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Chapter Five

Devices and the Child and Tween

As we saw with Baby Sophie and Toddler Tommy, using devices in the early years can contribute to an emotional and psychological fragility, which leaves the child less resilient to cope with natural challenges that may happen in the environment around them due to a lack of resilience as they mature. When we consider that we are handing powerful devices to older children, who may already have a psychological fragility due to overuse of devices in the earlier years of their lives, we are priming them to experience problems throughout their teenage years.

According to research by Internet Matters, by the age of 11, 91 per cent of children own a smartphone (54). I expect that by the time this book is published this number will have changed significantly. For those children who are given devices in infancy, by this point the habit of using devices at mealtimes, when out in public, at friends’ houses and before and after school at least will have been well ingrained, meaning that suboptimal interpersonal and intrapersonal foundations have already been laid. This makes it even harder to navigate the complex interpersonal world at school and within the home environment, as well as their own internal world. However, there are many children who are only given phones when they go to secondary school – this is almost seen as a rite of passage. Many parents report that this decision is related to safety, so that parents can contact their children when they are on the school bus or walking home, which is understandable. However, there is a social contagion element of needing a phone at this age. Children request one because it seems as though others have one and they don’t want to be left out. Naturally, if no-one had a phone then other children wouldn’t want one. It’s the same as every latest gadget: people only want it because others have it.

Why Is It a Problem?

The reason that devices are so problematic throughout older childhood is fourfold. Firstly, it is a barrier to interpersonal relationships. Secondly, the amount of time spent on the device is wasted time that could’ve been utilised doing something that the child would find psychologically, cognitively and physically enriching. Thirdly, the actual content that they are exposed to is hugely dangerous for many different reasons and in many different ways. Fourthly, the device impacts key areas of health: sleep, exercise, diet and relationships. The childhood years should be spent playing, developing friendships, learning about the world and others, learning new skills and learning about oneself. Children who spend many hours a day on a device are being robbed of these opportunities and the developmental experiences that these opportunities bring (55, 56).

From my work with teenagers in schools and in clinical practice, I have found that they reported that they didn’t actually want to be spending the amount of time that they were spending on their phones, but they felt that the phone had more power over their free will than they did. They feel disempowered. These devices are designed with highly addictive mechanisms in them; they are powerful, leaving the user feeling disempowered. When teenagers tell me that they don’t want to be spending their lives attached to devices, some even saying they feel a sense of guilt when recognising how much time has been spent online, it makes me think that we as parents should be stepping in to help them regulate their use. It isn’t realistic or fair to expect a child to be able to make this decision themselves. If we compare this to how we as parents help our children learn how to eat healthily, have a healthy sleep routine, brush their teeth, choose healthy friendships and encourage them to do their schoolwork, we can see we also need to be looking at their device use habits and helping them to manage their use of these devices in the best way possible. This is not an easy situation to navigate, especially not right now. At present, the world is only just waking up to the damage that these devices are doing to our children. It can be a real challenge to attempt to parent this in a way that doesn’t feel punitive or ostracising to our children.

My Observations

Devices are still socially acceptable. Everywhere you go and everywhere you look there are people of all ages shamelessly shunning those around them in favour of a device. Therefore parents may feel that they are isolating their children by not giving them devices, by limiting social media use or by placing any boundaries and restrictions on device use at all.

I am working through these decisions myself with my daughter, who is 11 years old. It has become a point of difference in the friendships that she has now and in those that I feel comfortable with her spending time with. I am reluctant to let her play or ‘hang out’ with children who spend a lot of time on social media or devices, but naturally, thankfully, she also doesn’t really enjoy spending too much time with those people because she finds them boring to play with. People who spend a lot of time looking at a screen in your presence are boring to be around; that is the same for anyone of any age, unless you are glued to your screen too. That being said, I know that as she gets older and being on social media becomes more normalised amongst her peers, it will be much harder for me to contain this situation and I have considered how best to manage this. I have tried to strike the balance of creating boundaries and healthy behaviours around device use but not turning it into something that she becomes too scared to tell me about for fear of being ‘told off’ because this becomes a problem in itself. It’s not easy to get that balance right and because there are no books telling us how to do this yet, I have found myself experimenting with techniques for how to make this work.

I’ve gone from a complete ban on devices, to re-introducing them, to, more recently, joining her in online worlds. I even asked my daughter to create me an account on Roblox so that I could understand the world that she wanted to play in. She created an account for me, but I don’t know how to use the navigation on these games so I couldn’t even manage to walk up the stairs in the house in her game. Eventually she got so frustrated waiting for me that she said, ‘Oh mum, I’ll just turn you into a baby and carry you around because that’s easier.’ Within seconds, my avatar had been turned into a baby and my 11-year-old was carrying me as a baby around her virtual house. I thought, what an appropriate metaphor for where we as parents are at right now. My 11-year-old knows more about this online world than I do. I am the baby in this world and she is the adult.

That is a dynamic that should never exist between parent and child. The child should always be the child and the parent should always be the parent. In other circumstances where the child becomes the parent, this is where psychological harm happens, and there’s no reason why that premise would be any different here. Although the mechanism of the harm happening is different, the risk of psychological harm is still present through a child being unparented in the online world, which is full of potential dangers. In these circumstances, this is because the parents, myself included, are not educated or familiar enough with the online world and platforms that children are accessing today and we are ill-equipped to deal with it. These platforms have been designed to sustain engagement. The longer that they can keep your baby, toddler, child, teenager or yourself engaged on the platform, the more it is worth to them in advertising revenue. This is why these platforms have been designed to be highly engaging, difficult to disconnect from, and essentially addictive.

Lilia and I carried out some experiments in the game. I asked her to put our address in the text box: it blanked it out. I wrote some swear words in and these were blanked out too. I felt reassured by this, but she has a child profile for under 13s so I would expect these basics to be there. My daughter was aware that Roblox was a worldwide platform with people having access from all over the globe. She looked at me as though I was stupid when I was asking about the message streams that were popping up. ‘Mum, this is a worldwide platform, there are people from all over the world on there,’ – my heart sank – ‘but I can’t talk to any of them.’ ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ I thought.

But truthfully, the malevolent individuals online have never been my biggest concern regarding devices. I know they are there, I have educated my daughter about these and I know that this is integrated into the national curriculum in schools. My concern is the very subtle ways that devices creep up on a child. How they very quickly gain power and control over the child: their moods, their motivations, their attitudes, their choices, their behaviours, their beliefs, their concentration, their levels of connection with those around them, their sleeping habits, I could go on. It is the subtle ways that the device starts to wrap its claws around the child, the toxic and controlling relationship that the child develops with the device, which concern me the most, as this is what can cause the most damage in the long run and on a very large scale.

The Child Brain and Devices

When we give devices to children when they are young, we are wiring their brains to need to spend time on devices. The more time they spend on the device, the more the plethora of apps available is able to exploit these mechanisms, perhaps in the form of likes or rewards, or points or stars for checking in. The algorithms can then push content to the child that they know will keep the child engaged. The child will receive the reward of feeling good and will stay on the platform. More content is then pushed to the child and consequently more dopamine is released in the brain, resulting in the child staying for longer periods of time on the device. It is a vicious cycle, which is deeply treading the tracks for the dopaminergic system in your child’s brain to operate. As with all addictions, the brain will seek out the object of addiction over and beyond anything else. It will come before anything and everything and the brain will have a heightened activation in response to the object of addiction. The brain will be searching for and waiting for the object of addiction; it will be on high alert for it. When we are vigilantly seeking something out, it draws our attention away from everything else, making it harder to focus on the world around us. It is bad enough when this happens to someone in adulthood, when they become addicted to drugs or alcohol for example. But when we do this to a young child, and they become addicted to a phone, something that could damage their psychological and physical development yet something that easily could have been prevented, it is a very sad state of affairs.

Devices vs Hobbies

Parents enrol their children into hobbies to help them to build their skill sets in certain areas. However, no matter what the activity, what all children should get from their activities is competence, improved confidence, improved self-esteem, a sense of value and purpose, a sense of achievement, a feeling of community and connectedness. Working hard to achieve something helps children to feel good about themselves and their abilities, but equally the inevitable failures involved in practising sport, hobbies and music provide opportunities to develop resilience, to learn to overcome adversities, which is absolutely vital in navigating an adult life. Resilience is a core feature in psychological health and therefore engagement in extracurricular activities should be encouraged. Devices are getting in the way of engagement in these activities, with children and teenagers choosing to spend time indoors on devices and gaming rather than doing other activities because this is easier to do.

As children get older, they are drawn into their devices via what I would describe as a social contagion. The reason I say that is because when I work with teenagers – large groups of them at schools across the country – they tell me that they don’t really want to be on their phones and they only do so because everyone else is. If they didn’t have a phone, they feel that they would miss out, but if everyone else didn’t have one, then they also wouldn’t be bothered about being on one. Further, they disclose that despite all the benefits they have from reducing their screen time, the one thing they really struggle with is fear of missing out.

Devices and the societal expectation for us to be switched on and accessible at all times has created a world where we fear being away from our devices for too long in case we miss something. Do you recognise that feeling in yourself, that if you leave your phone somewhere you worry that someone is trying to get in touch? It’s like being on standby the whole time, always with a level of alertness that isn’t good for our brain or body because of the cortisol (stress hormone) involved in this level of functioning. The brain and body are never afforded enough time to rest.

For children, this need to constantly know what is happening is intrusive and is causing disruption when they are engaging in other activities. Teachers report that aside from checking phones under the desk at school, children come onto the netball court with phones in their hands, they bring them onto poolside at swimming lessons and check them at breaks in their music lessons. There is a generation of people that can no longer focus on these psychologically and physically enriching activities of sport, music and arts because they are too worried about what they might be missing on their phones, with one eye on the phone at all times. This is something that has been created; it isn’t natural, and it is something that can be undone. The risk of not undoing it is that our children may spend the rest of their lives unable to absorb themselves in anything else fully, including being able to switch off properly to allow the mind and body to recuperate.

My Observations

Dare I mention the dreaded Lockdown? I noticed something really interesting during Lockdown. When Lockdown hit, my daughter was six years old. She was too young to play outside on her own under normal circumstances, but the Lockdown wasn’t normal circumstances. We live in a safe area so during that time, I allowed her to play outdoors with the other children who lived near us – when mixing outdoors was allowed of course – and I think that this was one of the best things that could’ve happened for her.

I started off cautiously, only allowing her to play where I could see her, but as her confidence and friendships grew, she was allowed to venture further away from our home. She spent so much time playing with children of all ages. They found some trees and called it the ‘enchanted forest’; they went exploring and lived a childhood like I remember living, spending time outdoors, climbing trees, falling out with friends then learning to repair the relationship, learning to apologise in person and learning how to accept the differences in others. In a nutshell, she learnt how to navigate relationships in an age-appropriate way. If the Lockdown hadn’t happened, I’m not sure if she would ever have had that opportunity and I expect it would’ve impacted who she is now. I was not great at the home schooling. It didn’t work for us because I didn’t want to force home schooling and risk impacting our relationship. It was important to me that my relationship with my daughter remained intact and not compromised through arguing with a six-year-old about paying attention to the computer screen for her home schooling. In the end, after weeks of frustratingly trying to get a young child to pay attention to something she didn’t want to do, I was the one that had the last tantrum about it all and decided that enough was enough. I told the school that we wouldn’t be engaging but that she could catch up as time went on.

Despite not engaging in the home schooling, when Lilia returned to school her reading level had jumped by five levels. Her teachers commented on how her confidence had improved and they noticed that she seemed happier, calmer and more mature. I honestly believe that having the time away from screens and the freedom to venture outside and play with friends did her the world of good cognitively and psychologically. Over the years since that period of time, I have been much more consciously aware of the impact that too much time on devices has on her wellbeing and I have significantly reduced how much time she spends on a device. Since reducing device use, her music teachers commented on how something seems to have clicked for her. She is engaged and proactive in her school community and when she left primary school, her class voted her as the happiest and kindest child in the class. I can’t say that this is all because I took her devices away – much of this is who she is herself – but I doubt that she would be as calm and happy if she had been exposed to the overwhelm of social media or relentless WhatsApp group messages over the past few years, and if her time out of school was spent in front of a screen rather than engaging in fulfilling activities and friendships.

 

Arguably one of the most challenging decisions that we face as parents at the present time is when to give our child a phone. For many parents, the decision to give a phone is related to the transitional period that the child faces when they start secondary school, whether this be because of peer pressure or related to safety. Age 11 seems to be the time that most children are given a phone. Even for those children who were raised in an entirely wholesome way, with the nuclear family set-up, with no devices, healthy attachment, emotionally contained and parents who were emotionally present and available for their child, providing a phone at age 11 can still cause and create problems if not introduced into the life of the child with caution. The start of secondary school is a naturally anxiety-inducing time for children. They have gone from being the most mature students in the school at primary school to suddenly being the youngest of a large number of students. They are now surrounded by older and more mature individuals who will have an influence on the way they feel about themselves and the choices that they make. This is natural: children are supposed to be influenced by the world around them at school. This is why, as parents, we may have concerns over the friends that our child chooses to play with. We don’t want our children to be influenced by others who we feel may have a bad influence on them. Despite our very real and legitimate concerns as parents regarding who our children engage with in the real world, we don’t seem to exhibit the same level of care or concern regarding who our children play with in the online world, a world filled with people from all walks of life, of all ages and with various intentions, not all good, as we know. Providing our children with devices at the age of 11 is like asking them to go through that same unsettling experience of starting secondary school, working out who they are, where they fit in and who they want to be, but with choices magnified by thousands as a result of all the information, input and options that they are exposed to online, intensifying the confusion and anxiety caused by this too. We will explore the impact of this through the case study of Luna.

  
Case Study: Luna

Luna is 11 and is the first child of Alannah and William. Luna has a brother who is three years her junior. Luna did not grow up with devices in her household; her parents use phones and computers for work, but there are healthy boundaries around device use in the home, such as no phones in the bedroom and no phones at the dinner table. Luna is a happy and healthy child. She integrated well at school and was an active part of the school community, contributing to sports events and looking after younger children at school. Outside of school, Luna plays the guitar and she attends dance classes three times a week. Neither parent has mental health challenges and they live a stable and consistent life. Luna started secondary school at age 11. For all children, the progression to secondary school is full of challenges but given that Luna had a stable unit around her at home, she felt emotionally contained by her parents, stable, secure, and was able to adjust to secondary school, despite it being naturally daunting. As there were no devices in Luna’s life up until this point, her interpersonal skills were well developed, meaning that she was easily able to understand those around her and to make friends. As a result, the transition into secondary school was as seamless as it could have been.

Luna started secondary school in the September of that year. By November, Luna had started asking her parents for a phone relentlessly because she wanted to fit in with her peers who had phones. Even though phones are banned at her school, she had been exposed to phones and social media when having a sleepover with her new friends one weekend. It transpired that all of her friends had phones, so Luna felt left out without one. Giving in to social convention, Luna’s parents decided to go against their better judgement and bought their daughter a phone for Christmas that year. As you would expect, they thought that if everyone else had a phone, then surely it must be fine for Luna to have one. A decision they would later come to regret.

Luna opened her phone with delight on Christmas Day and spent most of the day setting the phone up and playing with the games and apps. It’s only natural to spend the day playing with your new toys at Christmas, isn’t it, and, for normal toys, within a few weeks the child is bored of them then puts them down. But how many children have become bored of their phone and put it down? Not many. These devices are powerful and the design of apps and notifications has been created to exploit our neural mechanisms, creating a very addictive device, one that is too hard for a child to fight against.

For the remainder of the Christmas holidays, Luna’s parents didn’t see her as much as they usually would. Instead she was opting to spend time in her bedroom, playing with her phone and talking to her ‘friends’ online. By friends I mean some people that she knows and some people that are strangers. Luna is a clever girl. She knows not to talk to strangers on the internet and she has been made aware of the dangers of the online world. Her parents, thinking that they were being diligent, ensured that they talked Luna through the dangers of being on the phone, in as much as they were able to, which in reality is limited knowledge compared to the actual risks of being on a device. It was the subtle risk of device use that Luna was not educated on. Sure enough, within days of having her phone and the various social platforms that she joined, inappropriate messages were sent to her. She knew to tell her parents and they helped her to block these people, but the fact of the matter is that her parents simply do not understand the online world well enough themselves to be able to educate their daughter on the risks of it. If we imagine this being the real world, if we hadn’t been teaching our children how to cross a road; how to walk to the shops; how to ask for food at a shop; what money is; how to pay for items; how to communicate with a cashier; what is dangerous and what isn’t; and how to navigate those situations, would we suddenly just let them leave the house at age 11 and go to the shop for bread and work it out for themselves? No, we would not. However, this is exactly what is happening when we give our child a phone at a certain age. We suddenly open up an unknown and uncharted territory for that child and allow them to navigate their way through it. This wouldn’t happen in the real world.

Luna’s parents feel reassured that she has come to them with problems on her phone. In their minds, this means that because they have become aware of the problems, everything else on the device is safe. Luna got her phone in December. By February, Luna was much more distant from her parents and she had already started to complain about having to go to dance classes and music lessons. Prior to getting her phone, she would come home, speak to her parents, have something to eat, play outdoors – weather permitting – go to dance class on days that she had classes, and get her homework done. By February this had all changed, even though devices are banned at Luna’s school. Luna would come home and run upstairs to get her phone to see if she had any notifications – she had become preoccupied with her phone. Already Luna’s brain has become used to seeking that hit of dopamine that we’ve already discussed in earlier chapters. Luna actually starts thinking about her phone before the end of her last lesson at school. It is already in her mind and she cannot wait to get home to check it – it has become her reward when she gets home from school. On the face of it, Luna appears happy and excited to go home, which might look like a happy, healthily functioning girl, but it also looks like someone who is about to get their fix of something that they need. Luna says to her parents when she comes home that she is going to get changed, but she then spends hours upstairs; even Luna doesn’t recognise how much time has passed since she got home from school.

Luna’s parents are of the mindset that if their child is at home with them, then they are safe. They were raised in a world where you were taught that the outside world was dangerous. They were taught not to give directions to strangers, not to talk to strangers and that the danger of kidnap and other horrors and harm existed on the outside of the home. They were not raised to believe that danger could exist within the home. As parents we are lured into a false sense of security when our children choose to spend time in their bedrooms. When our children are at home, we feel that we can relax. We let our guard down because we feel that they are in the safety of our home but, in actual fact, if the child is upstairs in their bedroom sat on their devices, they are exposed to an entire world of harm, far more dangerous than the real world around most of us, all at their fingertips, and without our supervision or awareness.

There is a necessity for us to reframe this in our own minds and, as parents, be able to recognise that children are not necessarily safer just because they are at home, especially if they are on devices. The real world is not as dangerous as we may feel it is and it is healthy for children to be outdoors, to explore, to interact with others. Even if all interactions are not positive, such as someone shouting unkind words at them, it is still healthy for children to encounter these interactions. It will help them to learn about the actions and intentions of others and will facilitate their ability to make judgements about their safety and the real world around them. These experiences help children learn how to navigate their own safety in the real world.

Once Luna opens her phone and checks her notifications, she is then pulled into a new world of notifications, videos, gossip and entertainment, which is designed specifically to suit her tastes thanks to the algorithm that has been designed to pull focus, and is therefore effective at holding her attention to the screen. She is glued to the screen for hours on end. This becomes the new norm for Luna and her family. Luna becomes more irritable with her family and no longer wants to spend as much time with them as she did before. Her family attribute this to the fact that she is getting older. ‘It’s just puberty,’ they say, ‘it’s normal,’ so they don’t fight it. Trying to be supportive parents, they view this as a stage of development where their child is separating from them and trying to find her own identity, which is true. This is a natural stage of development where the child is seeking autonomy and wanting to find out who they are outside of their family unit. But what happens when ‘outside of the family unit’ means anyone and everyone on the internet from all over the world with all sorts of views and ideas about how we should think, look, act and live our lives?

Luna has succumbed to social media platforms. She scrolls multiple platforms endlessly. Although not consciously taking in all of this online content, on some level the information is going into Luna’s unconscious. Luna starts to feel overwhelmed by it, but she isn’t consciously aware. Instead, this starts to present as a feeling of anxiety, of not feeling quite good enough, of inferiority. Watching videos of friends playing together, people living in beautiful houses, makeup tutorials, artificially created influencers, and lives lived seemingly perfectly, Luna feels the weight of these expectations even at a young age. To live a life that lives up to the curated and filtered world of social media is a lot to expect, even for a well-established adult, let alone a child




















  























Afterword

This book has been a few years in the making. Through this time the situation surrounding how devices have been used and parented in my home has changed many times in an attempt to establish the best and most effective way forward. The current situation is:

In November 2024, upon completion of the book, my own relationship with my phone and screens in general has changed significantly. I am now very aware of my own shortcomings with devices and have set limits and boundaries surrounding how I use my phone, especially around Lilia. I noticed how even the TV was a distraction and I now turn the TV off more often in our home. 

I have become more active and spend weekends in the campervan enjoying nature, away from technology, as often as I can. 

Lilia deleted her Roblox account in September 2024, saying that she recognised she was wasting time on there and could be doing other things. 

This month, November 2024, Lilia independently decided to give up her phone and iPad completely, stating that she felt she was getting pulled into things she didn’t want to be drawn into via her phone. Lilia still has a school iPad, provided by the school, for educational use.

I decided to give Lilia one of my old laptops so that she can learn how to type, use standard computer documents and learn about the internet.  These are skills I feel are useful for a future career and education. The laptop is only used downstairs.

Parenting device use through the teenage period will be a work in progress over the coming years. I will report back in 7 years.
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