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Abstract
Life360 is a surveillance app marketed to families that tracks and shares users’ location 
information in the name of child safety. Using this app as a case study, I examine 
how one Silicon Valley company promotes the idea that digital data are inherently 
objective and meaningful, specifically in the way they frame location information as 
necessary and sufficient for protecting children from harm. Apps like Life360 sell 
users a service that collects, repackages, and commodifies their personal information. 
These functions help fulfill the promise that Silicon Valley innovations developed 
for consumers can help solve social problems—in this case, that an app can help 
make children safer in public spaces. By closely analyzing the app itself and the texts 
produced by the company, this article finds that such technological solutions to risk 
both create and relieve a new anxiety about the need to know exactly where one’s 
family members are at all times.
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From public service announcements warning kids not to talk to strangers to school 
phone trees informing parents about potential dangers, communication technologies 
are often part of the strategies used to protect children from harm. Developments in the 
past two decades include digital databases of registered sex offenders being used to 
create publicly available online maps and apps, mobile phones buzzing with Amber 
Alerts about missing children, and federally mandated e-mails and text messages 
detailing incidents of violence on college campuses. Data about crime have long been 
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collected, aggregated, and reported back to populations via published crime rates and 
local news stories. However, crime data are now publicly disseminated in unprece-
dented quantities and formats, as there is now detailed information available about 
nearly every reported crime incident and every convicted sex offender’s residence in 
most locations in the United States.

Using newly visible data about crime, technology developers have offered a range 
of ways to address the problem of child safety. Family tracking apps, which collect and 
aggregate users’ location data and report this information back to family members, are 
one such solution. These location tracking apps promise that parents can protect their 
children by monitoring their physical whereabouts using GPS (Global Positioning 
System) technology, and are marketed as “necessary tool[s] of responsible and loving 
parenting” (Marx and Steeves 2010, 1477). The illusion that tracking apps like Life360 
promote is that with sufficient intimate personal data, parents can protect their children 
and keep them safe from harm without being physically present. This article closely 
analyzes the Life360 app and the texts produced by the company, to ask, How does the 
marketing and design of location-based safety apps reflect and shape ideas and anxiet-
ies about safety?

This analysis of Life360 builds on critiques of big data that highlight false promises 
about the objectivity of digital and quantitative information (Balsamo 1996; boyd and 
Crawford 2012; Gitelman 2013; Van Dijck 2014) and the ways that surveillance tech-
nologies can create anxiety and hypervigilance (Andrejevic 2006; Monahan 2010). 
Using Life360 as a case study, I examine the myths and assumptions about the objec-
tivity and meaning of digital data that help frame location information as necessary 
and sufficient for ensuring children’s safety.

Apps like Life360 exemplify Silicon Valley’s success with products that claim to 
empower users, improve efficiency, and make the world a better—and in this case, 
safer—place. These individualistic solutions come from Silicon Valley wrapped not 
only in the familiar promises of convenience and progress but also in the celebratory 
claim that technological innovation and consumption choices help provide (or at least 
support) social services, in this case by making children safer in public spaces. Personal 
surveillance technologies like Life360 are part of a larger trend to privatize safety and 
security by offering consumer solutions to address risk, which, as Torin Monahan 
(2010) points out, can actually worsen conditions of insecurity and inequality.

Many feminist science and technology scholars have argued that although surveil-
lance technologies are often designed with convenience and safety in mind, their nega-
tive effects and unintended consequences disproportionately affect women, people of 
color, and low-income individuals (Dubrofsky and Magnet 2015; Gates 2011; Magnet 
2011; Mason and Magnet 2012). For example, biometric fingerprint imaging technol-
ogy developed for law enforcement is used to monitor food stamp recipients for poten-
tial fraud (Magnet 2011). A number of studies have also raised concerns about the use 
of surveillance and tracking technologies within families and intimate relationships, 
finding problematic implications such as a lack of trust and a reduction in children’s 
independence and ability to assess and respond to risk in public places (Boesen et al. 
2010; Fox et al. 2014; Mancini et al. 2011; Mayer 2003; Tokunaga 2011; Trottier 
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2012; Vasalou et al. 2012). Like the panopticon that Foucault (1995) discusses, sur-
veillance apps are technologies that allow and encourage particular relations of power 
between the observer and the observed.

Critically examining the marketing and public discourses about family tracking and 
monitoring apps, researchers have found that these companies exaggerate risks, offer 
illusory promises of safety, and normalize surveillance and excessive control in familial 
relationships (Marx and Steeves 2010; Oostveen et al. 2014; Shade 2011; Simpson 
2014). Extending those findings, this study offers an analysis of how Life360 specifi-
cally constructs location data as meaningful safety information. I argue that this rein-
forces the myth that the home and family are safe spaces for children and helps create a 
new anxiety and desire to know the exact location of one’s family members at all times.

Analyzing Life360
I chose Life360 because it is one of the most popular family tracking apps. The com-
pany claims that the app is being used by more than thirty-four million families in the 
United States (Carney 2015). If this is accurate, then one-third of the total number of 
households in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2015) are using the app. Life360 
ranks in the top three to four hundred most downloaded apps in the United States for 
iPhone and Android devices since 2013 (App Annie 2015). The app is also profitable: 
it ranks in the top 1 percent of publishers in the App store by revenue (Sterling 2016). 
Although Life360 is free, it offers premium services for a yearly fee of US$49.99, and 
it has raised US$76.1 million in investor funding to date.

To examine how Life360 produces and reinforces ideas about information, loca-
tion, and risk, I conducted an in-depth qualitative discourse analysis (Saukko 2003) of 
the app’s features, affordances, and all the available texts produced by the company, 
including user guides, marketing copy, terms of use, privacy policy, blog posts, state-
ments in the popular press, and user stories published by the company, as well as some 
user reviews of the app. This methodology combines media studies and close textual 
analysis with techniques drawn from cultural studies of technology to examine how 
the app—including both what it does and what it says it does—reproduces and con-
structs Silicon Valley’s prevalent ideas about safety, technology, and information. I 
first explain how the app positions location information as meaningful safety informa-
tion and then examine three potential consequences of this rhetoric and of the technol-
ogy itself: privacy concerns, the potential exacerbation of power imbalances in 
intimate relationships, and the production of new desires and new anxieties about 
safety and location that only apps like this one can resolve.

The Construction of Location Information as Safety 
Information
Tracking apps like Life360 reflect and promote the premise that location data provide 
meaningful safety information. The website claims, “Knowing your child’s location is 
key to knowing that your kids are safe” (Life360 2015), and explains, “Life360’s GPS 
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Tracker keeps your family and friends safe by tracking their real-time positions and 
showing them on the private map” (Life360 2015). The default view in the app dis-
plays a map that indicates the location of each member of one’s “family circle.” If a 
user is believed to be in danger based on his or her location, an observer can contact 
the user, alert emergency services, or show up at that location—the app provides direc-
tions and an approximate driving time for the observer to reach each user’s location. 
For the user in immediate danger, Life360 consolidates existing ways of calling family 
members for help: the app offers a “Panic” button that sends a message to everyone in 
the user’s circle via an in-app message, an e-mail, a text message, and a prerecorded 
voice phone call.

There are a number of problems with Life360’s promotion of location data as 
essentially equivalent to safety information. As Brian Simpson (2014, 277) points out, 
family tracking apps “promote a false sense of security based on the sense that if you 
know where your child is then that means they are safe.” Life360 uses location data to 
implicitly construct the home, the family, and known locations as safe, while assuming 
that unknown or unplanned people and places are necessarily unsafe. Users choose 
particular known places (e.g., home, work, school) and the app creates a geofence 
around each to send an alert whenever a person in the family circle leaves from or 
arrives at one of those locations. This is structured as a primary feature of the app, and 
this information about departures and arrivals forms the content of most of the app’s 
push notifications. The app constantly informs users not only about the location of all 
the members of their circle, but whether each member is at a known and expected loca-
tion or not. The app’s home screen also displays a map with the location of each mem-
ber of the user’s family and a translucent purple circle in a two-block radius around 
each preset location. This makes it immediately clear whether the members of one’s 
circle are within or outside any of these preset geofences (see Figure 1). One Life360 
(2015) user testimonial explains, “I worry SO much about my kids when I am not with 
them . . . If I see a location not planned, I know I need to make a call.” The app stresses 
that it allows users to “know where your child is at all times” (Life360 2015). Overall, 
the design and marketing of the app encourages parents to feel “at ease” only when 
their child is in a known and expected location.

Unsurprisingly, Life360’s construction of threats does not align with the actual 
sources of harm to children. According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC 2009), “For children 5 to 19 years of age, the most injury deaths 
were due to being an occupant in a motor vehicle traffic crash.” Location information 
alone would not indicate whether such an accident has happened, and if it did, some-
one on the scene can likely contact emergency services faster than a distant observer. 
It is crucial to remember that most intentional and accidental deaths of both young 
people and adults occur at the hands of family members, friends, and acquaintances.1 
Although unplanned locations and unknown people outside the home are often seen as 
the biggest risk, statistically they are not particularly threatening. The organization of 
physical space can similarly contribute to misapprehensions about the location of risk; 
as Carrie Rentschler (2003, 247) argues in her study of environmental security mea-
sures on one college campus, techniques of spatial management can mobilize fear, and 
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enable “one form of safety consciousness—strangers are dangerous—by largely dis-
abling another: university members are dangerous.” Using location data, geofences, 
and crime mapping, Life360 similarly visualizes and defines known places as safe and 
unknown places as dangerous.

As scholars have noted in other contexts, surveillance technologies may be used to 
visualize and represent risk, thus making it appear manageable (Gates 2011; Hall 2015). 
In the case of Life360, risk is rendered locatable. On the map inside the Life360 app, a 
tiny purple dot indicates a recent crime report and a white dot with a purple outline indi-
cates the residence of a registered sex offender (see Figure 1). These unobtrusive dots are 
only visible if the user zooms in on the map to an area around five blocks wide. Clicking 
on a dot displays the crime report or the photo and personal information about the sex 
offender. Life360 (2015) describes this visualization of crime reports and sex offender 
residences as showing “local threats in your area.” Yet a crime that has already occurred 
and been reported to police is not exactly a threat, nor is a sex offender’s residence neces-
sarily a threat—most do not reoffend, and the most likely perpetrator of a sex crime 
against a child is, by a very wide margin, a member of the family or close acquaintance 
rather than a stranger (Tofte 2007). Both types of dots attest that potential harm is outside 
the home and that risk is located in specific places and people.

Figure 1. Screenshots of the tiny “crime spots” and the large shaded area around my 
workplace (which I designated as “work” in saved “Places”) on the Life360 app.
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Believing that location data provide meaningful safety information may be based 
on either a misunderstanding or a willful ignorance about the typical risks to children 
and where they come from. In merely tracking location, Life360 cannot inform parents 
of actual problems; it can only help parents extrapolate or imagine possible dangers if, 
and only if, the tracked person is in an unplanned place. As I discuss later, Life360 
might be better understood as an app that continuously creates and resolves anxiety (as 
long as the tracked loved one remains in expected locations) rather than a safety app. 
The flawed logic that knowing a person’s location provides meaningful safety infor-
mation is also understandable in the context of all the other Silicon Valley products 
that also promote the value and objectivity of digitally generated personal information 
through self-tracking technologies (Marwick 2015; Neff and Nafus 2016). Many apps 
promise that constant personal surveillance and data collection and analysis are neces-
sary and effective for self-improvement and management (Lupton 2016). Self-tracking 
apps promote transparency and openness over privacy by encouraging users to share 
their personal data—in the case of Life360 the physical location of users’ bodies, or at 
least the location of their mobile phones—with the promise that doing so gives them 
vital insights into their family’s safety.

The Consequences of Using Location Data as Safety 
Information

Knowledge is power

And we want to spread the knowledge around. At Life360, we believe it’s important for 
everyone in the family to know what’s going on. (Life360 2015)

In all their marketing materials, but especially in this quotation, Life360 portrays 
location information as an unqualified good that is equally beneficial to all family 
members.2 This information provides “power” and Life360 promises to “spread it 
around” to “everyone in the family.” The remainder of this article discusses some of 
the potentially negative consequences of Life360’s features and marketing, including 
privacy violations, excessive interpersonal control, and the production of anxiety.

Privacy
By constructing location information as vital to safety, Life360 contributes to a nor-
malization of surveillance that erodes privacy. The app encourages constant location 
sharing and provides tools to nudge a member of one’s circle whose location has been 
turned off, meaning that while hiding one’s location is certainly possible, the app is 
designed with technical features that urge continuous transparency and data sharing. 
By default, everyone in a user’s circle can be seen at all times, meaning that family 
members are passively rather than actively disclosing that information. Users also 
have the option to press a button in the app that sends a location-based “Check In” to 
everyone in the user’s circle. If a user turns off location sharing, the app notifies other 
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members of the circle and suggests, “Ask them to share location,” and directs users to 
a troubleshooting guide to help the wayward user reconnect. The fact that Life360 
allows and strongly encourages users to share location information raises privacy con-
cerns related to the two parties with access to that information: the user’s family circle 
on the app and the company itself. Unanticipated or unwanted uses of this information 
by either could constitute a privacy breech, or in Helen Nissenbaum’s (2004) terms, a 
violation of the “contextual integrity” of information.

Once a company has a user’s personal information, it may intentionally or uninten-
tionally reveal it to third parties. Life360’s policies promise that they will not sell 
users’ personally identifiable information, but the company retains the right to provide 
aggregated anonymized data to third parties. Monetizing and distributing anonymous 
data creates privacy risks for users, as it is possible to identify individuals by cross-
referencing the information with other data sets. Researchers have demonstrated that 
only four points of location information over the course of fifteen months were needed 
to uniquely identify 95 percent of individuals in one anonymized data set (de Montjoye 
et al. 2013). Life360’s privacy policy, which is a boilerplate statement shared by many 
other companies, delineates a number of conditions under which the company may 
turn over users’ personally identifiable information to law enforcement or other gov-
ernment entities without a subpoena, including to “take precautions against liability” 
or to “investigate, prevent, or take action regarding suspected or actual illegal activi-
ties” (Life360 2015). In response to privacy concerns about the collection and distribu-
tion of users’ location data, an Electronic Frontier Foundation report (Blumberg and 
Eckersley 2009) suggests that companies should use cryptographic techniques to 
avoid collecting a record of a user’s location over time.

Life360 normalizes surveillance in everyday life. As Leslie Regan Shade (2011, 
271) suggests, “The marketing of GPS cell phone devices and subscription-based SNS 
sites to nervous or concerned parents illustrates how surveillance technologies have 
become normalized and domesticated.” Although so-called “helicopter parenting” is 
widely criticized, digital surveillance tools used for child safety do not seem to face 
the same level of scrutiny. A number of scholars note that everyday interpersonal sur-
veillance, such as monitoring a friend or an intimate partner’s social media, is increas-
ingly accepted as ubiquitous (Tokunaga 2011; Trottier 2012; Wood and Webster 2009). 
Likewise, José Van Dijck (2014, 204) links the tolerance for business and state access 
to personal information to the creeping ideology of “dataism,” which “presumes trust 
in the objectivity of quantified methods as well as in the independence and integrity of 
institutions deploying these methods.” Van Dijck is suggesting that our infatuation 
with data might mean that we both unthinkingly trust the accuracy and objectivity of 
data and at the same time put too much faith in the institutions—state and commer-
cial—that hold this information. Life360’s collection of digital data in the name of 
personal safety encourages such faith in the company while the construction of the 
home and family as safe helps normalize location data sharing among members of the 
family circle. Life360’s domestication of personal data collection may also help 
broadly normalize the idea that privacy should be sacrificed for safety, such as for the 
purposes of state surveillance.
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Figure 2. A partial screenshot of the Life360 website.

Many observers are wary of commercial influences on children, and a range of 
policies are designed to protect children’s privacy. For example, the U.S. Children’s 
Online Privacy Protection Act of 1998 lays out specific requirements for websites that 
collect personal information about children under age thirteen. Yet, such privacy con-
cerns seem to evaporate when safety appears to be at stake. There is little concern 
about the aggregation and commodification of children’s location information when 
the motive is to protect child safety. Although people are uncomfortable with the com-
mercial surveillance of children, there seems to be no such concern when parents and 
schools closely monitor children, as they routinely denied the right to privacy with the 
justification that surveillance is necessary to protect them. As Rachel Dubrofsky and 
Shoshana Magnet (2015) argue, because privacy is a right that is not granted to every-
one equally, researchers’ exclusive focus on privacy can obscure the ways that surveil-
lance normalizes and maintains systems of power. The family is often defined as a 
zone of privacy, with normative and legal protections against outside intrusion, yet, 
misuses of power can occur within a family. The idea that the home is a private space 
can protect abusers from detection, and as I discuss next, technologists and users alike 
might have too much trust in the home as a necessarily safe place.

Control
In its marketing materials, Life360 explicitly dismisses privacy concerns and prob-
lems of excessive interpersonal control that may exist within a family circle. The app 
distances itself from notions of spying and surveillance and instead stresses freedom, 
choice, and consent (see Figure 2). Life360 (2015) explains, “We’re not about people 
sneakily tracking their loved ones, we can’t stop anyone from uninstalling the app, and 
there’s no way to hide the fact that our app is installed.” They also claim, “The app 
operates in a convenient and secure way that does not interfere with busy schedules or 
personal freedom” (Life360 2015). A final example is a comment that is highlighted 
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on the website from a person identified as a single mom: “For me, it’s not about con-
trolling my son or where he goes—it’s about knowing that he’s safe” (Life360 2015). 
Although Life360 touts the fact that each user’s settings allow control over location 
sharing, a person may feel required to remain visible or risk alienating or upsetting 
family members (Mancini et al. 2011).3 As Trottier (2012, 320) points out, surveil-
lance often involves “asymmetrical relations of visibility.” Although a family tracking 
app allows users to turn off their location sharing, Life360’s surveillance features are 
still used and shaped by a context in which power is obviously not distributed equally 
among parents and children. Parents can easily require that children share their loca-
tion while concealing their own, creating a panoptic effect in which surveillance is 
both constant and invisible, effectively extending and amplifying parental control of 
children.

In both its marketing and through the features of the app, Life360 assumes that the 
family is safe for everyone. A news story explains, “By limiting the social network to 
a family, Life360 can take full advantage of location services without imposing com-
plicated in-network safeguards to protect privacy” (Fitchard 2013). The assumption 
here is that privacy within a family is not necessary. Yet, family members may pose the 
biggest threat to privacy and autonomy, especially for young people and women. One 
news story draws on orientalist tropes to illustrate an inappropriate use of the app: “In 
Saudi Arabia . . . a telecom firm wanted the app to veil the location of male users but 
keep close tabs on females. Life360 turned it down” (Tilley 2014). However, it is still 
possible to use the app in this way—users can turn off their location tracking while 
pressuring their partners to always display theirs. This news story attempts to position 
the use of Life360 for stalking and abuse as a problem only for nonwhite people in 
foreign countries. Yet, a significant body of research indicates that intimate partner 
abuse perpetrators frequently use mobile phones and other GPS-enabled devices to 
harass and intimidate (Mason and Magnet 2012; Southworth et al. 2007; Woodlock 
2015). Some people also use digital technologies to watch their intimate partners for 
signs of adultery, such as by using apps designed for that purpose (Gregg 2014) and 
monitoring their partner’s Facebook activity, which researchers in one study found is 
associated with increased feelings of jealousy (Muise et al. 2009).

User comments about Life360 also illustrate controlling, asymmetrical, and poten-
tially abusive uses of the app. Some Life360 (Crump, 2015) user comments complain 
that the location information is incorrect or delayed, making it appear that users are in 
locations that they are not, and a few of those noted that this causes problems with 
jealous partners: “It [loses the] signal and my husband can’t track me. That makes him 
think I’m doing something wrong then that causes him to get really mad at me. So 
please fix this hiccup!” Another writes, “FRUCKK THIZZ APP. IT KEEPS SAYING 
I AM AT A DIFFERENT STREET WHEN I AM IN MY ******** HOME. DO NOT 
DOWNLIAD IT WILL GET U IN TROUBLE” (Anonymous, 2015). Such comments 
illustrate one of the ways that Life360 might exacerbate problematic power dynamics 
in intimate relationships, and indeed the app could facilitate stalking and suspicion 
among those so inclined even if the location tracking was perfectly accurate. As a 
further example of how apps like Life360 are embedded in familial dynamics of 
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power, Julie Boesen and coauthors (2010) observe that children find ways to disguise 
their actual location to regain some privacy. These methods include leaving their 
phones in particular locations or turning them off and claiming the battery died.

By limiting privacy, family tracking apps like Life360 may also have broader impli-
cations in limiting children’s freedom and independence and undermining trust in famil-
ial relationships. Simpson (2014, 275) raises concerns that “the days when children 
explored independently may be lost if a parent can track the child’s location at all times.” 
Such a loss of independence predates location tracking apps—one report found that the 
percentage of children who traveled unaccompanied to school in the United Kingdom 
had dropped from 72 percent in 1971 to 7 percent in 1990 (Hillman et al. 1990). As such, 
when Life360 (2015) says the app provides “a chaperone for a child walking home from 
school,” it is important to remember that most parents did not always think this was 
necessary. Although Life360 is not responsible for this shift, it certainly capitalizes on it 
and may also reinforce the idea that children’s privacy and independence should be sac-
rificed for their safety. The assumption is that children always need to be accompanied 
when they are outside the home or school, whether in person or virtually. Some research-
ers are concerned that restrictions on children’s mobility limit their development of 
“environmental literacy,” which includes the knowledge and confidence to react inde-
pendently and appropriately to potential harm (Malone 2007; Oostveen et al. 2014; 
Simpson 2014). Tracking apps may also inhibit the development of trust because they 
can substitute for the negotiations and conversations that form “trust work” in familial 
relationships (Boesen et al. 2010; Mayer 2003). Although trust may not be possible or 
appropriate for all parents and children, these studies highlight some potentially prob-
lematic consequences of relying on an automated system, rather than an interpersonal 
dialogue, to know where one’s family members are.

Although the app is marketed as a safety device, it also offers a location history of 
up to thirty days as part of the premium service package. The Life360 (2015) website 
explains, “Expanded history data: In this case, more is more. Get access to location 
points over a longer period of time, and maybe you’ll alter your carpool route or vow 
to spend less time at the office.” Although such data could be used for projects of self-
measurement and improvement, this premium feature also provides location history 
for all members of a user’s circle. Note that the marketing material suggests no par-
ticular use for having the location histories of other users. If current location informa-
tion is, as discussed above, of little use in establishing another person’s safety, the 
thirty-day location history is even less relevant. Instead, having access to a family 
member’s location history seems to be purely a surveillance function.

Not all children are safe within their families, and a family tracking app could 
worsen issues of excessive control and punishment. Researchers are concerned that 
tracking technologies might enable parents to “exert obsessive control even into adult-
hood” (Dobson and Fisher 2003, 51) or “become a way to control an unruly or antiso-
cial child” (Marx and Steeves 2010, 217). A more mundane issue is that the app might 
simply exacerbate the typical problems with the dynamics of power between parents 
and children. Brian Simpson (2014, 279) charges that “tracking and controlling the 
free movement of children” is indeed the primary function of the app.
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Anxiety
In addition to concerns that the app serves to exercise power, there is another explana-
tion of the app’s purpose—that it relieves anxiety. Although sharing location informa-
tion may not actually do much to ensure any user’s actual safety, Life360 and many of 
its users maintain that it does provide peace of mind. The marketing discourse for the 
app proclaims, “Keeping track of your child’s location can be critical to your peace of 
mind,” “Constant communication keeps your mind at ease by knowing your family 
members are safe when they reach their next location,” and “Users will feel relaxed 
knowing their families can check in with the touch of a button . . . [and] have greater 
peace of mind while on the go” (Life360 2015). In these comments, Life360 con-
structs location as the necessary and sufficient information for observers to feel “at 
ease” about the safety of their loved ones. Tracking loved ones may be primarily in 
service of reducing one’s anxieties rather than actually increasing the safety of the 
person being tracked (Boesen et al. 2010; Mancini et al. 2011). Life360 provides a way 
to deal with risk by constantly checking up on family members to make sure that they 
are still in the places the user expects them to be.

Life360 may actually produce a new desire to know every family member’s exact 
location at all times. When this desire goes unfulfilled, whether because of technical 
difficulties or privacy settings, it may create a new anxiety. Many companies, espe-
cially those in Silicon Valley offering completely new products, succeed by teaching 
consumers to desire the new product that they are selling. As Anne Balsamo (1996, 
343) points out,

Demand for information is stimulated by promoting the notion that individuals—not just 
businesses and industries—need information in order to get better jobs, gain a competitive 
edge, enhance their quality of life and even be responsible citizens. Like advertisements 
more broadly, these myths [of information] first provoke an anxiety and then offer 
solutions for its arrest.

Indeed, Life360 both provokes anxiety and offers location information as a salve for 
it. The company’s website claims that the app allows users to “Answer an age-old ques-
tion: Where are you?” (Life360 2015; see Figure 3). Here, the construction of location as 
an essential piece of safety information requires a creative rewriting of the history of 
human communication. People no doubt wondered about the location of distant family 
members before modern communication technologies, and letters, telegrams, and land-
line phone calls can include questions and answers about a person’s location. However, 
people have only been able to specifically contact someone to ask, “Where are you?” 
and expect an immediate answer to this question, since the advent of the mobile phone. 
The mobile phone uniquely allows people to contact other users without knowing any-
thing about their location.4 The notion that the question is “age-old” is best understood 
not as a mistake but as an exaggeration that seems to hold emotional if not literal truth. 
It is also productive in that it constructs the desire to acquire immediate real-time loca-
tion information as natural, ahistorical, and unchanging. However, it is a desire that is 
enhanced and maintained by relatively new location tracking technologies.
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Life360 creates this desire for continuous location information by encouraging 
users to view it as a meaningful substitute for information about someone’s safety. 
This works in part because the genuine desire to protect a child from all forms of harm 
is a responsibility that is as constant and important as it is impossible to achieve. 
Although it has always been impossible to know everything, the information economy 
may create new anxieties by claiming that digital data collection and analysis might 
finally make it possible to be fully informed about everything that matters. Mark 
Andrejevic (2013, 13) points out that a central paradox of modern life is that

at the very moment when we are told that being informed is more important than ever 
before to our livelihood, our security, and our social lives . . . we are simultaneously and 
compellingly confronted with the impossibility of ever being fully informed.

What Life360 provides is the knowable but perhaps actually useless data about where 
a child is or at least where a child’s phone is.

By promoting location information as meaningful safety information, Life360 
promises parents that they can manage and even eliminate risk for their children. 
However, many risks are simply unknowable and unpredictable. As Lupton (2016, 
69) notes, people often use self-tracking technologies in an “attempt to exert control 
over complexity or uncertainty.” Family tracking apps offer an illusory solution to 
the problem of risk by providing a large archive of data about each family member. 
They also provide a new repetitive task—checking and refreshing the app to see 
loved ones’ current locations. As the app creates the expectation that one should 
know each family member’s exact location, it relieves this anxiety as well. In a dis-
cussion of the U.S. government’s disaster preparedness website Ready.gov, 
Andrejevic (2006, 451) explains,

Fear is both countered and exacerbated by a litany of tasks and activities: in the face of a 
threat that deliberately thwarts planning, it is not so much the substance of the planning 

Figure 3. A partial screenshot of the Life360 website.



Hasinoff 13

that is at stake, but the fact that one is planning, is continually informing oneself, 
calculating, evaluating, and watching.

In the same way, family tracking apps both “counter and exacerbate” fear because 
they may promote a preoccupation with safety that is sublimated into the simpler and 
more easily commodified desire to know where each family member is at all times. The 
work of paying attention to Life360’s frequent notifications as well as checking family 
members’ locations on the app becomes one more everyday task of monitoring, assess-
ing, and watching, all in the name of children’s safety. As Ruth Schwartz Cowan (1983) 
argues, innovations in household technologies have not significantly reduced the 
amount of time women spend on housework—instead, these technologies have raised 
the standards and expectations for household cleanliness. Life360 may work in a simi-
lar way: though it automates the task of knowing the exact location of all of one’s fam-
ily members at all times, this particular task did not exist before the app created it.

Conclusion
What permits the flawed logic of equating location data with meaningful information 
about safety? Like many products in the information economy, apps like Life360 are 
built on selling users a service that provides access to and visualization of their per-
sonal information—in this case, location data. These apps capitalize on and reproduce 
a premise the technology industry promotes to sell information as a product: that digi-
tal data sets are neutral and objective. In other words, Life360 can promote GPS data 
as a meaningful proxy for genuine safety information not only because of myths about 
the nature of crime and the family as a zone of safety but also because of the idea 
Silicon Valley promotes that digitally collected personal data provide a particularly 
powerful form of truth and meaning. The so-called information economy relies on the 
idea that quantifying and collecting data about user behavior allows users to know, 
manage, and improve themselves while also providing fine-grained portraits of poten-
tial consumers that make similar promises to advertisers. Balsamo warned in 1996 that 
the accumulation of data does not necessarily or naturally lead to knowledge, mean-
ing, or even useful information, but technology developers and users alike still some-
times assume that it does.

Surveillance technologies can provide a false comfort that, with enough data, the 
world can be organized into safe and dangerous categories of people, places, and 
times. Yet, the large majority of violence perpetrated against children occurs within the 
home and family circle—which the app deems as inherently safe—and is never 
reported and recorded in a database. The data Life360 collects and displays are partial 
and biased, which is due to both technological limitations and to the assumptions 
about risk that are built into its design. As Lisa Gitelman (2013) argues, data are never 
raw but are always cooked. Or as Kate Crawford (2013) points out, “data sets—no 
matter their scale—are still objects of human design. The tools of big-data science . . . 
do not immunize us from skews, gaps, and faulty assumptions.” Family tracking apps 
fail to offer genuine or meaningful safety information because they rely on a single, 
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thinly contextualized data point—whether or not a user’s phone is in an expected loca-
tion. This reliance on location data as safety information may create more problems 
than it solves. As discussed above, family tracking apps might create the anxieties that 
they resolve while also raising new privacy concerns, decreasing trust and environ-
mental literacy, and exacerbating abuses of power in familial relationships.

Life360 claims that digital information will empower individuals to take safety into 
their own hands and reduce risk. Indeed its “dataism” (Van Dijck 2014) goes hand in 
hand with privatization in that it holds out the seductive possibility that families can 
keep their children safe with enough vigilance and by using the right information 
products. Cindi Katz (2001, 49) points out that interpersonal surveillance technologies 
provide an individualistic substitute for “agitating for safer public environments or 
socially provided childcare,” by instead offering an array of private strategies. Apps 
like Life360 and federal initiatives like sex offender registries are all part of an ongo-
ing transfer of responsibility for harm and crime prevention from the state to individu-
als and private companies.

Life360’s success in the crowded app marketplace may be due to the way it offers 
a product that constructs location information as a vital tool for family connectedness 
and child safety. The families that use Life360 no doubt feel that the app provides a 
useful service that helps them manage risk and automate the task of keeping track of 
their loved ones. However, it is worth considering how the features and marketing 
discourses of surveillance products like Life360 may be influencing the ways we think 
about childhood and risk—and how these apps may be creating both a new form of 
anxiety and a new daily task to relieve it.
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Notes
1. For victims under five years old, 3 percent were killed by strangers, and the majority were 

killed by a parent. For homicides of people of all ages with a known perpetrator, 21.9 per-
cent were strangers to their victims (Cooper and Smith 2011).

2. The family is privileged in much of Life360’s marketing copy and in the app’s designation 
of the default circle as the “family” circle. However, users are also encouraged to form 
additional “circles” of nonfamilial social groupings, especially including people engaged 
in child care. Life360 encourages users to create custom circles, offering suggestions such 
as “Caregivers: connect to babysitters, nannies, or nurses who look out for your loved 
ones” and “Temporary circle: coordinate with family and friends while on vacations, field 
trips, and more.”

3. For example, a Daily Mail article about Life360 explains, “Embarrassed and annoyed, 
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[14-year-old] Zack regularly deletes the app from his phone . . . [But] whenever Zack 
deletes the app, [his mother] Suzanne makes him download it again before he’s allowed 
out” (Carroll 2015).

4. Contacting someone via a landline telephone requires knowing a person’s location to chose 
the appropriate phone number to dial, though one could have potentially called a few num-
bers (work, home, school) to check a number of locations. Likewise, to write a letter, one 
would have to already know where the person is to properly address it.
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