that 
social media and texting could lead to “miscommunication” 
and general distraction from human interaction. She used 
words like “irritating” and “backlash” when she talked about 
her concerns with technology. Jane cautioned,

With Facebook, it’s not something that you can always erase and 
usually in conversation you have dialect. You have voice 
inflection. So when someone is talking to you chances are 
you’re going to understand their intended message; where you 
don’t get that through Facebook. Someone can take it completely 
different than how it was meant. So I think with them having 
such an outlet it can also provide for a big backlash.

Similarly with text messaging, she stated, “I think with 
texting being the most common form of communication 
right now, with young adults and even children, I think it 
would contribute to miscommunication.”

Jane recently began again working toward a bachelor’s 
degree, and she indicated that her interaction with technology 
on campus and with younger students has helped her begin to 
acclimate to newer technologies like Facebook. Jane has not 
ventured into other social media outlets such as Instagram or 
Snapchat. Jane acknowledged that she does not find the same 
value in these new social technologies that college students 
and her other peers do. She explained that technology has an 
“immediacy factor” that she does not appreciate. Jane 
lamented, “The fact that you have it right there and you have 
an email, somebody’s calling, or somebody’s texting and you 
have to reply right now. I hate that you know, because you 
always feel in such a rush.” Jane tried to limit her time spent 
using her cell phone and computer to when she had a specific 
“purpose” that was not entertainment.

Technology and motherhood.  Jane indicated that her regular 
technology exposure in a college setting has allowed her to 
remain more advanced in her technology abilities than her 
10-year-old daughter. Jane shared, “[My oldest daughter] 
hasn’t had to teach me anything yet. She talks to me as if I 
don’t know and she is super surprised that I do know. Like, 
‘Mom how do you know that?’” However, Jane readily 
acknowledged that she will eventually fall behind her chil-
dren’s knowledge of technology. Building on this point, Jane 
concluded, “I do accept that I will never have as much knowl-
edge concerning technology as younger generations will.”

Last, Jane discussed the tension between wanting her 
children to have access to technology and her own childhood 
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experiences being socialized away from technology. She 
described how technology, in her world, is for educational 
purposes and should only be used sparingly. Jane expressed 
concern that too much technology use could cause reliance 
on technology, ultimately leading to losing “the skills of the 
trade.” Jane also explained that during her childhood, the 
risks of the Internet were not as high, but now they are “ter-
rifying.” Jane is still working to resolve the tension between 
contemporary trends in technology use and her own lack of 
technology use within her foster care experience. Her 
attempts to resolve this tension included “setting limits” for 
her children’s technology use and monitoring content when 
they did use technology. Jane was quick to acknowledge her 
technology limitations and inadequacies; she strongly 
believed that she, and other parents, need to be educated 
about technology to monitor their children effectively.

Discussion

Jane’s voice appears to be consistent with the traditional 
experience in foster care (Strijker et al., 2008). She reported 
several transitions in foster care placements after entering at 
the age of 7. She also had a commonality with the small sub-
section of foster care alumni who entered college after high 
school but had not completed their degree 7 years later 
(Courtney et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2005). Jane was also 
among the majority of female foster care alumnae who give 
birth to a child outside of a marital relationship within 4 
years of transitioning out of the system (Reilly, 2003). The 
present study identified Jane’s technological experiences 
while in the foster care system and after she transitioned out 
of the system. Results are discussed in terms of these transi-
tional technological experiences and how these experiences 
are distinctive.

Technology Experiences in Foster Care

Jane’s technology experiences while in foster care were lim-
ited but seemed to color her future use and perceptions of 
technology. Jane reported that she did have access to a home 
computer in one of her placements but rarely spent time 
using the computer. This lack of access and use of technol-
ogy may be related to the domestic instability and/or educa-
tional discontinuity related to the several foster placements, 
which has been proposed in previous research with foster 
children (Finn & Kerman, 2004). Also, from Jane’s percep-
tion, her foster parents who did have a home computer 
seemed to encourage her and her foster brother to spend time 
outside instead of online. The foster parents did not model 
computer use and did not co-participate in Jane’s limited use 
of the computer. Similar to the majority of foster parents in 
one study (Finn & Kerman, 2004), Jane reported that her fos-
ter parents were not overly concerned about online predators 
or other Internet dangers.

Jane did indicate that her foster parents in one placement 
allowed her to have a pager when she was 13. Pagers were 
popular among adolescents during the mid-1990s and were 
considered an entrée for future mobile media gadgets among 
the adolescents and young adults (Ling, 2009; Matsuda, 
2009). Jane did use her pager to connect with foster family 
and friends, but did not seem to convey the general enthusi-
asm regarding mobile technologies of youth during that time 
period (Ling, 2009). This lack of enthusiasm may be related 
to the retrospective nature of this case study—the emergence 
of newer technologies could possibly minimize the past nov-
elty of pager technology. However, throughout the case 
study, Jane confessed a general lack of interest in technology. 
In the 1990s, adolescents were the early adopters of email 
and instant messaging (Bryant, Sanders-Jackson, & 
Smallwood, 2006), but Jane did not report using these tech-
nologies. In general, it appears as though Jane had only lim-
ited access and interest in computer technology and other 
social technologies that gained popularity during her time in 
the foster care system.

Technology Experiences After Transitioning Out 
of Foster Care

Jane explained that after she transitioned out of foster care, 
she had more accessibility to technology. Jane acquired per-
sonal ownership of a cell phone in 2001 when approximately 
50% of people in the United States owned cell phones (Pew 
Research Center, 2014c), which indicates that she gained 
access to cellular technology at a relatively normative time 
period. Jane was delayed in her ownership of a personal 
computer and having interent access in her home, compared 
with the majority of people in the United States (Pew 
Research Center, 2014c; Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). This could 
possibly be explained by Jane not needing personal access 
because of the accessibility to computers and Internet made 
available on her university campus. Also, in the year 2000, a 
major reported reason for people below the age of 30 not 
having Internet access was that it was too expensive (Zickuhr 
& Smith, 2012). Jane did report owning a smartphone, which 
is common among Americans (74% of 30- to 49-year-olds 
own a smartphone) in her age group (Pew Research Center, 
2014a).

Jane indicated that she joined her first social networking 
site when she was 27 years old. In 2006, 50% of 18- to 
29-year-olds had joined social networking sites and when 
Jane joined in 2010 well more than 70% of young adults 
were already social networking site users (Pew Research 
Center, 2014b). Jane explained that she had a “tough” time 
learning how to use Facebook, offering a challenge to the 
notion that Millenials can naturally and easily adopt new 
technologies—using their previous knowledge of technol-
ogy when adopting new technologies (Vaterlaus & Tulane, in 
press). Jane stated that she averaged 10 min a day on social 
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networking sites, which is approximately 4 hr less than aver-
ages reported by people below the age of 35 (Wiltfong, 
2013). Jane informed that she has not adopted any social net-
working platforms beyond Facebook. Furthermore, Jane 
indicated on average that she sent five text messages per day, 
and Smith (2011) reported that on average, adults (25-34 
years old) send 41.8 text messages per day. It appears that 
Jane has adopted the major technologies that are used among 
adults in the United States but uses them differently (and 
less) than the majority of adults.

A Unique Millennial Experience

Jane was born into the Millennial generation that has been 
described as a generation that has seamlessly embedded 
technology into their everyday living (Pew Research Center, 
2010). Multicultural feminism focuses on challenging the 
“universalist voice” by “recognizing significant, power-
structured differences among women” (Curry, 1998, p. 77). 
Previous research on women and technology has not consid-
ered the unique technological experiences of women who 
have been raised in the foster care system. Using a multicul-
tural feminist framework gave voice to Jane’s unique techno-
logical experiences as a foster care alumna.

In this case study, Jane described a tension between her 
experience with technology and what she perceived to be the 
accepted contemporary technological culture. She was 
almost apologetic as she described her technological views 
as dated or old fashioned. Jane was also aware that her lim-
ited childhood use of technology in the foster care system 
influenced her later adult experiences with technology. 
Robinson (2009) identified technological differences 
between youth who had Internet accessibility in their homes 
and those who did not have home access—but had some 
Internet access (e.g., at school). She concluded, “It has 
become ever clearer that users who enjoy unconstrained 
access [to technology] are in a qualitatively different position 
than their counterparts who must deal with constraints on 
their access to such technology” (Robinson, 2009, p. 505). 
To date, few studies have focused on the minority foster care 
family structure in terms of technology (Finn & Kerman, 
2004), so it is challenging to determine if children in foster 
care have constrained or unconstrained access to technology. 
Jane described that through her multiple transitions into dif-
ferent foster placements, she had only limited access to tech-
nology, and when technology was available, she perceived 
that she was generally socialized away from using it—imply-
ing that transitions and foster parents placed constraints on 
her technology use.

Jane’s case also challenged the “sameness” (Tong, 2009) 
in technological experience within the Millennial generation. 
Millenials are said to view the primary purpose of technol-
ogy as being social (e.g., facilitating connection; Morrill, 
Jones, & Vaterlaus, 2013), but Jane perceived that the pri-
mary purposes of technology were instrumental (e.g., doing 

homework, scheduling, safety), for example describing the 
role she wants technology to play in her and her daughters’ 
lives in pragmatic terms. Millennial women have been char-
acterized as viewing tecnhology as a medium that strength-
ens relationships (Morrill et  al., 2013), but Jane described 
technology as a source of disconnection in her relationship 
with her husband. Jane also worried about the miscommuni-
cation that could arise with technologically mediated com-
munication and implied that technology could lead to being 
too socially connected (e.g., immediacy factor).

These differences in motivations and use of technology 
may be related to social challenges embedded in the foster 
care experience. Each transition to a new foster placement 
requires a foster child to say goodbye to old friends and then 
begin the challenging task of finding new friends (Ridge & 
Millar, 2000). Foster care is a unique developmental context 
that fostered youth acknowledge makes them different than 
children raised outside of the foster care system (Samuels & 
Pryce, 2008). Being raised apart from a nuclear family, or 
more traditional family system, requires fostered youth to 
have “more personal strength and autonomy” (Samuels & 
Pryce, 2008, p. 1205). Some youth age out of foster care dis-
avowing dependence on people/organizations and experi-
ence extreme challenges (e.g., becoming homeless). 
Disavowing people, even in part, would negate the need of 
using technology for social purposes. The social and devel-
opmental challenges related to foster care may shape how 
foster children and alumni use and perceive technology—
more instrumental purposes.

Furthermore, one of the major challenges in experiencing 
multiple transitions related to foster care is maintaining con-
tact with people from previous placements (Ridge & Millar, 
2000). The process of maintaining contact and creating new 
contacts within social networks has been associated with 
successful transitions out of the foster care system 
(Hedenstrom, 2014). Jane reported that she did find the value 
in reconnecting with her biological family and her foster sib-
lings on Facebook. Jane reported that she acquired access to 
social networking (i.e., Facebook) when she obtained a 
smartphone, which then allowed her to reconnect with peo-
ple from her past. Jane’s experience highlights the impor-
tance of technology in facilitating this reconnection and 
provides some support for the claim that youth need to have 
cell phones and computers to maintain supportive relation-
ships through the transition out of foster care (Mitchell et al., 
2014). Having access to technology and social media may be 
one way to maintain stability in relationships through the 
transitions associated with foster care.

In summary, Jane’s technology experiences were quite 
different from others in her generation. Multicultural femi-
nism postulates, “Those who share a common history of 
oppression or exclusion such as . . . nontraditional family 
structures, share a common bond” (Skogrand et  al., 2013,  
p. 517). Our purpose in this case study was to illuminate the 
unique technological experience of one foster care alumna. 
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Now, future research should focus on giving voice to addi-
tional foster care children and alumni to identify the common 
bond (Skogrand et al., 2013) or similarities these individuals 
share within their understudied family structure. Further 
research on the commonalities among those raised in foster 
care could best inform policy and intervention related to 
technology in the foster care system.

Limitations and Conclusion

The qualitative case study approach provided a rich under-
standing of one woman’s past and present experience in 
terms of technology. However, this method did limit the gen-
eralizability of the results beyond the participant’s case. 
Future research should consider the use of larger sample 
sizes and multiple methods. Jane also was in the older sub-
section of the Millennial generation, and future research 
should recruit samples of younger Millennials and children 
from the next generation (after the year 2000) to investigate 
the current and evolving experience of technology among 
foster care children and alumni.

Using the multicultural feminist approach provided emerg-
ing evidence that a foster care alumna’s experience with tech-
nology was different in terms of access, purpose, and use than 
the majority of Millennials. Future research should continue 
to explore not only the access to technology available through 
foster care transitions but also the constraints (e.g., foster par-
ents’ perceptions, access to media outside the home) associ-
ated with children’s technology use within the system. Jane 
also perceived that she was an outsider in terms of her percep-
tions of the purposes and use of technology. This is a promis-
ing area of research that could investigate how foster children 
use social technologies differently than children raised in 
other contexts, if technology influences friendship formation 
after transition to a new foster placement, and the role tech-
nology plays in maintaining contact with past relationships 
after transition. This exploratory study serves as a beginning 
step to understanding the technological experiences in foster 
care and suggests that foster care is an important family expe-
rience to investigate in terms of technology.
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