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RESEARCH ARTICLE

“At home, I have to be careful what I say”: Navigating family 
and peer relationships through mobile communication in 
urban Bangladesh
Nahida Sultanaa, Monira Begumb and Md. Ohidur Zamana

aDepartment of Sociology, University of Barishal, Barishal, Bangladesh; bDepartment of Communication, 
University of South Florida, Florida, USA

ABSTRACT
Mobile communication is embedded in adolescents’ family and 
peer relationships, yet how these intersecting relationships shape 
disclosure, trust, monitoring, and reputational concerns remains 
insufficiently understood in urban Bangladesh. This qualitative 
study draws on in-depth interviews with 18 adolescents aged 16– 
18 in Barishal City Corporation and uses reflexive thematic analysis. 
Three interrelated themes emerged: caring families and the limits of 
emotional openness; peer intimacy and managed connectivity 
across home and friendship; and gendered trust, visibility, and 
reputational risk. Participants described family care alongside selec
tive withholding, while mobile communication supported peer 
connection and emotional expression within ongoing family life. 
Expected responses, audience boundaries, possible exposure, and 
gendered judgment shaped communication decisions. Female ado
lescents more explicitly connected visibility with moral labeling, 
while boys also described monitoring and unwanted exposure. 
The study shows how familiar mobile communication practices 
acquire situated meanings within intersecting family and peer rela
tionships shaped by trust, visibility, responsiveness, and reputation.

IMPACT SUMMARY
Prior State of Knowledge: Research shows adolescents use 
mobile communication to maintain friendships, develop social 
connections, and exchange personal information. Family and 
peer relationships influence these practices. Yet, little research 
explores monitoring, trust, gendered judgment, and reputational 
concerns among urban Bangladeshi adolescents.
Novel Contributions: Within this context, family care coexisted 
with restricted emotional openness. Mobile communication facili
tated peer intimacy within the family setting, while trust depended 
on careful management of confidentiality and visibility. Female 
adolescents were more likely to associate unintended exposure 
with gendered moral judgment.
Practical Implications: Primarily for practitioners, these findings 
support developing family communication and digital literacy pro
grams focusing on active listening, confidentiality, awareness,  
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consent before sharing messages, and gendered reputational risks, 
while recognizing peer support as an important relational resource.

Mobile communication has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily social interac
tions, allowing relationships to continue beyond face-to-face encounters and supporting 
the maintenance of social networks and friendships (Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004; 
Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). Online communication affords adolescents greater control 
over self-presentation and self-disclosure, which can strengthen relationship formation, 
friendship quality, and the exchange of intimate or developmentally sensitive topics 
(Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). Adolescents’ existing family and peer relationships also 
shape these practices. Bhallamudi (2022) notes that parental mediation and family 
norms affect young people’s access to digital media. Factors such as gender, socioeco
nomic status, and ideals of femininity influence how families decide on adolescent girls’ 
mobile phone access. Research also identifies tensions between parents’ and adolescents’ 
perspectives on digital-media use, boundaries, and autonomy (Page Jeffery, 2024).

Research in Bangladesh shows that adolescents’ communication is embedded in 
relational and gendered contexts. A nationally representative sample of unmarried ado
lescents found significant gender differences in egalitarian gender-role attitudes; strong 
parental connectedness was associated with more egalitarian attitudes among girls, while 
community peer attitudes were associated with gender-role attitudes among both girls 
and boys (Streatfield et al., 2023). Health interactions among adolescents also vary by 
context sensitivity. A study most adolescents view their mothers as the primary source of 
health information, but compared to boys, mother-daughter health discussions mainly 
revolve around menstruation and puberty, with little emphasis on sexual health, preg
nancy, STIs, or contraception (Zakaria et al., 2019). Another study found that adolescents 
preferred online audiences by separating parents from certain social-media circles, 
restricting family access to posts, and varying dis.5212closures between family and 
trusted peers (Rony & Ahmed, 2025). Digital access remains uneven; in the AdSEARCH 
cohort, approximately one-quarter owned a mobile phone and 47% accessed the internet 
through personal or family devices (A. Alam et al., 2025). In a health-specific digital 
context, Hasan et al. (2025) found that a peer-led mobile intervention supported discus
sion and peer communication, although shared devices, guardian permission, connectiv
ity, and financial limitations constrained participation.

Together, these studies situate mobile communication within a developmental period 
in which peer relationships and identity exploration become increasingly important 
(Arnett, 2000; Steinberg, 2008). At the same time, adolescents’ access to and use of mobile 
phones remain shaped by gender, family authority, class, respectability norms, and 
cultural expectations (Bhallamudi, 2022; Doron, 2012; Sarwatay et al., 2021). When family 
communication is limited around emotional, relational, or sensitive topics, peers can 
become important sources of support and information (Ainul et al., 2016; Stanton- 
Salazar & Spina, 2005). In Bangladesh, family involvement can coexist with boundaries 
around sensitive communication, even where family relationships remain important 
sources of care and support (Zakaria et al., 2019). Yet understanding remains limited 
regarding how adolescents in urban Bangladesh navigate mobile communication across 

2 N. SULTANA ET AL.



family and peer relationships, particularly how emotional openness, trust, monitoring, 
gendered judgment, and reputational concerns shape what they communicate and with 
whom. The primary gap this study addresses pertains to the relational dynamics of mobile 
communication practices. Specifically, it focuses on how these practices acquire meaning 
within the context of adolescents’ concurrent family and peer relationships.

Drawing on in-depth interviews with 18 adolescents aged 16–18 in Barishal City 
Corporation, this study examines how adolescents negotiate mobile communication 
across concurrent family and peer relationships. It focuses on how adolescents’ expecta
tions about others’ responses shape disclosure, how mobile communication keeps peer 
relationships active within family life, and how trust, monitoring, visibility, gendered 
judgment, and reputational concerns influence communication choices. By examining 
these processes together, the study seeks to explain how familiar mobile communication 
practices acquire situated relational meanings within the urban Bangladeshi context. Uses 
and Gratifications Theory (UGT), Ecological Systems Theory (EST), and Social Learning 
Theory (SLT) provide complementary perspectives for interpreting communicative moti
vations, overlapping relational contexts, and learned expectations about possible 
consequences.

Adolescence, family communication, and gendered expectations in 
Bangladesh

Steinberg and Morris (2001) highlight parent-adolescent relationships, self-development, 
and peer relationships as key areas of adolescent development. Peer relationships can 
offer valuable emotional and social support. For example, Stanton-Salazar and Spina 
(2005) found that some friendships among low-income Mexican-origin adolescents pro
vided support during difficult times, though this support varied among different peers. 
Family and peer relationships are important during adolescence and develop within the 
social context of family structure in Bangladesh. Evidence from GAGE Bangladesh indi
cates that adolescents rely on their parents, siblings, and extended family for support. 
While friendships are usually formed at school, girls may have fewer opportunities for 
socializing with peers outside of that setting (GAGE Consortium [GAGE], 2022). In northern 
Bangladeshi communities, Naved et al. (2022) found that girls are expected to restrict 
mobility and limit interactions with male peers; those perceived as violating these norms 
may face pressure for early marriage to protect reputation. A scoping review from urban 
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan found similar expectations of premarital sexual 
abstinence, limited communication about sexuality between young people and adults, 
and gender norms that constrain young women’s sexual and reproductive decision- 
making (P. Alam et al., 2024). This scholarship provides a clearer context where family 
support and involvement coexist with gender communication boundaries, while peer 
interactions are influenced by both gender and social circumstances.

Within this relational context, digital platforms offer additional channels for sensitive 
communication, though practical and social constraints persist. In a health-specific digital 
context, Hasan et al. (2025) studied Mukhorito, a peer-led Android app designed to 
complement Bangladesh’s school-based adolescent health program with structured, age- 
specific sexual and reproductive health education and peer interaction. In their study, 
participants said the app created a safe space for discussing taboo sexual and 
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reproductive health topics and facilitating peer-to-peer communication. However, bar
riers included limited smartphone access, unreliable internet, shared family devices, and 
the need for guardian permission (Hasan et al., 2025). Mobile communication thus 
provides a framework for examining how adolescents maintain and negotiate peer 
relationships across cultures.

Mobile peer communication in diverse cultural contexts

Research on mobile communication has long examined how mobile phones become 
embedded in everyday coordination, accessibility, peer interaction, and young people’s 
negotiation of autonomy (Ling, 2004). Haddon (2013) further situates children’s and 
young people’s mobile-media practices within parental regulation, peer-group practices, 
and cross-cultural variation. Oksman and Turtiainen (2004) similarly described Finnish 
teenagers’ mobile use as connected to friendship, personal space, and self-presentation. 
Moreover, recent scholarship increasingly views adolescents’ online and offline relation
ships as interconnected. Al-Jbouri et al. (2024) found that Canadian adolescents have 
significant overlap between their in-person and online friendships, highlighting technol
ogy’s role in strengthening these connections. Longitudinal research with Dutch adoles
cents also shows that friendship dynamics affect their use of social media (Angelini et al.,  
2026). Therefore, its evident that previous research is not in specific devices or platforms, 
but in understanding how mediated communication is integral to adolescents’ social 
relationships.

Garrett et al. (2023) use the Transformation Framework to differentiate texting, video 
chatting, social media, and phone calls by features like synchrony and publicness, arguing 
that each mode offers unique opportunities for emotional conversation, support, and self- 
disclosure. Similarly, Steinsbekk et al. (2024) explore social media from different angles, 
noting that while online activity can displace offline engagement, it may also enhance 
interactions with existing friends. Their study shows that increased social media use is 
linked to more time spent with offline friends, supporting the idea that these forms of 
communication can complement each other. Angelini et al. (2026) found that social 
media can strengthen friendships, but the benefits depend on the quality of those 
friendships and the online activities involved. Overall, these studies indicate that mobile 
communication’s effects vary based on how it integrates with peer relationships.

Existing studies also indicate that key relational functions of digital communication are 
similar across various cultures. In a study of adolescents from 11 countries, Ziegel et al. 
(2025) found that while online communication helps maintain social networks, partici
pants expressed concerns about comparison, harassment, gender stereotypes, and exces
sive use. This suggests that connection and support are not unique to Western cultures. 
However, differences in gender norms and local understandings highlight the need to 
consider social contexts when examining these digital practices. Furthermore, the con
textual distinction is especially significant when comparing Western and Asian research. 
Purboningsih et al. (2025) note that parental-mediation frameworks from the Global 
North only partially correspond to practices in other regions. Their Indonesian study 
finds that, while parents everywhere face comparable challenges with adolescents’ social- 
media use, cultural and relational factors shape how mediation happens. In India, Tandon 
and Deshmukh (2026) also frame adolescents’ internet use within family supervision, 
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noting that parental monitoring can protect but may also be seen as control limiting 
autonomy. These outcomes echo earlier South Asian research showing that family gate
keeping, gender, class, and expectations of respectability shape mobile access and use 
(Bhallamudi, 2022; Doron, 2012).

Taken together, current research suggests that cross-cultural differences in adoles
cents’ mobile communication relate more to social conditions than to usage itself. While 
mobile communication fosters friendship and connection, family dynamics and social 
contexts shape its meanings, particularly in urban Bangladesh, where factors like family 
involvement, monitoring, and gender expectations influence adolescents’ perceptions of 
mobile interaction.

Negotiating family and peer relationships in communication

Adolescents’ navigation of family, peers, and other social contexts with distinct expecta
tions and norms may influence their disclosure. Research demonstrates that disclosure is 
shaped by both the subject matter and perceptions of parental authority and privacy 
(Smetana et al., 2009). Smetana et al. (2009) found that disclosure and nondisclosure 
patterns differed across prudential, personal, peer, and multifaceted issues. Parental 
disapproval most strongly influenced prudential behaviors, while people more often 
withheld personal matters as private. Similarly, Chan et al. (2015) found greater will
ingness to disclose basic information about peer activities than details of close relation
ships, with disclosure influenced by beliefs about parental entitlement to information.

This relational selectivity challenges the notion of a straightforward preference for 
either family or peers. Lynam and Tenn (1989) found that adolescents often viewed peers 
as trusted confidants but withheld information from parents to avoid conflict, protect 
parental emotions, or assert independence. Selective disclosure may therefore reflect 
sensitivity, privacy concerns, and perceptions of parental entitlement, rather than 
a withdrawal from family relationships (Chan et al., 2015; Smetana et al., 2009). Flamant 
et al. (2024) demonstrated that mothers’ reactions varied based on adolescents’ negotia
tion strategies, the specific issue, and mothers’ authoritarian attitudes. Consequently, 
disclosure involves careful judgments about what information to share and how recipi
ents may respond. Mobile communication expands these negotiations by enabling 
adolescents to seek support while managing their audience and potential exposure. 
Razi et al. (2020) found that adolescents can access support while simultaneously asses
sing risks in online interactions. Gemara et al. (2025) reported that adolescents who 
experienced unwanted online sexual solicitation were more likely to disclose to friends 
than to parents when they distrusted parental reactions.

Mobile communication also facilitates exchanges across distance, fostering 
a sense of connected presence (Licoppe, 2004). However, this connection may 
generate expectations of constant availability. Winstone et al. (2023) found that 
private social-media communication and group chats promoted connection and 
belonging but also created pressure to remain responsive. In Bangladesh, digital 
peer interactions are similarly influenced by trust and social risk. Rana and Zahid 
(2026) found that adolescents were attracted to gaming due to community, peer 
interaction, and trust, but also reported experiences of bullying and gendered 
harassment. Additionally, messages may circulate beyond their intended recipients, 
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complicating issues of confidentiality and trust (Winstone et al., 2023). However, 
research remains limited on how disclosure, monitoring, responsiveness, and 
expectations interact within adolescents’ mobile communication in urban 
Bangladesh. Addressing this gap requires attention to adolescents’ motivations, 
overlying relational contexts, and the expectations that inform communication 
choices. Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) helps examine what adolescents 
seek through mobile communication. Ecological Systems Theory (EST) situates 
these practices within family and peer relationships. Social Learning Theory (SLT) 
helps interpret learned expectations regarding trust, monitoring, judgment, and 
potential consequences. Collectively, these theoretical perspectives frame key ques
tions about family-peer communication, mobile negotiation across contexts, and 
the roles of gendered expectations, monitoring, trust, and reputation.

Theoretical orientation

To examine the relational problem identified in the literature, this study uses UGT, 
EST, and SLT as complementary sensitizing perspectives rather than as three 
independent theories. Together, they highlight what adolescents seek through 
mobile communication, how that communication is embedded within family and 
peer relationships, and how expectations about trust, privacy, monitoring, and 
consequences shape disclosure.

UGT focuses on the needs and gratifications users seek through particular media 
(Katz et al., 1973; Rubin, 2002). UGT helps explain why adolescents may turn to 
mobile peer communication for connection, emotional support, self-expression, or 
discussion of topics that feel harder to raise elsewhere (Dunne et al., 2010; 
Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). EST situates adolescent development within intercon
nected environments, including family, peers, school, and broader social settings 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). SLT highlights expectations learned through observation, 
interaction, reinforcement, and anticipated consequences (Bandura, 1977; Bandura 
& Walters, 1963). It helps explain how adolescents come to judge whom they can 
trust, which conversations should remain private, and what might happen if com
munication reaches unintended audiences. Together, the three perspectives orga
nize the study around communicative motivations, intersecting relational settings, 
and learned expectations, and help interpret the culturally situated relational 
problem identified in the literature. The study therefore addresses the following 
questions:

RQ1: How do adolescents in urban Bangladesh describe communication within 
family and peer relationships?

RQ2: How do adolescents in urban Bangladesh use mobile communication to 
negotiate their simultaneous involvement in family and peer relationships?

RQ3: How do adolescents in urban Bangladesh describe the role of gendered 
expectations, family monitoring, trust, and reputational concerns in online 
self-expression and sensitive disclosure?
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Method

This study used a qualitative approach to investigate adolescent mobile communication 
within family and peer relationships. In-depth interviews elicited participants’ perspec
tives on family communication, friendships, mobile connectivity, and sensitive disclosure. 
The analysis was primarily inductive, with themes developed from participants’ responses. 
UGT, EST, and SLT served as complementary sensitizing perspectives to understand 
communicative motivations, relational contexts, and how expectations shaped health 
communication.

Study site

The study was conducted in Barishal City Corporation, located in southern 
Bangladesh. The researchers chose Barishal as the urban setting to examine adoles
cents’ mobile communication in everyday schooling, family interactions, and peer 
relationships. The study does not claim that Barishal represents Bangladesh as 
a whole; instead, it provides a social context for interpreting participants’ 
experiences.

Participants and recruitment

The sample consisted of 18 adolescents aged 16 to 18 who were enrolled in higher 
secondary education or college and reported regular mobile internet use. This group 
included nine boys and nine girls. In Bangladesh, the Higher Secondary Certificate 
encompasses grades XI and XII, aligning with the age range represented in the study 
(Nuffic, n.d.). To be eligible for the study, participants needed regular access to 
a smartphone and the internet, either through mobile data or Wi-Fi, as well as frequent 
use of mobile functions such as messaging, social media, browsing, video viewing or 
sharing, and seeking private information. The emphasis was on regular mobile commu
nication rather than device ownership alone.

Data collection occurred between July and September 2025. Researchers recruited 
participants from educational institutions that distributed study information. Institutional 
representatives served solely as access points and did not participate in participant 
selection. Participation was voluntary, and recruitment aimed to achieve a gender bal
ance, as the study explored how gendered expectations might influence participants’ 
perspectives on family monitoring, trust, privacy, and reputation.

Data collection

The primary author conducted semi-structured interviews in Bengali at private locations 
convenient for participants. Interviews lasted approximately 45–60 minutes. The interview 
guide explored three interconnected areas aligned with the study purpose: participants’ 
communication within family and peer relationships; how mobile communication 
allowed peer relationships to remain active across home, study, and other everyday 
settings; and how trust, privacy, gender expectations, family monitoring, and possible 
social consequences shaped online expression and sensitive disclosure.
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Questions were open-ended and designed to elicit experiences rather than judgments 
about whether mobile phone use was beneficial or harmful. Examples included: “Can you 
walk me through a typical day of using your phone – what do you use it for and with 
whom?”; “How do conversations with your friends online differ from conversations at 
home?”; and “Are there topics you would discuss with close friends online but not with 
your family or in a group chat – and why?” Follow-up questions invited participants to 
elaborate on particular relationships, situations, or communication decisions. Interviews 
on sensitive topics followed participants’ willingness to disclose in ways that felt comfor
table for them.

All interviews were audio-recorded following participant assent and parental consent. 
The primary author, a native Bengali speaker, transcribed the recordings verbatim in 
Bengali. The first two authors then translated the transcripts into English. The authors 
discussed and reconciled translation differences to preserve participants’ intended mean
ings as closely as possible.

Data analysis

Interview transcripts were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and 
Clarke’s (Braun & Clarke, 2006) six-phase approach: familiarization, initial coding, theme 
development, theme review, theme definition and naming, and writing the analysis. The 
analysis began with repeated readings of the transcripts. Initial codes were developed 
from participants’ accounts and remained close to experiences involving family commu
nication, peer relationships, mobile connectivity, emotional expression, trust, audience, 
gender, monitoring, and anticipated consequences of disclosure. All researchers then 
examined the codes and developed them into broader themes. The researchers discussed 
developing interpretations and differences in reading to deepen reflexivity and refine the 
themes.

The researchers carefully reviewed themes to ensure they reflected recurring meanings 
while retaining differences across participants’ accounts. UGT, EST, and SLT were brought 
more explicitly into the later interpretive stages as sensitizing perspectives. UGT helped 
interpret the forms of connection, listening, and expression adolescents sought; EST 
informed interpretation of intersecting family and peer relationships; and SLT helped 
illuminate expectations surrounding trust, confidentiality, monitoring, and anticipated 
consequences.

Ethical considerations and researcher positionality

Ethical approval (FSS-SOC 25–02/2025) was obtained from the Research and Extension 
Cell, University of Barishal, Bangladesh, where data were collected. Because participants 
were minors, this study obtained informed assent from adolescents along with parental 
consent. Participants were informed that participation was voluntary, that they could 
decline to answer questions or withdraw from the study, and that pseudonyms would be 
used throughout the manuscript.

The primary author’s cultural familiarity facilitated rapport during interviews, while 
the research team’s understanding of participants’ language and relational references 
improved interpretation. Reflexive memos were therefore maintained throughout data 
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collection and analysis to identify assumptions and consider alternative interpreta
tions. Trustworthiness was further supported through an audit trail linking transcripts, 
codes, developing themes, and interpretive decisions; the contextual presentation of 
participants’ accounts; and the sharing of thematic summaries with some participants 
to assess whether the developing interpretations reasonably reflected their 
experiences.

Findings

Reflexive thematic analysis identified three interrelated themes: (1) caring families and the 
limits of emotional openness; (2) peer intimacy and managed connectivity across home 
and friendship; and (3) gendered trust, visibility, and reputational risk. Participants did not 
portray family and peer relationships as mutually exclusive social spheres. Families 
provided care and guidance, whereas friendships provided listening, emotional openness, 
and sensitive disclosure. Mobile communication kept peer relationships active alongside 
family life, while disclosure depended on topic, recipient, trust, and anticipated 
consequences.

Theme 1: Caring families and the limits of emotional openness

Participants seldom described their families as uncaring or emotionally absent. Rather, 
they differentiated between receiving care and feeling able to express themselves 
fully. Parents frequently conveyed concern through advice, academic expectations, 
protection, and correction. However, several participants wanted to be heard without 
conversations being immediately redirected toward prescriptive guidance. Friendships 
became significant not because of a lack of familial attachment, but because they 
offered a distinct communicative response. Sakib (boy) articulated this distinction 
directly:

At home, when I try to talk about stress or feeling confused, my parents usually just tell me 
to focus more or be serious. They care about my schoolwork, but it makes it tough to open up 
about how I really feel. With my friends, though, I can say what’s on my mind without 
worrying about being corrected. That’s why I prefer talking to them.

Sakib did not question his parents’ concern, instead attributing their response to 
a focus on his education. The challenge emerged because their reaction differed from 
the support he sought through disclosure. The advice to “focus more” redirected the 
conversation toward academic expectations. In contrast, Sakib described friends as allow
ing him to express his feelings without immediate correction. His account indicates that 
emotional openness depended partly on the response he expected from a particular 
relationship. In Sakib’s account, parental care did not necessarily provide the form of 
emotional acknowledgment he sought. Sabbir (boy) described a different reason for 
limiting disclosure at home:

I always need to think about what I will share because I know they have their own 
struggles. I don’t want to add to their burdens. It’s important to me to be mindful of their 
feelings while still finding ways to connect. But with my friends, it’s different. They feel like 
family, like brothers. I can share anything with them, and there’s no pressure; I can just be 
myself.
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Sabbir did not frame his restraint as mistrust, or emotional distance. He considered his 
parents’ circumstances before disclosure, suggesting that withholding information could 
be an act of relational care rather than withdrawal. His intention to “still find ways to 
connect” indicates that selective silence coexisted with familial attachment. Referring to 
friends as “like brothers” further complicates the distinction between family and peers: 
both relationships involved closeness, but with parents he weighed the potential burden 
of his concerns, whereas with friends he experienced less pressure to manage the 
listener’s response. Tania (girl) situated communicative limits in expectations that were 
understood rather than explicitly stated:

At home, it’s tough to share my thoughts and feelings with my family due to unspoken 
expectations. But with my college friends, everything changes. I feel free to talk about 
anything – gossip, silly stories, or daily frustrations, or any sensitive and sexual topics – 
without fear of judgment. My best friend understands me and listens to my complaints 
without dismissing them. That emotional support means a lot; it allows me to truly be myself 
and find comfort in their presence.

Tania did not identify a specific family rule prohibiting certain conversations. Her 
reference to “unspoken expectations” suggests an internalized understanding of which 
topics could be introduced without discomfort and which might elicit judgment or 
dismissal. Friendship broadened the discussable topics, and her focus on being under
stood indicates that openness depended on both expected responses and topic selection. 
The form of communication also shaped what participants felt able to express. Fareen 
(girl) explained that even with a trusted friend, texting made different and better dis
closures easier than face-to-face conversation:

When I’m feeling down or just confused about stuff, I usually prefer texting a close friend 
instead of talking to them in person. There’s something about typing that makes it way easier 
for me to share what I’m going through. It’s like I can express my thoughts more clearly 
without the awkwardness of being face-to-face. Writing it all out helps me get my feelings 
straight, and it feels less intense than a live conversation.

Fareen emphasized that openness in communication was influenced by both the 
nature of the relationship and the communication mode used. Texting allowed her to 
take the time to organize her complex emotions, which reduced the intensity often 
associated with face-to-face interactions. As a result, Fareen described texting as helping 
her organize and express difficult feelings with less intensity.

Collectively, these accounts show that family and peer relationships offered different 
communication possibilities for participants. Family relationships were often described in 
terms of care and responsibility, while some participants limited personal disclosures 
because they anticipated correction, judgment, or burdening parents. Friendships could 
provide a different form of response, including listening and greater openness around 
difficult emotions. The key difference lies in the varying expectations of acceptable topics 
and anticipated responses to what is shared.

Theme 2: Peer intimacy and managed connectivity across home and friendship

Participants described peer relationships as continuing across different locations, activ
ities, and times of day. Through messages, social media, and private conversations, they 
remained aware of and connected with friends while at home, studying, or spending time 
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with family. This ongoing communication supported peer connection but also created 
expectations for responsiveness, leading to competing demands for attention. Rafiq, 
a boy, explained how expectations of responsiveness entered moments he intended to 
dedicate to schoolwork:

Most of the time when I log in to my phone, I tell myself it’s for study purposes, maybe to 
check a note or search for something for class. But once I see messages from friends, I feel it’s 
not right to ignore them because they’ll later ask why I didn’t reply. So, I answer first, and then 
studying and chatting continue side by side.

Rafiq’s responses reveal more than just a tendency to be distracted. He understood 
that being unresponsive might be noticed and could require explanations, making it 
crucial to stay engaged in order to maintain friendships even while studying. His 
phrase “side by side” emphasizes that academic work and peer communication 
happen concurrently. Mobile accessibility allowed for connection, while also creating 
an expectation to remain responsive. Shila (a girl) described a quieter way of staying 
with her peers:

Even though I don’t post or message much, I usually spend 2 or 3 hours scrolling through 
my feed. It feels like a habit I can’t ignore. On the one hand, it keeps me updated on and 
connected to my friends’ lives, which I enjoy. On the other hand, I sometimes feel guilty about 
the time I waste.

For Shila, feeling connected did not rely solely on direct interaction. By observing her 
friends’ activities, she could stay informed about their lives without messaging them 
directly. This allowed her to maintain a sense of connection with her peers, going beyond 
just conversations to a continuous observation of their lives. However, this practice still 
required significant time and attention, and it often left her feeling guilty. As a result, 
connection proved both socially rewarding and personally demanding. The simultaneous 
presence of family and peers was particularly evident in Rubel’s (boy) account:

When I’m with my family, I’m physically there, sharing laughs and stories, but my mind 
sometimes drifts to my chat groups. It doesn’t mean I don’t care; it’s just that I’m torn between 
enjoying the moment and staying connected to my friends. I want to be present, but you 
know . . . you’ll agree with me that the addictions of the digital world are hard to ignore.

Rubel rejected the idea that divided attention indicated a lack of care for his family. He 
felt “torn”, which reflected the simultaneous demands of two important relationships. His 
challenge reflected different expectations of presence within the same setting: physical 
participation with family alongside continued attention to peer communication. As 
a result, phone use at home represented overlapping relational demands instead of 
simply displacing family engagement. Additionally, Rasel (boy) further illustrated how 
timing shaped peer communication:

At night, when everything is quiet, all school stress, friendship concerns, and my identity 
crisis stress me. That is when I really rely on my friends. Late-night talks become our safe space 
where I share my feelings/sufferings, and they respond with their experiences and advice. 
Those conversations help lighten my burden, reminding me I am not alone and making 
things feel easier.

For Rasel, nighttime offered a quieter opportunity for peer communication while he 
remained at home. As household activities slowed down, interactions with peers became 
more thoughtful and emotionally centered. These quieter moments allowed for conver
sations that were often hard to maintain during the busyness of the day. Friends 
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responded by recounting their own experiences, providing support not just through 
advice but also through shared understanding and empathy.

Together, these accounts show that mobile communication supported peer connec
tion across study, family time, browsing, and personal reflection while also creating 
expectations of responsiveness and, for some participants, feelings of guilt. Participants 
managed these relationships through attention and different forms of participation.

Theme 3: Gendered trust, visibility, and reputational risk

Participants shared that their willingness to express sensitive information depended on 
their assessment of trust and the audience. They considered whom they could rely on, 
who might access their messages, and the consequences of unintended exposure. While 
both boys and girls described these concerns, girls more often connected visibility to 
gendered moral judgments. Therefore, online communication involves choices about 
whether to share information, with whom, and how much exposure it might receive. 
Nusrat (girl) responded:

When I post something emotional, it is not for attention; I cannot express those feelings 
openly at home. Sharing online lets me communicate indirectly, and I hope those who 
understand me can relate to what I am feeling. It is my way of connecting without having 
to explain everything directly.

Nusrat’s online posts did not represent unrestricted disclosure. Instead, her indirect 
expression communicated an emotional state without fully explaining its circumstances, 
relying on others to recognize or relate to what she was feeling. This way balanced silence 
and full disclosure, allowing her to connect with others while maintaining control over 
how much she revealed about herself. Reshma emphasized a similar yet more intentional 
approach to selecting what to share:

Okay, so online or on the phone, I am, like, definitely not sharing my entire life, but I do 
share some things – like events and thoughts that I would not normally say in person. It just 
feels way chillier to post on social media, and my friends always leave comments that help 
me relax. I can show sides of myself that I usually keep hidden and express thoughts that 
might get all mixed up at home. It is just easier, you know?

Reshma rejected the idea of sharing her “entire life”, using mobile communication to 
express specific thoughts while selectively maintaining boundaries. Friends’ comments 
provided her with recognition and reassurance, highlighting that online openness is more 
about selectivity than comprehensiveness.

Trust became more evident when participants reflected on personal or sensitive 
communication. Limon (boy) explained:

Before I even think about sharing something personal, I have to ask myself if this person 
can actually be trusted. Moreover, honestly, if there is even the slightest hint of doubt in my 
mind, it just frustrates me, but I end up keeping my mouth shut. It is not worth the risk of 
opening up to someone who might not understand or be supportive.

Limon described trust as an essential assessment that must occur before disclos
ing information. Even a small amount of uncertainty could prevent him from speak
ing. His frustration suggests that silence was not a preferred choice; instead, it 
stemmed from the need to weigh his desire to communicate against uncertainty 
about how his message would be received. Trust involved more than just 
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confidentiality; it also included the expectation of understanding and a supportive 
response from the listener. Withholding therefore allowed him to avoid a response 
he perceived as potentially unsupportive, even though he expressed frustration 
about remaining silent. Arif, a boy in the group, identified trust as being rooted 
within the peer group:

In our friend group, we often joke about adult/sexual topics with a knowing smile, but 
there is a solid understanding that those conversations stay private. If someone shares them 
outside, it feels like a betrayal – like a sudden chill in the room. Reputation matters here, and 
that trust is what keeps our friendships strong . . . . . . We want to share openly, laughing 
together without worrying about being judged or having our words thrown back at us. It is all 
about that safe space where we can be ourselves.

Arif described an implicit boundary that encouraged sensitive conversations, relying 
on the expectation that discussions would remain within the group. This exclusivity 
fostered trust, as sharing information outside the group was seen as a betrayal and 
posed reputational risks. Thus, confidentiality served as both an expectation and 
a safeguard against outside judgment. For some female participants, the potential 
impacts of circulation had gender-specific consequences. Mithila (girl) explained:

Before I share something personal, I often imagine the worst-case scenario – what if it gets 
forwarded or viral? As a girl, I worry that discussing topics like sensitive and sexual commu
nication will lead people to label me as “bad”. There’s always judgment around anything 
I write, which makes me second-guess myself. This fear of criticism often silences me, even 
when I have something important to say.

Mithila’s concerns went beyond just privacy issues. Forwarding her message or having 
it go viral could change both its audience and its interpretation, making the disclosure 
subject to character judgment. Being labeled as “bad” connected the perceived conse
quences to a gendered moral evaluation. In fact, the risk of her message being forwarded 
was enough to influence her communication; even the thought of sharing it made her 
hesitate. Thus, anticipated visibility shaped her decision about whether to disclose. 
Sumona (girl) framed this perceived imbalance comparatively:

While I believe that online space offers freedom to express feelings, but freedom! It feels 
limited for girls, especially in our culture. There is always someone ready to criticize me, and it 
is frustrating to see how boys do not seem to face the same scrutiny. They can share what 
they want without fear, while at home, I have to be careful what I say. It feels incredibly 
unfair.

Sumona connected online expression and communication at home through a shared 
expectation of caution. Her observation that boys could communicate “without fear” 
reflected her perception of unequal scrutiny rather than an absence of restrictions for 
them. Ultimately, while online spaces offered more opportunities for expression, antici
pated gender-based criticism still limited them. Male participants also noted the impact of 
monitoring and potential consequences, complicating a simple division between con
strained girls and unconstrained boys. Jakir (boy) explained:

We know there are some restrictions around certain issues, right? Even online, we are 
constantly aware of what we can and cannot share. If I post anything, I know a relative will 
complain to my parents. It is so frustrating! Honestly, I feel like it is much safer to share 
something sensitive about health with close friends over the phone rather than putting it all 
out there online. I mean, who wants that kind of drama? It is just easier to keep it between us.
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Jakir anticipated that online posting could be seen by relatives and reported to his 
parents, linking digital visibility to parental authority. Rather than stopping communica
tion altogether, he decided to narrow his audience and share sensitive information 
directly with trusted friends. This strategy allowed him to maintain communication 
while reducing unwanted involvement from his family.

Collectively, the findings indicate both shared and gender-differentiated concerns. 
Boys and girls described selective expression, trust assessment, confidentiality expecta
tions, and audience narrowing, while girls more explicitly connected these concerns to 
the possibility of gendered moral labeling.

Discussion

Previous research on mobile communication has established that adolescents use 
mediated communication for coordination, friendship maintenance, self-expression, and 
support across diverse cultural contexts (Al-Jbouri et al., 2024; Garrett et al., 2023; Ling,  
2004; Ziegel et al., 2025). However, it remains unclear how these established practices 
function when family involvement, peer expectations, monitoring, trust, and gendered 
reputational concerns intersect in urban Bangladesh. The findings indicate that the 
primary contribution is not identifying unique forms of mobile use but showing how 
established practices acquire specific meanings within overlapping relationships.

The findings show that family care coexisting with limited emotional openness adds 
nuance to research on adolescent disclosure. Existing studies demonstrate that disclosure 
varies by context, expectations, and beliefs about parental authority or entitlement to 
information (Chan et al., 2015; Smetana et al., 2009), while research in Bangladesh 
documents context-specific limits in family communication (Zakaria et al., 2019). In this 
study, some adolescents withheld concerns because they expected correction or judg
ment, or because they wanted to avoid burdening their parents. This suggests that 
selective silence can function as relational management rather than solely as privacy 
protection or withdrawal from family. Mobile peer communication became significant 
because it sometimes offered a different expected response: listening, acknowledgment, 
and easier discussion of difficult emotions.

Importantly, the findings clarify how mobile communication integrates into everyday 
relational life. Ling (2004) emphasizes mobile communication’s role in coordination and 
social accessibility, while Haddon (2013) situates young people’s mobile-media practices 
within peer relationships, parental regulation, and culturally variable social contexts. In 
this study, peer interaction persisted during study, family time, and late-night reflection. 
As a result, participants managed simultaneous expectations of family presence and peer 
responsiveness, rather than transitioning cleanly between distinct social spheres. This 
extends research on connectedness and displacement by demonstrating that mobile use 
at home can represent intersecting relational presence rather than a straightforward 
withdrawal from family interaction (Garrett et al., 2023; Steinsbekk et al., 2024; Winstone 
et al., 2023).

Moreover, the findings build upon South Asian research documenting gendered 
patterns in mobile access, mobility, relationships, respectability, and reputation 
(Bhallamudi, 2022; Naved et al., 2022). Among participants with regular mobile access, 
these concerns also influenced content management. Adolescents weighed the 

14 N. SULTANA ET AL.



possibility of going viral, family discovery, judgment, and confidentiality breaches before 
deciding whether, where, and with whom to communicate. Girls more explicitly asso
ciated unintended visibility with moral labeling, while boys also reported experiences of 
monitoring and unwanted exposure. Consequently, trust involved both confidence in the 
recipient and expectations regarding whether information would remain within the 
intended audience.

Overall, this study contributes to mobile communication scholarship by demonstrating 
that similar practices of connection, disclosure, and audience management can fulfill 
familiar relational functions across cultures yet produce distinct consequences within 
specific social settings. For these participants, mobile communication helped them main
tain peer intimacy and family attachment while managing visibility, responsiveness, and 
reputational risk across intersecting relationships.

Theoretical and practical implications

This study’s theoretical contribution is applying UGT, EST, and SLT as an important 
framework for understanding the same communicative practices. The findings show 
that motivations, relational settings, and expected consequences are interconnected 
when adolescents decide whether and how to communicate.

UGT explains why participants used mobile communication for connection, emotional 
acknowledgment, self-expression, and sustained peer presence (Katz et al., 1973; Rubin,  
2002). The findings further indicate that relational factors conditioned these gratifications. 
Adolescents did not select a medium solely based on needs; they also considered the 
likely response of specific communication partners and the affordances of particular 
modes. For example, Fareen’s preference for texting suggests that emotional expression 
depended on both the form of communication and the nature of the relationship. EST 
provides insight into why family and peer relationships should not be treated as separate 
communicative environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Mobile communication enabled 
peer relationships to remain active during family time, study, and private reflection. As 
a result, the household functioned as a setting for both family participation and peer 
availability. This demonstrates how mobile communication creates practical overlap 
between relational contexts, complementing scholarship that conceptualizes mobile 
media as embedded in everyday social life (Haddon, 2013; Ling, 2004). SLT further clarifies 
how anticipated consequences influence communication. Participants considered 
whether friends would maintain confidentiality, whether relatives might report online 
activity to parents, and whether sensitive communication could invite gendered judg
ment. These expectations shaped selective disclosure, silence, audience narrowing, and 
indirect expression, even when the immediate decision involved only whether to send, 
post, or withhold a message.

Together, these three perspectives show why mobile communication can mean differ
ent things in different relationships. For example, a text message might be a request for 
support, while silence can protect a relationship. Additionally, audience narrowing can 
help maintain communication while reducing exposure to others. This emphasizes 
a relational perspective on adolescent mobile communication, where media motivations 
are understood alongside interrelated social contexts and learned expectations about 
potential consequences.
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Furthermore, the findings suggest that initiatives targeting adolescents in the 
digital space should focus not only on device usage but also on the quality of 
communication. Some participants reported limiting family disclosures for fear of 
correction or judgment, indicating a need for family-oriented programs. These pro
grams could encourage parents to listen to and acknowledge their children’s concerns 
before offering advice, while still providing appropriate guidance. Digital literacy 
programs should build upon existing adolescent practices, such as assessing trust 
levels, narrowing audiences, selectively disclosing information, and understanding 
the implications of forwarding messages. Schools and youth organizations could 
address confidentiality, consent before sharing messages or screenshots, expanding 
audiences, and the limits of online privacy. Furthermore, these programs should 
address gender-specific reputational risks without assuming that monitoring or expo
sure affects only girls. Peer support should be acknowledged as a valuable relational 
resource, while ensuring students have confidential access to appropriate teachers, 
counselors, or health educators for concerns beyond what peers can manage.

Limitations and future research

A few limitations constrain the interpretation of these findings. The study involved 
participants from higher secondary or college education in Barishal City Corporation; 
thus, it does not represent adolescents across Bangladesh, particularly rural adolescents, 
out-of-school youth, younger adolescents, or those with limited digital access. Moreover, 
the study did not examine household socioeconomic circumstances, individual versus 
shared device access, parental digital literacy, or parents’ interpretations of monitoring. 
Future research could employ longitudinal interviews or digital diaries to examine how 
disclosure, audience management, and responsiveness change over time and across 
situations. Comparative research across urban and rural settings, age groups, socioeco
nomic circumstances, and levels of digital access could clarify which relational patterns 
recur across contexts and which are more locally specific.

Conclusion

This study contributes to adolescent mobile communication scholarship by showing how 
familiar practices of connectivity, disclosure, and privacy management take on context- 
specific meanings within family and peer relationships in urban Bangladesh. Empirically, 
the findings indicate that selective silence can coexist with family attachment, peer 
connectivity can persist within rather than replace family participation, and trust can 
encompass expectations about whether information will remain within intended bound
aries. Gender influenced the anticipated consequences of visibility, particularly through 
girls’ concerns about moral labeling, while boys also reported monitoring and unwanted 
exposure. Theoretically, the study highlights the importance of examining communicative 
motivations, relational contexts, and expectations collectively rather than as separate 
influences. The broader contribution is not that mobile media create different relational 
needs in Bangladesh, but that widely shared mobile practices are negotiated through 
locally meaningful expectations regarding family involvement, peer responsiveness, vis
ibility, and reputation.
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