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Foreword

Over the last twenty years, technology has profoundly transformed the
way we communicate, study, work and build social relationships. The
smartphone has become one of the most widely used tools in everyday life
and is now an extension of the self. For teenagers, born and raised in
the digital age, the mobile phone is not just a means of communication,
but also a window on the world, a place for socialising, leisure and the
development of their own identity.

Alongside the many benefits offered by technology, a phenomenon has
emerged that is increasingly being studied by psychologists, doctors and
educators: smartphone addiction. Excessive use of the device can
compromise psychological wellbeing, sleep quality, academic performance
and social relationships.

This book aims to analyse the phenomenon in depth yet in an
accessible way, offering a comprehensive overview of its causes,
consequences and possible prevention strategies. It is not a scientific
text in the strict sense, but a resource designed for parents, teachers,
educators and the teenagers themselves, who wish to better understand a
phenomenon that affects them closely.

The author does not intend to present the smartphone as an enemy to
be fought, nor to suggest a return to a technology-free past. On the
contrary, the aim is to offer practical tools for understanding and
taking action, so that technology can continue to be a resource rather
than an obstacle to growth.

In the pages that follow, the reader will find theoretical insights,
practical examples, accounts inspired by real-life situations and, in
the final section, a number of practical tools — including a short
self-assessment questionnaire and a set of best-practice guidelines —
designed to transform the reading experience into a practical journey
towards a more mindful use of technology.

The proposed programme is aimed at anyone who experiences, on a daily
basis, the often ambivalent relationship between teenagers and digital
devices: concerned parents, teachers who are alert to signs of distress,
educators involved in prevention projects, and young people who honestly
admit to spending more time in front of a screen than they would
like.

Introduction

The smartphone represents one of the most significant technological
innovations of the 21st century. In just a few years, it has radically
changed the way people communicate, search for information, work and
spend their free time. For teenagers, this change has been even more
profound, as they have grown up in an environment where the internet and
social media have been part of everyday life from birth.

Today, a smartphone allows users to make calls, send messages, attend
online lessons, listen to music, watch films, make purchases, use
educational apps and keep in touch with friends and family. However, the
ability to be constantly connected also carries significant risks, which
are often underestimated precisely because technology is now so deeply
integrated into daily life that it is almost invisible.

In recent years, numerous studies have highlighted how many young
people check their phones hundreds of times a day, spending several
hours on social media or playing video games. This behaviour can develop
into a genuine behavioural addiction, characterised by difficulty in
limiting device use and feelings of distress when the device is
unavailable.

Smartphone addiction is not solely about the time spent in front of
the screen. It involves emotional, cognitive and relational aspects.
Notifications, ‘likes’, messages and constant updates stimulate the
brain’s reward system, triggering the urge to check the device
frequently, often automatically and without real awareness.

Among adolescents, this phenomenon is particularly significant
because the brain is still developing. During this stage of life,
self-control, decision-making skills and emotional regulation are being
established. Constant exposure to digital stimuli can influence these
processes and contribute to the development of compulsive behaviours,
with consequences that extend far beyond simply the time spent
online.

It should also be borne in mind that adolescence is, by definition, a
period of experimentation and the search for one’s own identity. In this
context, the smartphone often becomes the preferred tool through which
young people explore new forms of expression, build relationships and
test their image in the eyes of others. Understanding this aspect is
essential to avoid reducing the phenomenon to a mere problem of
excessive use, but rather to grasp its deeper roots.

This book will analyse the phenomenon from various perspectives:
psychological, educational, social and health-related. It will examine
in depth the main causes of addiction, the role of social media, the
effects on mental and physical health, the consequences for academic
performance and family relationships, right through to prevention
strategies and the most effective interventions, with a particular focus
on practical tools that families and schools can adopt straight
away.

The ultimate aim is not to demonise technology, but to promote a
balanced and informed use of smartphones, highlighting their benefits
without underestimating the risks. Only through a thorough understanding
of the phenomenon is it possible to develop effective educational
responses capable of guiding teenagers along a path of healthy and
balanced growth.

Chapter 1 – The Birth of
the Smartphone

The smartphone represents one of the most significant technological
innovations in contemporary history. Although it is now considered an
indispensable item, its development is the result of a long journey that
began many decades ago. The first mobile phones, which appeared in the
1980s, were bulky, expensive devices intended primarily for the
workplace. Their main function was to enable phone calls without the
need for a landline.

Over the years, technology has made extraordinary progress. Mobile
phones began to incorporate new features, such as text messaging (SMS),
electronic address books, games and the first internet connections. In
the 1990s and early 2000s, the devices gradually became smaller,
lighter, cheaper and accessible to an ever-wider audience.

The real revolution came in 2007 with the launch of the first modern
smartphone, equipped with a touchscreen and an operating system capable
of running increasingly sophisticated applications. From that moment on,
the very concept of the mobile phone changed radically: no longer a
simple tool for voice communication, but a small portable computer
capable of performing countless functions.

From that moment on, the smartphone ceased to be merely a telephone,
transforming into a multifunctional tool. Today, it allows users to
browse the web, use social media, take photographs, record videos,
listen to music, attend online lessons, work, make digital payments and
communicate in real time with people all over the world. The spread of
ever-faster mobile networks and the gradual fall in costs have made
these devices accessible to virtually everyone, including the youngest
sections of the population.

This evolution has profoundly changed society. Information has become
instantly accessible, distances have shrunk and communication has become
instantaneous. Entire economic sectors, from retail to entertainment,
have reorganised themselves around the central role of the mobile
device. However, the constant presence of the smartphone in everyday
life has raised new questions about its psychological and social impact,
particularly on younger generations.

Teenagers are the section of the population that uses these devices
the most. Having grown up in a completely digital environment, they
regard being constantly connected as natural. For them, the smartphone
is not something new to learn, but a taken-for-granted part of daily
life, present from the earliest years through their parents’ devices
even before they own one themselves.

This characteristic offers great opportunities for learning and
socialising, but it can also encourage excessive use. Understanding the
history and evolution of the smartphone helps to put the phenomenon of
digital addiction into a better perspective, showing that it is the
result of an ongoing technological and cultural process, rather than an
isolated or unpredictable event.

Chapter 2 –
Adolescence in the Digital Age

Adolescence is one of the most delicate stages of human development.
During these years, young people construct their own identity, develop
more complex social relationships and gradually gain independence from
their family. It is a period characterised by profound physical,
cognitive and emotional changes, during which values, interests and ways
of relating to others are defined that will accompany the individual for
the rest of their life.

Over the last twenty years, this stage of life has changed profoundly
due to the spread of digital technologies. The smartphone accompanies
teenagers at virtually every moment of the day: upon waking, on the way
to school, whilst studying, during leisure time and even before falling
asleep. This constant presence makes the device a true daily companion,
capable of influencing habits, moods and relationships.

Communication has become predominantly digital. Many young people
prefer to send messages rather than make phone calls or meet in person.
Social media allows them to share photographs, videos, opinions and
experiences in real time, enabling them to maintain relationships with
numerous people simultaneously. This shift has also altered the very
codes of adolescent communication, which is now expressed through
images, emojis, short videos and voice messages with the same natural
ease with which the written word or direct conversation was used in the
past.

This form of communication has its positive aspects. Smartphones
facilitate schoolwork, allow information to be found in a matter of
seconds and offer valuable educational tools. During exceptional events,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, they have also enabled students to
continue their studies and stay in touch with friends and teachers,
demonstrating how technology can be a vital resource in times of
collective hardship.

Alongside these advantages, however, certain concerns have emerged.
Constant smartphone use can reduce the time devoted to face-to-face
interactions, sport, reading and rest. Furthermore, continuous exposure
to social media can affect self-esteem, encouraging comparisons with
often unrealistic role models, constructed through filters, carefully
staged poses and selective narratives of one’s daily life.

A further aspect to consider concerns the perception of time. Many
teenagers struggle to distinguish between time spent on digital leisure
and time that should be set aside for study or rest, as the smartphone
makes every kind of activity — communication, entertainment, information
— available through a single device that is always switched on and
within easy reach.

For these reasons, it is essential to educate young people in the
balanced use of technology, developing digital skills that enable them
to reap its benefits without becoming dependent on it. This educational
task requires the joint collaboration of families, schools and
institutions, each called upon to play a specific and complementary role
in adolescents’ development.

Chapter 3 – What is
smartphone addiction

Smartphone addiction is a form of behavioural addiction characterised
by excessive and uncontrolled use of a mobile phone. Although it is not
classified as a substance addiction, it shares characteristics with
other forms of compulsive behaviour, such as difficulty in stopping the
activity, the need for increasing doses of stimulation, and the onset of
distress when deprived of the device.

A person may develop an addiction when they feel a constant need to
use their device, even when there is no real need to do so. Frequently
checking notifications, finding it difficult to switch off the phone,
and feeling anxious when it is not available are some of the most common
signs. These behaviours often develop gradually, making them difficult
to recognise both for the person experiencing them and for those around
them.

Experts identify several characteristic symptoms: using a smartphone
for many hours every day; losing track of time whilst using it;
difficulty concentrating on study or work; irritability when the phone
is not available; a reduction in sporting, leisure or social activities;
sleep disturbances caused by evening use; and the need to constantly
check notifications and messages.

Added to these are often less obvious, but equally significant,
signs: the – often unsuccessful – attempt to reduce the time spent
online independently; a tendency to lie to family or friends about the
actual time spent on the phone; and the use of the smartphone as the
main, if not the only, strategy for coping with boredom, sadness or
stress.
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