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Introduction

Welcome, fellow parents, caregivers, educators, guardians and brave navigators of the digital frontier! If you’re reading this book, you’ve probably found yourself staring at a glowing screen, wondering just how this little device took over your living room, your child’s attention and possibly even your dreams. Yes, it’s sad but true: most of us see phone notifications in our nightmares these days!

Whether your child is a toddler who could swipe before they could talk, or a teenager who prefers to text rather than speak, you’ve picked up this book because you care. That’s the first and most important step. The digital world is wild, weird and occasionally wonderful, but it can often feel like you’re the only adult left in a land ruled by memes, emojis and videos of dancing cats.

First up, let’s talk about the big news: Australia’s social media ban. Picture this: you’re at the kitchen table, trying to remember if you’ve already packed lunch for tomorrow, when your kid asks, ‘Can I have a TikTok account? Everyone’s got one!’ You glance at the news and the headline reads: ‘Australia Bans Social Media for Under Sixteens’. Suddenly, you’re not just the parent; you’re the enforcer of a modern digital law, the gatekeeper of the social feed, the last line of defence between your child and the endless scroll.

It might sound dramatic, but this new social media ban, aimed at protecting Aussie kids, is a game changer. A world first! As of now, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok and their digital cousins are officially off-limits for our kids. The intention? To give them time to grow up in the real world before the algorithms force them to do it prematurely in the digital world.

But before you panic (or pop the champagne), let’s take a collective breath. The good news is the social media ban puts parents, carers and teachers on the same page. We now have the Australian government in our corner; they can be the bad guys. ‘Sorry, son, but it’s illegal until you’re sixteen.’ We don’t have to feel guilty for depriving our little sweethearts of their daily dopamine hit. It’s the government’s fault!

This book is here to illuminate, educate and, occasionally, inject a little dad humour into the journey ahead. Because parenting through a digital revolution shouldn’t mean you lose your sanity or any more sleep. We’re here to help you navigate not only the ban, but device use in all its many forms.

Why this book? Why now? Devices are everywhere. They beep, they buzz, they beckon. For many kids, screens are as natural as breathing. But as the lines between real and virtual worlds blur, the stakes have never been higher for parents. Throw in a nationwide social media ban, and you’ve got a recipe for confusion, debate, misinformation and, let’s face it, a few dinner table arguments.

Think of this book as your toolkit, your road map, your emergency snack stash for those days when device battles feel endless. It’s here to help you. We will discuss what the social media ban really means for your family. How to set healthy, realistic boundaries with devices in a world that never stops buzzing. How to navigate tricky conversations with kids who ‘just want to fit in’. Why finding a balance between screen time and green time (remember grass? It still exists!) is important for us all. And most importantly, why boundaries around device use will help everyone thrive in the 21st century.

There’s a reason the phrase ‘digital natives’ was invented. It’s not because our kids are any different to us, it’s because they are growing up in a world where asking ‘What’s your Wi-Fi password?’ is easier than saying ‘Hello’. Devices aren’t going anywhere, and neither is the endless parade of apps promising to educate, entertain and socialise our kids.

But with great power (hello, AI) comes great responsibility… and a few headaches. What’s the difference between healthy curiosity and a digital addiction? Is YouTube safe, educational, or just a rabbit hole of slime videos? And now, with the social media ban, how do you keep your kids connected to their friends while keeping their online lives safe?

First things first. The ban isn’t intended to ‘ruin childhood’ or make you the family villain, though you might feel that way some days. It’s meant to hit pause on kids’ social media lives until they’re a bit older. Old enough to handle the twists and turns of digital drama, privacy pitfalls and the ever-present lure of likes and influencers.

Will it stop every child from setting up a social media account? Of course not. Kids are clever and loopholes will be found. But the ban gives parents and carers a valuable tool. We now have a clear, national boundary to lean on. ‘It’s the law’ is a lot easier to enforce than ‘Because I said so’. Think of it as backup in your ongoing negotiations.

If you’re worried your child will suddenly become a hermit without Instagram or TikTok, take heart. Despite the big tech companies’ rhetoric, there is actually nothing social about social media (except for the name!). Social media platforms are all about advertising. Either advertising a product, service, event, or advertising yourself. The more ‘friends’ on social media, the fewer friends in real life. Kids are creative, social creatures when given the opportunity. They’ll find ways to connect, whether it’s through real-life meet-ups, group texts, or, gasp, picking up the phone for an actual conversation.

This could be a golden opportunity to teach your child about real friendships, empathy and the joy of being present. Imagine board games, bike rides, jumping in puddles and backyard adventures. These aren’t relics of the past. With a little encouragement, they can become part of your family’s present-day reality.

Parenting is hard enough and there is no manual. Now there’s the added complication of online life, big tech companies, influencers and all manner of nefarious players vying for our kids’ attention. No one wants to become the digital police. But no one wants their kid to become another digital zombie. The nice thing is that these changes put the responsibility on the social media companies to enforce the new rules. That’s one thing we can stop panicking about.

It’s important to remember that no one gets it right all the time. Not you, not your neighbour, not the expert on breakfast TV. There will be days when the screens win and that’s okay. What matters is the conversation, the awareness and the willingness to keep trying.

It’s also perfectly normal to feel overwhelmed. Tech changes fast. Policies shift. Our goal is to provide you with a trusted source of evidence-based, objective and independent information so you can deal with the overwhelm.

We’ll take you on a journey into how we arrived at this point and, more importantly, how we can move forward so that our kids develop the skills they’ll need in the future. Together we can create a world where they’ll feel more connected, more resilient, more empathic and more in control of their mental and physical health.

So, what can you expect as you flip through these pages? We will:


	Explain the new social media rules and what they mean for your kids.

	Highlight the myths that are often touted and why they don’t hold water.

	Break down the effects of screens on the development of the brain.

	Describe how and why some apps can be addictive.

	Explore the important skills kids need to develop to thrive.

	Unpack ideas for tech-free family fun and how to build real-world connections.



We’ll explore the pitfalls of device use, like the increase in ADHD and autism diagnoses, but we’ll also talk about the joys of discovering a new family game night. Most importantly, we want you to realise you are not alone in this. All around Australia, parents are wrestling with device dilemmas, negotiating with their kids, and wondering if anyone else’s child has dropped the iPad in the toilet. Together, we can help our children grow into thoughtful, resilient and digitally savvy citizens. And who knows, maybe we’ll even rediscover a little wonder ourselves along the way.





CHAPTER 1 The big beautiful ban!

As an Aussie parent in today’s fast-changing world, it’s natural to feel a little overwhelmed by all the talk of technology. You’ve probably heard about the new social media ban for kids under sixteen and are wondering what it means for your family. Why are these changes happening now? Do they really matter? Is there any risk in letting your ten-year-old have a Snapchat or YouTube account? Could these changes affect your child’s education or friendships? If you’re feeling confused about what’s best for your children or why governments are making these new rules, you’re not alone.

In the early 1800s, many people feared that novels could negatively influence young people. The Reverend Samuel Miller warned in 1803 that ‘no one was ever an extensive and habitual reader of novels… without suffering both intellectual and moral injury’.1 Similarly, the Reverend Enos Hitchcock lamented that ‘the free access which many young people have to romances, novels, and plays has poisoned the mind and corrupted the morals of many a promising youth’.2 Printed stories, then the closest parallels to today’s immersive media, were viewed as potential threats to childhood innocence and development.

Looking back, these ideas seem almost comical. Imagine catching your little one having a sneaky read behind your back. Most of us struggle to cajole our kids into reading anything at all, yet we know books support their development in language, empathy and imagination. Still, even though we would give our left arm to have our kids reading regularly, some novels are inappropriate for certain ages and parents and teachers need to consider this.

Today we’re a long way from the 1800s and the landscape is vastly more complex. Children now have access not only to books but also to a digital world that offers a constant flow of videos, messages and images coming at them at unprecedented speed and volume. The rapid pace and diversity of online content presents big challenges for parents trying to stay informed. While some online material is engaging, educational and beneficial, a lot is simply not suitable for kids. But without the deliberate gatekeeping traditionally exercised with books, it’s easily accessible.

That’s why it’s so important for us, as parents, to pause and think about what our children are experiencing online. The stories, images and messages they absorb don’t just affect their schoolwork; they shape how they see themselves, how they relate to others, and even how well they pay attention or manage their emotions. In the past, we trusted caring adults to guide a child’s reading and learning. Now, it’s often algorithms with no empathy, context or understanding of our children’s developmental needs that decide what pops up on their screens. Just as earlier generations learned to choose the right books at the right time, we must develop the same wisdom and vigilance for the digital age. The medium has changed, but the responsibility has not.

One reason for the new social media restrictions is pretty simple: we already limit kids’ access to things like smoking, alcohol and gambling, because we know they’re addictive and can be harmful. Young people just aren’t ready to manage the risks associated with those activities. Social media is no different; it’s designed to be addictive and it’s been proven to affect a child’s mental health and their developing brain. So, just as we protect our kids from other things they aren’t ready for, it makes sense to put boundaries around social media too.

Some people say that kids need social media to learn how to be good ‘digital citizens’, but the truth is that many of us learned how to use these platforms as adults, without needing years of practice as children (although, there are a lot of adults behaving poorly online). We teach our kids about the dangers of alcohol and gambling and we wait until they’re mature enough before letting them make their own choices. Social media, with all its potential pitfalls, is the same.

There’s also been some confusion about whether the new rules will stop kids from learning online, especially from platforms like YouTube or TikTok. The reality is that the restrictions are about personal accounts for kids, not about blocking access to useful videos. Teachers can still show educational content and students can watch most videos without signing in. The big difference is that tech companies won’t be able to collect personal data and target kids with addictive features or advertising. Such data has been a core driver of the business model for many online platforms. The change will not affect education despite the tech companies’ rhetoric suggesting otherwise.

And what about socialising? While it’s true that kids like to chat and connect, it’s important to remember that social media platforms are designed for advertising, not for true social connection. Tristan Harris, co-founder of the Center for Humane Technology, worked for Facebook in the early days. Tristan came up with a new button that, when clicked, sent a message to all your friends who were nearby and happy to meet up.3 Facebook executives quickly removed the button because they realised it would facilitate real-life socialising. And when that happened, they knew people wouldn’t be on their devices. Have no doubt that these apps are designed to keep kids scrolling, not to help them build real friendships.

Finally, some families worry that social media is important for young people from minority backgrounds, including the LGBTQIA+ community. While online spaces can offer support and information for individuals from minority groups, they are four times more likely to be harmed, bullied, trolled and experience negative mental health issues after spending time on social media.4

Unlike the 1800s – or even twenty years ago – the challenges today are far more complex. The sheer scale, speed and variety of digital content means that the boundaries of ‘what is appropriate’ are blurred. Too often, parents and educators are playing catch-up. While some digital material is wonderfully educational and uplifting, a lot of what kids consume online is simply inappropriate.

There’s a ton of confusing stuff out there about the social media ban and it’s no wonder parents are feeling lost. Even the Australian eSafety Commissioner changed its tune, going from being against the ban to supporting it, despite no changes in the evidence. Technology is big business, especially when it comes to kids. So how do we, as parents, make choices about what tech our kids use when there’s so much money involved? It’s important for us to be picky about where we get our advice. Ideally, we want experts who aren’t tied to tech companies and who base their advice on what’s best for our kids.

Some of the conflicts are obvious. YouTube and TikTok spend loads of money on ads highlighting the ‘good’ aspects of their platforms for kids and education, hoping to sway public opinion. But what’s more worrying is that some groups running wellness programs in our schools, like URSTRONG and PROJECT ROCKIT, receive money from companies like Snapchat.5 These programs insist they can be impartial and put kids first, but when big tech companies are pouring in cash, it’s fair to ask questions about whose interests are really being served.

Some tech company owners don’t let their own kids use much tech at all. Many send their children to Waldorf (or Steiner) schools, which keep screens out of the classroom, especially in the early years. In fact, at most Waldorf schools, primary students don’t use tech at all; it’s only introduced in the later years, and very intentionally. Families are encouraged, even expected, to limit screen time at home so kids grow up with consistent, healthy boundaries. Why? Because these parents and educators have seen the downsides of too much tech. They know that the next big idea or breakthrough isn’t going to come from a kid who’s a champion at video games or selfies, but from someone who’s curious, creative and great at working with others. These are skills that come from playing sports, reading books, climbing trees, learning music, getting grubby and spending time with friends. Not from being glued to a device.

Dr Mark visits Aussie high schools all the time. He says that when he asks Year 7 students if they have a close friend they can talk to, almost all say yes, but by Year 12, only about 5 per cent do. Just five out of a hundred high-school seniors feel they have someone they trust. It’s not just his experience – research is showing that school loneliness is out of control.6

As humans, we need to spend time with real people we trust. Hanging out with friends actually does more for our brains than anything else. It can help us live longer, fight off dementia, improve our mental health and even protect our hearts.7 We’re at our best when we’re with our people, not doom-scrolling on social media.

The sad thing is, even when we’re together, a lot of people stare at their phone, not each other. Social media is a funny term because most teens have tons of ‘friends’ online, but very few real ones. If we keep letting tech take over our social lives, important areas of our brains will become less functional. We need to act now if we want our kids to grow into healthy, happy adults.

Back in the 1950s, sneaky media companies started using ‘subliminal advertising’. It was banned very quickly because it manipulated people’s behaviour without them knowing. Today, social media does something similar but on a much bigger scale. Think notifications, likes, recommendations, and so on. All designed to keep us hooked. TikTok, for example, uses different algorithms in China than in Western countries to target kids in different ways. According to some experts, platforms like TikTok can shape what we believe and how we act, all while collecting a mountain of data about us.8

Parenting in the digital age isn’t easy, but you’re not alone. The world has changed, but our responsibility to protect and support our children hasn’t. By staying curious, setting healthy boundaries and talking openly with our kids, we’ll help them grow into resilient, thoughtful adults online and, more importantly, in the real world.

That’s why the new social media ban is such a big deal. It’s the first of its kind and way overdue. Is it perfect? No, but it’s a step in the right direction. There will be stumbles, but that’s just part of being human.



PRACTICAL TIPS TO HELP YOU NAVIGATE THE CHANGES


1. Frame the ban as protection, not punishment

Emphasise the ban’s intent: safeguarding mental health, reducing exposure to harmful content and kerbing addictive design features like doom-scrolling.

Use analogies kids understand, like seatbelts or age limits for driving, to explain why some rules exist for safety.



2. Boost digital literacy

Treat this as a window to build your child’s tech resilience.

Encourage critical thinking about online content, algorithms and digital footprints.



3. Have open, ongoing conversations

Talk about FOMO, peer pressure and the emotional pull of social media.

Validate their feelings while guiding them towards healthier habits.

Share stories and your own experiences with social media.



4. Offer alternatives for connection

Help kids find other ways to stay socially connected like group chats via messaging apps (for example, WhatsApp or Messenger Kids, which aren’t banned) or in-person hangouts.

Encourage hobbies, sports or creative outlets that build identity and community offline.



5. Use parental controls and tech tools

Explore apps or built-in device settings to manage screen time and app access.

Keep devices in shared spaces and set tech-free times (for example, during meals or before bed).

Most importantly, know that platforms, not parents, will be held accountable for enforcing the ban. There are no penalties for families if kids bypass the restrictions.




A WAKEUP CALL FOR US ALL

If we are honest with ourselves, we know that the new rules on social media are not just about protecting children. They are also a reminder for us as adults to pause and take a good look at our own habits. If governments are stepping in because they recognise the risks to our kids’ wellbeing, then surely those same risks apply to us too. Staring at our screens for seven hours a day, which is the average in Australia for an adult, is not good for anyone!

As the Italian physician and educator Maria Montessori wrote, we should always model the behaviour we hope to see in the children we care for.9 It would be unfair to demand restrictions from our children if we are not willing to follow those restrictions ourselves. Children are born with a powerful sense of justice and can spot a double standard in an instant. If we say, ‘These rules are for you, not for me’ or the old classic ‘Do as I say, not as I do’, we risk losing their trust. Boundaries only carry meaning when they are shared. If we want our kids to respect them, then we must respect them too.

We’re not expecting you to delete all of your socials and YouTube channels! This conversation we’re having is not about perfection; it’s about honesty and reflection. As adults we know how easy it is to slip into endless scrolling or constant checking. If we find it hard to manage our time online, then imagine what it must feel like for a child whose brain is still developing. The neuroscientist Vilayanur Ramachandran once said, ‘Mirror neurons will do for psychology what DNA did for biology.’10 These remarkable cells in the brain are the reason children so naturally copy the people they love and trust. What they see in us – our actions, our habits, the way we connect – becomes the blueprint for how they choose to live.

This is why the way we talk about rules matters. It is not enough to simply ban or restrict something. Rules imposed without explanation can feel unfair and arbitrary. But when we take the time to explain the reasoning behind them, children can recognise their value. Rational conversations create understanding, and understanding builds trust. When we speak openly about the risks of social media, about how addictive design works, about how time online can affect mood and sleep, children begin to see that these rules are not punishments. They are protections. Even children from a very young age can understand this concept if we explain it appropriately.

Of course, kids don’t always like restrictions! They will push back. They will complain. But they will also notice when we follow the same boundaries ourselves. They will see that the rules are fair. And because of those mirror neurons, they will begin to internalise the rhythms of life that balance digital connection with human connection because we modelled them.

Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian philosopher who spent his life exploring how media and technology shape us, once said, ‘We become what we behold. We shape our tools, and thereafter our tools shape us.’11 Those words feel more relevant today than ever before. Social media platforms may present themselves as impartial tools, offering us connection and access to information, but they are far from neutral. They are designed with a single aim: to capture our attention and hold it for as long as possible. The real moment of power comes when we recognise this truth and then choose how we allow these tools to enter our lives. When we place boundaries around them, they lose their grip and their power is weakened. It is in this act of conscious choice that we reclaim the ability to shape our own lives and, more importantly, the lives of our families.

There’s something exciting about what comes next. When we step back from our devices, even just a little, we begin to rediscover the world that has always been waiting beyond our screens. The laughter of a child sharing a story without the interruption of a beep or a ping. The rhythm of a walk in the fresh air without earbuds restricting the sounds of nature. The spark of a conversation that flows freely without a quick selfie or WhatsApp message interrupting it. These are not small things. They are the moments that give us energy, meaning and health – and we need them back.

As the writer and poet Mary Oliver once said, ‘Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.’12 Her words remind us that the real future of our homes and schools will not be won by more apps and screens, but by reclaiming our time, focus and attention.

Once realised and then adopted, this is where wellbeing begins. Research shows again and again that too much screen time, especially when it takes the place of real human connection, is linked to anxiety, loneliness and depression. Dr Jean Twenge, an American psychologist and researcher who has studied generational shifts in behaviour for decades has shown that the more time kids and teens spend looking at screens, the more likely they are to show symptoms of anxiety and depression.13 If this is true for teenagers, then it is true for adults as well. The same boundaries that protect our children can protect us too.

Australia’s social media ban is not only a policy for the under-sixteens. It is a wakeup call for us all. It asks us to pause and look closely at how we spend our time, and to ask whether those choices reflect the lives we truly want to live. It challenges families and schools to create rules that apply to everyone, not just to some. And it reminds us that real health and happiness are not found in the endless scroll, but in the depth of our relationships, the freedom of time spent outdoors, and the richness of face-to-face connection.

This book is not about guilt. It’s about opportunity. Every shared boundary, every conversation that makes sense, every moment we reclaim from the digital





THE BENEFITS OF THE SOCIAL MEDIA BAN FOR CHILDREN










THOUGHT-PROVOKING STATS


Ninety-seven per cent of Australian teenagers use social media every day.




Seventy-four per cent of children aged ten to seventeen have encountered harmful online content.




Hospitalisations for self-harm among teenage girls have increased by 70 per cent.








WHAT CAN PARENTS DO?


1. Letter writing night




2. Invite a friend for dinner




3. Work beside each other




4. Host a family movie night




5. Read the same book together
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