
[image: Cover image: The Smartphone Solution by Dr Martha Deiros Collado]





[image: Title page image: The Smartphone Solution by Dr Martha Deiros Collado, Thorsons logo]






Copyright

Thorsons

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published by Thorsons 2025

FIRST EDITION

© Dr Martha Deiros Collado 2025

Cover layout design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover illustrations: Shutterstock,com

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

Dr Martha Deiros Collado asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Find out about HarperCollins and the environment at www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

Source ISBN: 9780008773922

Ebook Edition © August 2025 ISBN: 9780008773939

Version 2025-08-22






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008773922








Praise
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Dedication

For the parents of today –
Who are doing things differently, even when it’s hard.
I see you.
We can do this together.
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Introduction

Smartphones are brilliant inventions. They can help you send messages, video-call friends and family who are a long way away, and give you a feeling of closeness to those people who are precious to you. They enable you to listen to podcasts and music, as well as letting you take photos and videos that preserve precious memories. You can also play games, learn about pretty much anything and share your knowledge with other people. They are the best small computers you’ll ever use. That’s why most adults have one, and why children look up at their loving grown-ups and think, ‘I want one of those too.’

Smartphones open a portal to the internet, this global computer network that’s as vast as the sea. When you’re playing in the sea it can be fun, but if you’re not careful things can get tricky fast and unexpectedly. The sea often looks shallow by the shoreline, but you might sink waist-deep after a couple of steps. The water could well look clear, but there might be sharp rocks, slimy algae or spikey fish lurking under the sand. When frolicking in the sea, you might end up deeper than you meant to go or get pulled out by the current and end up far from safety.

Smartphones can feel a little like this too. They’re incredibly useful tools, but they come with responsibilities and risks. There can be lots of things going on that you’re not aware of at first glance. It’s easy to click or swipe your way through the internet, but it can occasionally be tricky to find a way out. Sometimes too many clicks or swipes can mean you see things you didn’t want to see or shouldn’t be viewing at all, things that are scary, risky or harmful. The algorithms that are used on the internet might also mean this content is presented to you again and again. You might end up spending more time on your smartphone than you wanted to or even realise. This can mean that you’re not devoting enough time to doing things you need to do offline, whether it be in relationships with others, getting out in the fresh air, reading a book, or nourishing and moving your body in ways that keep it healthy and full of the joys of life.

We now live in a digital age where technology is all around us. I’ve owned a smartphone since my early thirties, although I was quite late in acquiring one because I loved my retro flip phone. It’s undoubtedly a key part of my professional life and has opened lots of doors for my career (not least, this book!). My smartphone helps me every day, whether it be navigating the best route into town, booking a taxi, or staying connected to my friends and family, and I’d struggle without it. I know I overuse it at times and have used it to escape from difficult feelings or distract myself from the more boring or challenging tasks I need to do. I know it’s also sometimes made me feel bad that I haven’t been as present with others as I feel I ought to have been, or that I’ve wasted a whole evening online doing nothing useful. I know I can do better, and I know many parents and adults feel this too.

Because here’s the thing: parents don’t just have to consider the risks and benefits of their own smartphone use, but also how they’re going to handle the issue of smartphones with their children. Saying ‘Not yet’ to your child about getting a smartphone can be hard, as can teaching them how to stay safe while using one once they do. But as a psychologist and a parent of two small children, I have both professional and personal skin in the game. It’s not quite time for me to have this conversation with my daughters yet (our eldest is six and our youngest has barely turned eighteen months old), but with each passing day I know I’m edging closer to questions like, ‘When can I get a smartphone?’ and ‘How old do I have to be to have my own smartphone?’ and things like, ‘My cousin has got one, so why can’t I have one too?’ Looking at this through a professional lens, I can appreciate how difficult the pressure of getting your child a smartphone might seem when all their friends have one and they’re missing out on conversations, which for teenagers are not just a ‘good to know’ but are essential to their sense of identity and belonging. And I hear the fears that giving unfettered access to the internet via a smartphones bring to parents, and how impossibly hard it can feel to be pushing back against the current teenage social tide.

At their core, all children have three basic needs: to be seen, to feel soothed and to feel safe. Children who feel seen have a sense of belonging – they feel comfortable being vulnerable and are more likely to develop emotionally secure relationships with others. Feeling soothed is about children developing emotional intelligence and healthy coping strategies to better navigate the challenges and stressors they might face. And feeling safe is about creating a haven in your home and the commitment not to be a source of fear or threat to your child, but instead to remain on their team when they get things wrong and make mistakes, and to apologise when you make mistakes too.

Letting your child use a screen might feel like you’re meeting their needs in a quick and effective way; for example, stopping them from feeling boredom, frustration or irritability when waiting in a long queue at the Post Office. But their needs are only being met at a superficial level, which in turn can rupture an opportunity to build healthy self-regulation and to feel ‘seen’ in the real world. Whenever we use a screen to distract our children from their basic need to interact with us, their loving grown-ups, so we can just get on with our day, we inadvertently send a message that ‘I can’t give you my time, but I can give you a screen.’ This might be necessary at times, and when it happens only occasionally then there’s no harm done. But over time, if screens become your ‘go-to’ survival parenting tool, it’s likely that they’ll switch from TV to tablets to – eventually – smartphones. And if you’ve embedded the idea that screens can fulfil their most basic need, your time and presence, is it surprising that they might then lean on screens for fun, for connecting with others, for emotional soothing and relaxation, more than seeking out experiences with real people offline?

There’s an underlying narrative of blame towards parents for their children using and owning smartphones. I’ve heard parents being called ‘lazy’ for giving children screens rather than giving them their presence and time, I’ve heard parents who use screens at mealtimes getting judged, and I’ve seen parents who sit on a bench receiving side-eye glares for staring at their phones while their child is coming down the slide. You can look back at your childhood and perhaps think, ‘Thank goodness my parent never did that to me.’

This type of ‘blame’ narrative, however, undermines a fundamental truth of parenting. In every generation, adult brains have needed a break and some sort of distraction from parenting, not out of ‘laziness’ or ‘bad parenting’, but for something far more fundamental. Using a screen or smartphone as a ‘surrogate’ parent is something most parents have done in moments of need, and I can’t claim that I’m guiltless in this regard. Whether it be at times when your child wants to play but you’re in the middle of cooking, are trying to finish work for a tight deadline, need to grab a moment of peace before bedtime or feel the need to meet the expectation of presenting ‘a good, quiet child’. In an adult world full of childism, where children’s rights and needs are devalued in favour of adult interests and wants, it’s happened. This doesn’t make you a bad parent. It simply means you’re a parent struggling with the load you’ve got to carry, and using screens is a coping strategy for survival. This is why I don’t agree with the current narrative of ‘blame’, ‘judgement’ and ‘shame’ on parents. And that’s without the fact that when we use blame, we remove responsibility and instead dish out shame. When a parent thinks, ‘I am a bad parent’, they are more likely to side-step the conversation and close off.

Instead, what we need to do as parents is to grow awareness and become more accountable. We must acknowledge how our collective actions as adults in modern society have impacted on the messages children receive about smartphones. We must accept that our behaviours make smartphones extremely desirable and highly rewarding, and that is why the relationship we have created with our smartphones is one we must change for the well-being of our children. We don’t want to hear them say one day, ‘You did this to me,’ nor that they’d rather have had a relationship with a parent who didn’t miss those small, irreplaceable moments in their childhood because they were on their phone. So we have to take this golden opportunity to learn and take different actions that can leave a lasting impact on the next generation.

Whether your child is not yet thinking about smartphones or has been begging you for one for months, pausing to notice your feelings about your child having a smartphone – shock, surprise, fear, sadness or anger – and accepting them as valid and important is a good first step. The key is neither to freeze and do nothing, nor to act out the strong feelings that have been sparked within your body when thinking about it. You should carefully consider the actions you want to take and the consequences of these actions, always being aware that your children are digital natives. Living in a healthy relationship with technology is something they must learn to do, not avoid. I believe with all my heart that parents are the solution to the smartphone dilemma, not the problem.

Most parents instinctively want to shield their children from experiencing pain, disappointment or feeling left out of their social groups. This is one of the main reasons parents give in to buying a first smartphone. The peer pressure that children – as well as adults – experience is very real, and it can leave adults feeling as if their only options are to buy their child a smartphone or ban them altogether.

I’ve written this book to offer you a third option, one that can do away with the power battle parents and children get trapped in, and mean that pleading, begging and relentless negotiations over smartphones don’t even become a thing. In the first part of the book I’ll help you understand what the research says about the risks and benefits of smartphones and give you my recommendation. In the second part we’ll delve into this new, alternative option: a choice that invites your child to get on board with the idea of delaying smartphones from the get-go. When parents make this choice, it can feel empowering and supportive, and I provide you with tools you can use to stay grounded.

This third option is called the ‘Family Phone Pledge Plan’, and its seven steps form the core of this book:


	Step 1: It starts with you. It’s how you live, not what you tell your children to do, that has the greatest impact on who they’ll become. During this step we’ll be reflecting on your values and your parenting style, and helping you set clear boundaries.

	Step 2: Understanding your child. Now that you understand yourself and your influence on your child a little more, let’s look at who they are: their existing behaviours around tech, their temperament and when to worry.

	Step 3: Open and honest dialogue. In this step you will be offered scripts to help you talk about smartphones in ways that maintain your connection with your child. These will help you build a relationship of trust and give your child their greatest tool for protection, both online and offline – YOU.

	Step 4: Join the Family Phone Pledge. Learn how to construct your own Family Phone Pledge using the template, and engage the whole family in contributing and committing to it.



	Step 5: Involving others. Joining forces gives you the greatest chance of successfully embedding healthy smartphone habits in your home, so build a community around your Family Phone Pledge and encourage others to write their own. Develop strategies for when outside influences mean things don’t go to plan.

	Step 6: Find your SPARK. Finding what works for you when it comes to living with a smartphone by considering: how you socialise and value face-to-face interactions more highly than the content of your phone, staying present for others even when your phone is around; the online apps and platforms you choose to access; the way in which you prioritise rest and sleep; and the skills and knowledge you model to your child when using your phone.

	Step 7: Digital resilience. Your child will eventually get a smartphone. In this last step of the Family Phone Pledge Plan, you’ll learn to teach children digital skills that will help them stay safe online and know what to do when things go wrong. This part can feel unfamiliar and scary, but learning alongside your child is a beautiful thing to do.



I created the Family Phone Pledge Plan to help you strengthen the trust between you and your child, and give them a clear message – We are in this together. It’s not about banning smartphones from your home, or saying, ‘Never’. It’s about saying, ‘One day’. It’s about using your parenting authority to open up a conversation about smartphones that’s not a command. It’s a gentle negotiation, an opportunity to build skills, so when the time comes, it feels right, it feels safer and you’re both ready. And it’s also about teaching your child that a smartphone is an incredibly powerful tool, and if they’re going to carry a mini supercomputer in their pocket they need to do so with the understanding that it’s not a status symbol or a toy, it’s a responsibility.

I believe that when you lay the groundwork right from the start, with firm boundaries and open communication, it enables children to buy into your decision to delay smartphones while helping them to benefit from the period of waiting. It’s just like children not being able to learn how to drive a car until they’re seventeen. In the meantime, we begin to teach them road safety and encourage them to learn parts of the Highway Code as pedestrians – and backseat passengers – from an early age. Similarly, we can teach smartphone skills through our presence, words and actions in daily modelling with our own phones.

When you become a parent, you soon begin to realise that a lot of your day swings around the fine balance between finding your ‘yes’ and enforcing your ‘no’. Toddlers need constant physical supervision, and this can feel exhausting and never-ending. As your child grows and develops, your daily dance doesn’t end; it’s only the types of behaviours you put into the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ box that look different. Depending on your parenting style, you may find it easier or harder to hold your ‘no’, enforce a limit and feel confident that you’re doing the right thing. By the end of this book I want you to feel prepared and confident in the decision you make around smartphones, just as I hope you are about whether or not your child can have an ice lolly at breakfast. Whenever you say ‘no’ to smartphones, I want you to say ‘yes’ to more conversations about smartphones and ‘yes’ to more presence with your child, so that you can create more memories together, face to face in the real world. I want you to remember that saying ‘not yet’ to smartphones is not depriving your child, it’s protecting their childhood. I want you to experience saying ‘not yet’ to smartphones as a necessary step on the road to building healthy lifelong habits. I want you to stay firm but kind, and for you to empathise with yourself as much as you do with your child during these smartphone-free years, so you can create family rules that bring you closer.

Our society is not going to become less digital, but we do have a choice about how we parent our children within it. Let’s get started together.






Part One

The Wake-Up Call







If you’re a parent, it’s inevitable that you’ll think about smartphones. Your child may not yet have a smartphone, but they might have used one – in or out of the home. I sometimes let my six-year-old daughter take photos or create videos to send out as virtual ‘thank you’ notes to friends and family after birthdays or Christmas. Wherever you are on this smartphone timeline, thinking about what to do with smartphones and how to ‘get it right’ feels critical right now.

The conversation around smartphones has become polarised, and understandably the language around them has sparked fear, anxiety and a sense of urgency to take rapid action to protect children. As a clinical psychologist, this tells me that adults care about children and want to protect their childhood, and these are both good things. However, fear is not an emotion that will help create sustainable and effective long-term solutions for our society, let alone ourselves, our children and our homes. Making sense of the research into smartphones, alongside reflecting on your parenting preferences, your child’s needs and what’s best for them developmentally, can help you look at this conversation with calm clarity and make choices that teach your child safe and healthy habits not just for now, but for life.

In Part One of this book I’ll help you understand what the science says about the potential risks and benefits of smartphones, to give you an insight into this complex topic. But first I want to highlight an issue with current research. Without getting too deeply into this, it’s a huge problem that current research focuses on screens, screen time, digital technology, smartphones, social media, instant messaging, the internet and going ‘online’ as if they are all interchangeable terms. Similarly, when we talk about children’s mental health, studies look at levels of depression, anxiety, suicide, happiness, emotional distress and self-esteem in ways that suggest they’re all equivalent measures of ‘well-being’. But we simply can’t say that the effect of smartphones on levels of depression is comparable to the effect of social media on levels of happiness. Many studies are not robust enough to validate or generalise an outcome because they’re looking at very different things.

This all adds to the confusion and contradictory views among researchers and scientists in the field. Some research claims that the impact of smartphone use on well-being is complex and depends on individual characteristics, usage patterns and the context in which the device is used,1 while others claim that teenagers with ‘problematic smartphone use’ are twice as likely to have symptoms of anxiety.2 Where screen time is the number of minutes spent on a smartphone, some studies suggest there’s a ‘sweet spot’ that’s neither too much nor too little for young people, with no screen time having worse effects and moderate smartphone use being beneficial for overall well-being.3 This is in contrast to studies that argue there is such a thing as ‘too much screen time’, and associates this with higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms in teenagers,4 while systematic longitudinal studies show that the association between screen time and the prevalence of mental health problems in young people exists no matter how you look at it, but the correlation is so small that it can be deemed negligible.5

The reality is that science is constantly trying to catch up with the next area of concern because technology moves faster than humans can collect data. We have some solid research about screen time and online gaming, but when it comes to social media the picture is messy and unclear. Until more data can be gathered and the big tech giants agree to share the information they collect to feed into research (something we as a society should be urging them to give away freely), we’ll continue to lack sufficient evidence to support something like a national ban. But when you have young children, waiting for the science to materialise is not an option. There’s data we can usefully consider to help us make decisions that have a positive impact in our homes. Let’s focus on children’s core basic needs of feeling safe, seen and soothed, and look at how smartphones support or rupture this in relationship to us.








1

Safe

Should children be on screens at all?

One of the concerns around smartphones is that they are just adding another screen – and therefore further opportunities for screen time – into our children’s lives. I think it’s important to remember that not all screen time is equal. Although the simplest definition of screen time is ‘the number of hours during which you use some sort of screen-based technology’, three hours spent scrolling on a smartphone is very different to three hours spent as a family watching the latest film at the cinema. In fact, I’d like to suggest that it would be healthier and better for all concerned if families invested more time in watching TV together and parents offered children less individual time on devices such as a tablet or laptop that offer unfiltered access to the internet. And here’s why.

The best data we have on screen time comes from research undertaken in the Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD) study on nine- to ten-year-olds that took place over a period of two years.1 Children and families reported screen time ranging from no time at all to over four hours a day. Screen time in this study included watching TV, films at the cinema, online videos and interactive pursuits like video games. The ABCD study monitored brain connectivity, physical health, mental health assessments and parental reports.2 One of the unique features about this study was that experts in the field separate to the researchers checked the analysis plan for the data before it was carried out, adding an extra layer of rigour to the data.

The study outcomes showed that there was no meaningful association between time spent looking at a screen and levels of cognitive or mental health. Using screens for homework and learning, such as phonics, maths or writing, was shown to offer no greater harm or any less benefit than using old-school pen and paper. Moreover, screens were found to offer benefits to children (particularly those with a learning difficulty such as dyslexia), increasing their motivation and engagement, making work feel easier and enabling them to stay on track with their peers more successfully. This data is reassuring not only for our children but for ourselves too, if we’re among the numerous adults who spend their working days glued to a screen.

Our children having screen time in itself is therefore not something we need to worry about, but we do know that looking at any kind of screen can become a distraction from the real world. Having said that, screens can be fun, entertaining and at times necessary to catch a break as a parent. As a child of the 1980s, the TV was often used as a babysitter for me, and I’m certainly not complaining about that. Our modern parental generation is using a lot less TV with children, and many families do not even own a TV at all. This to me is a great loss, because the alternative is usually to offer children a tablet, laptop or smartphone. A video online has not been created with children in mind in the same way as a children’s TV show, with its dedicated team of producers, scriptwriters, artists and creators. You can’t compare a child watching two episodes of Bluey to twenty minutes of watching an unboxing video online, nor is a family sitting together to watch a gameshow on a Saturday evening comparable to a child watching replays of video games on a tablet for an hour in their room. Watching a TV programme on a tablet or laptop isn’t the concern. It’s when they’re being used for communication with others on virtual apps connecting children to one or many people that they become a different kind of tool, one that exposes children to the potential of viewing harmful content, including cyberbullying, violence, pornography and unrealistic standards of physical appearance, to name but a few.

There’s no shame in needing twenty minutes to do a task without a child running around your feet or wanting a few minutes of peace and quiet and letting your child watch a screen. What matters is the kind of content your child is exposed to on that screen, and how much control over their safety you have while they’re watching it. Ultimately, it’s not screen time that’s the concern, but how children use their screens.

We know that TV screen time is passive and can be less beneficial to children than interactive screen time (such as playing a video game, drawing on a tablet and so on), but TV offers adults greater control. Even if your TV has internet connectivity, it’s unlikely to be the first port of call to access the internet in your family. This means that, by and large, what your child sees on a TV won’t provoke the same level of concern as computers, tablets and smartphones.



Given that on average approximately a quarter of our waking hours are spent in front of a screen, it can be useful to take a few seconds to consider what screens you have in your home and how you spend time on them:


	Do you use them alone or with others?

	Are they used for work, fun, distraction or relaxation, or for something else altogether?

	Do you use screens together to enjoy or do something as a family?

	Which screens does your child or children have access to? Are these screens viewed alone or with others? Are they viewed for fun, work or for something else?



Whenever I question ‘screen time’ with my children, I find it reassuring to remember that it’s not how much time a child spends watching a screen that impacts on their well-being; it’s the distraction and diversion from opportunities to do things in the real world that matters. We often invite our eldest daughter to join us in the kitchen and make our family meal together, but there are evenings when we’re running late, or she’s tired, or we’re just tired and want to cook without interaction, so we allow her to watch a couple of episodes of a TV show she enjoys for entertainment, which we know is not harming her or depriving her of other opportunities.

As parents, we can be mindful of not overusing screens as ‘surrogate parents’ that prevent our children from spending time with us, or become ‘go-to’ coping tools when things feel hard. And because it’s relatively low-risk, TV can provide parents with an opportunity: because children have already begun a relationship with these screens years before they get a smartphone, we can practise embedding good tech habits before they get access to that turbo mini supercomputer in their pockets. In our home, we prioritise old-school TV cartoons, films and family shows that can bring joy, entertainment and a pause away from the busyness of life. I feel in control of what my children watch and we plan family screen time too; the aim is to ensure that it’s not just passive – it’s connecting and something we can talk about.


Reflect: what does screen time look like in your home?

Ask yourself the questions below and discuss them with anyone who has responsibility for your child, or discuss them with your child directly if they’re over five years old and developmentally old enough to think about this with you.


	Are you in control of the amount of screen time your child has? (i.e. have you set clear limits around how long they watch screens, and what they get to watch on them?)

	Does watching screens interfere with the things you want to do as a family?

	Are there protected spaces or activities that are ‘screen-free zones’? (if the answer’s ‘no’, could you consider any?)

	Do screens interfere with sleep?

	Are you in control of the snacks your child has available to them during screen time?





Please avoid comparing your answers with what others do. All families have different needs, and taking the time to pause and reflect on what works for you is the most important thing you can do. Working through these questions may help you see that you’re already taking steps to protect family life outside of screens. If you feel happy with your answers, you can



























	
	





	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	











	As parents we cannot be blind to the content children have the potential to see when they have unfiltered access to the internet.

	Social media taps into pre-existing vulnerabilities, making some children more vulnerable to harmful content than others. This idea is backed up by research that shows that children who struggle with mental health problems spend more time online than those who do not.

	Social media was never created with children’s well-being or safety in mind. It’s a profitable business to extract information and data from us, the people who choose to use it.



























	spend time on social media sites

	connect with others through calls/texts/messaging apps

	do research and explore the internet






	attend a club or activity where you are not present to supervise

	go to a sleepover at a friend’s house

	get from A to B on public transport/trusting where they are and who they are with
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