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As psychotherapists in private practice, we are used to
hearing parents lament their children’s overuse of technology.
On the other hand, children and teenagers frequently make
an argument to us that technology is how they do homework,
connect with friends, research projects, go to sleep at night
with their music selection and wake up in the morning with
their alarms. Who is right? Do kids and teens today overuse
* their screen devices, and just how dangerous is this trend?

First, let’s define what we shall call “screen time.” It is
the use of any screen device -- TV, video console, computer,
smart phone, reading device, iPad, and other electronics. So,
if your toddler is on FaceTime with grandparents in Florida,
your school-age child is giggling at baby kangaroo videos, your
teenager is looking up the history of the Berlin Wall, your
husband is looking up the latest market numbers and replying
to email, and you are reading this article online, all of that is
“screen time.” Clearly, not all screen time is equally dangerous
or potentially damaging.

Just how early do our children begin using screened de-
vices? In many cases, children are exposed to screened devices
almost at birth - either while being present when their parents
use their phones or devices, or by being consumers of technol-
ogy themselves as their caregivers use screens as baby-sitters.
Common Sense Media, a non-profit organization that is dedi-
cated to providing parents and educators with trustworthy in-
formation and guidance in the world of technology, released a
survey in 2017 regarding media use in kids aged zero to eight.
According to the survey, young children spend an average of
three hours on various screen devices per day, with children
from lower-income families spending on average more time
on devices than children from more affluent homes.' Among
the school-age children, use of screens doubles to six hours per
day, with boys using on average closer to eight hours per day.’
The statistics are even more dire for teenagers: 24% of 13-17
year olds report being online “almost constantly,” and 92% go
online daily.

In addition to the concerns of the vast amount of wasted
hours each day, there are also concerns about the dangers that
overuse of technology presents. An increase in the number of
hours on social media has a strong effect on increased rates

of mental health disorders, especially anxiety and depression,
among teenagers.’

Below is a partial list of dangers of social media that we, as
therapists, see frequently with overuse of screen time in gen-
eral and social media in particular:

Isolation, Lack of Connections and Emotional
Unrest:

To the extent that technology has enabled today’s children
and teens to be virtually connected to more people on a mul-
titude of levels, it has also created a generation of kids that
feel unhappy, lonely, and isolated. Jean M. Twenge, PhD,
a professor of psychology at San Diego State University” re-
ports that the young people of today, compared to genera-
tions that have come before them, have more leisure time at
their disposal and seem to be alone in their rooms for most
of that leisure time. This generation of teens is experiencing
more depressive symptoms, suicide-related outcomes, and
suicide deaths, especially among females. Dr. Twenge’s re-
search’® revealed that teens who use screens five or more hours
a day are 66% more likely to experience at least one sui-
cide risk factor (depression, suicidal thoughts, suicidal plan
or attempt of suicide) compared to those who spend one
hour a day or less. We are hard wired to be connected with
others, as has been researched extensively by Sue Johnson,
PhD, psychologist, researcher on the subject of attachment
and author of the book ‘Hold Me Tight.” Dr. Johnson writes
that “the most basic tenet of attachment theory is that isola-
tion—not just physical isolation but emotional isolation—is
traumatizing for human beings. The brain actually codes it
as danger.” Being connected to others “provides our greatest
sense of safety and security.”” It then comes as no surprise
that the more children and teens isolate with their devices
from their peers as well as their family and caregivers, they
experience the emotional repercussions of being detached
and alone. Children and teens are neither developmentally
nor physiologically capable to navigate these feelings success-
fully on their own which makes parental monitoring on many
levels critical.
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Deficiency in Learned Social Skills:

For children and teens, the smartphone is a type of lifeline
that consumes their almost constant attention. As a byprod-
uct, it has become a substitute for face-to-face conversation,
a way to avoid eye contact and awkward silences. In addition,
texting and social media are devoid of the experience of re-
ceiving emotional responses, facial cues, and body language,
modes of communicating that make connecting with another
person richer, and affects our sense of compassion and empa-
thy. There is growing concern that these kids aren’t getting
the practice of effective communication and in-person con-
tact with others, and, consequently, they face adulthood with-
out developed social skills for both the working world as well
meaningful social and intimate relationships.®

Unrealistic Expectations:

Social media tends to be the online scrapbook of all things
happy, successful and fun. Kids that focus too heavily on social
media can set themselves up for unhealthy comparison-mak-
ing, a plan fraught with danger. When kids compare them-
selves to others and conclude that their life doesn’t match up,
they see themselves as falling short and not good enough, the
breeding ground for low self-esteem, depression and anxiety.

Family Cohesion:

Families are also impacted by excessive screen time. When
screens are permitted at the dinner table, kids can’t fully tune
into a family discussion knowing that more important peer
conversations are buzzing at the side of their dinner plate. As
kids rely more on their smartphones to fill time, entertain, and
be their go-to for answers and ways to cope through struggles,
the less they are turning to their parents and caregivers for
conversation, guidance and support.

Exposure to Harmful Information:

As we all have experienced, an internet search on one topic
can lead us down into the dark and murky world of another.
Kids have at their disposal with a few taps on the keyboard a
world of videos, pictures and information that they are not de-
velopmentally ready to absorb and which could expose them
to harm. When kids rely on their screens to search out solu-
tions to personal or emotional issues as opposed to going to
their parents or caregivers, they are exposed to responses on
topics such self-mutilation, eating disorders, suicidal ideation,
to name just a few, with the risk of causing greater harm, and
possibly death.

Exposure to threats:

The screens on which our kids are playing games and talk-

ing to their friends are the same screens that can inadvertently
connect them with people whose sole purpose is to coerce,
manipulate and exploit. Human trafficking, a modern day
form of slavery as described by the Department of Homeland
Security, is reported to be the second most profitable form of
crime after drug trafficking.” Offenders are slithering around
in social media sites in astronomical numbers, hoping to latch
onto vulnerable kids who buy into their flattery or other tac-
tics promising fame, fortune or drugs.

Cyberbullying, the online version of bullying, contributes
to the increase in mental health issues of our current genera-
tion of kids. ‘Stopbullying.gov,” the official website of the US
Government on bullying, defines cyberbullying as “sending,
posting, or sharing negative, harmful, false, or mean content
about someone else.”’® According to the Center for Disease
Control’s 2013 and 2015 School Crime Supplement to the
National Crime Victimization Surveys, 27 percent of students
ages 12 to 18 reported being cyberbullied, indicating that they
were bullied at least once or twice a month."" Cyberbullying
causes significant emotional harm that often lasts into adult-
hood.

It is important to know that certain populations are even
more vulnerable to the negative effects of technology described
above than an average or neuro-typical child or teen. These
populations include:

1. Children and Teenagers on the Autistic Spectrum or those
who are struggling with other right hemisphere disabili-
ties, such as Non-Verbal Learning Disability, Social Prag-
matic Communication Disorder and others are vulnerable
to the dangers that come with screens. Clearly, if children
are having social problems in face-to-face interactions,
such as misunderstanding context of comments, misread-
ing intention of the speaker, not “getting” humor and sar-
casm, and misconstruing concepts that require deep social
knowledge (e.g., fairness, friendship, trust), they will have
many more problems understanding conversations over
text or social media. Additionally, children who do not
have deep social intelligence are very vulnerable to online
predators because they are desperate for friendships, yet
lack them in the real world. Online predators are then
more likely to “groom” these kids into getting more and
more involved in inappropriate behaviors without a child
understanding that they are indeed being victimized.

2. Children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
also require special supervision of their online activi-
ties. Even more so than a typical child or teen, kids with
ADHD tend to be impulsive in their actions and lack the
ability to think about eventual consequences. They are
more likely to respond to a text in anger, post or re-post
on social media without a clear understanding of poten-
tial harm, or spend a significant amount of time “lost”
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in cyberspace without considering homework and other
obligations.

3. Children whose parents are separated or divorced also
represent a potentially vulnerable group, especially if their
parents fail to come up with consistent and clear rules
and boundaries around technology use. Sometimes, di-
vorced parents fail to set appropriate boundaries because
they are afraid to be seen as a “tough” parent who is then
not favored by their children. Children and teens are very
likely to manipulate this desire to be seen as a favorite
by insisting that the other parent is much more relaxed
about rules and expectations. Divorced parents tend to
struggle with work-life balance, and may resort to overuse
of technology as a “virtual baby-sitter.” Also, children who
are exposed to parental conflict and divorce may struggle
with issues of self-esteem and self-worth and may find the
internet to be a welcome temporary distraction for them.

4. Children with Oppositional Defiant Disorder are very
likely to disregard any and all rules that their parents set
for them. They require particularly diligent supervision
of their online activities because they believe that normal
consequences do not apply to them.

It would appear from the previous discussion that the only
reasonable course of action would be to permanently disable
any devices with screens, but of course this is not a desirable
option for most families. The following is a list safeguards and
best practices that are helpful in reducing the dangers for kids,
making technology a welcome addition to our homes:

*  Co-parents and other caregivers need to be on the same
page in implementing and overseeing healthy screen time
rules. A united front helps send the message to your child
that family rules and online safety are important.

*  Start children out with a phone that doesn’t allow online
access to give them time to learn and understand respon-
sibility. This also gives parents time to make a plan for
limitations and controls.

*  When migrating to the smartphone, monitor the child’s
activity and their friends’ responses. Allow enough time
for the child to demonstrate responsibility and the oppor-
tunity for parents to have sufficient conversations regard-
ing appropriate and safe use. Add apps gradually as neces-
sary. It is easier to add as you go than to take privileges
and apps away after an incident.

* Instead of over-focusing on time spent on screens (most
experts recommend no more than two hours per day, by
the way), focus instead on offering equally attractive alter-
native activities that you can do with your child. In our
experience, nothing is more precious to a child or a teen

than undivided time with their loved one — not even their
devices!

*  Ask most kids and they will say that they sleep with their
phones in their bed. Establish the rule that devices are
charged overnight in the common areas of the house such
as kitchen or family room. When your kids object that
they MUST have a phone to use as an alarm clock, rock
their world by buying them an actual alarm clock!

* Do not seek to persuade your kids and teen to accept your
rules around technology or any other family rules. Fam-
ily rules are the necessary foundation that provide kids
structure and limits, with the understanding that they are
to be followed.

* Create time in everyone’s schedule that is ‘screens-off
time. Resist the urge to pull out your own screened de-
vice — kids are much more likely to follow our example,
not our words. When enjoying family mealtime, make it
screen-free!

*  Beaware that some teens now have two cell phones - one
that their parents provide and monitor, and a second de-
vice that is used for purposes of which parents would not
approve. Due to easy availability of Wi-Fi environments,
these second phones function as well as the “officially”
sanctioned ones, and can be easily obtained in any high
school for around $50. So, if your teen is happily giving
you their device to be charged in a public area, and then
stays up in their bedroom for many hours - check for a
second hidden device.

*  Remember, kids are very resourceful and typically under-
stand technology far better than the adults in their world.
Monitor screen use frequently and openly. Ask for all
passwords — and keep them updated. If your child refuses
to relinquish passwords, they are not mature enough to
handle having their own device.

* Continue to talk with your kids about their ‘digital foot-

print.” Remind them that what they post and write is out
there FOREVER.

The guidelines that are described above are, of course,
general in nature. Parents and guardians need to individualize
their approach and get to know each one of their children at
a deep level, because not all technology or parenting advice is
going to work for all children. If they notice significant nega-
tive outcomes from overuse of technology, parents shouldn’t
hesitate to act. Keep in mind, on the whole, technological
innovations have led and continue to lead to very positive
changes in our personal, family and business lives — but it is
our responsibility to ensure that our children use technology
in a healthy manner.
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