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DISCLAIMER

P lease read this notice before reading the rest of the book. It is part of the book.

What this book is

This book is a general information guide for parents, caregivers, and other adults 

raising children alongside connected technology. It draws on published research, 

reported journalism, public legal records, government reports, and the author's 

personal observations and opinions. It is intended to inform readers' decisions 

and to help families build their own systems for managing screens, devices, social 

media, and arti(cial intelligence A)IS tools at home.

The information in this book is provided for educational purposes only. It 

is not a substitute for professional advice or services in any (eld, including, but 

not limited to, medicine, psychiatry, psychology, child development, education, 

special education, social work, law, law enforcement, or child protection services.

What this book is not

This book is not medical, psychiatric, psychological, or developmental 

advice. Meveral chapters discuss topics such as child and adolescent development, 
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attention, sleep, anDiety, depression, eating disorders, attention de(cit, )-R-, 

autism spectrum conditions, brain development, attachment, addiction, and 

selfzharm. These topics are summariqed at a general level for conteDt.

2othing in this book is intended to diagnose, prevent, treat, or cure any 

medical, psychiatric, psychological, or developmental condition. If you have any 

concerns about your child's mental, emotional, behavioral, or physical health, 

please consult a Luali(ed, licensed professional in your jurisdiction.

This book is not legal advice. Uaws governing children's online safety, data 

protection, age limits for digital services, )I safety, and reporting obligations vary 

widely by country and, within a country, by region or state. Meveral chapters 

reference laws, regulations, policy proposals and legal cases drawn from multiple 

jurisdictions, eDamples include, without limitation, the Cnited 2ations Gonvenz

tion on the Nights of the Ghild 5eneral Gomment 2o. xE, the Puropean Cnion's 

5eneral -ata Orotection Negulation A5-ONS and -igital Mervices )ct A-M)S. 

Kther reference frameworks include the Cnited Jingdom's Knline Mafety )ct 

and the -epartment for Pducation's schoolzphone guidance, Ireland's Knline 

Mafety and Xedia Negulation )ct, 5ermany's Fugendschutqgesetq and 2etqz

durchsetqungsgesetq, Zrance's debates over a socialzmedia age limit, the 2etherz

lands' national guidance on social media for minors, )ustralia's Knline Mafety 

)ct and the role of the eMafety Gommissioner, 2ew "ealand's Rarmful -igital 

Gommunications )ct, the Nepublic of Jorea's BGinderella UawB and its later 

repeal, the Mtate of Galifornia's M4 x3Y Athe BGompanion Ghatbot UawBS and the 

Garcia v. Character Technologies, Inc. civil case (led in the Cnited Mtates.

)ll such references are presented for informational purposes only, are current 

only as of the date this book went to press, and may have changed since then. 

2othing in this book is intended as legal advice. Zor any legal Luestion that a:ects 

you or your family, please consult a Luali(ed lawyer, solicitor, advocate, barrister, 

or other licensed legal professional in your own jurisdiction.

This book is not a crisis intervention. Meveral chapters include converz
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sation scripts, response protocols, and references to real cases involving suicide, 

selfzharm, eating disorders, online predators, grooming, seDtortion, child seDual 

abuse material AGM)XS, and the nonzconsensual creation or distribution of inz

timate images, including )Izgenerated BdeepfakeB images.

The scripts and protocols in this book are general starting points, not profesz

sional interventions. If a child you know may be in immediate danger, or if you 

believe a crime has been committed, please contact emergency services, Luali(ed 

mentalzhealth professionals, your child's school, the relevant reporting hotlines in 

your country, and, where appropriate, law enforcement. Time matters in crises. 

The book is no substitute for trained help.

This book is not a guarantee. Oarenting is a relationship, not a procedure. 

Ghildren are individuals. Zamilies di:er. Gultures di:er. Pvery system in this 

book8 the Gharging Mtation, the )rrival Oause, the Zamily Tech Gontract, the 

Y9z-ay Ohone Nollout, the )I Oause, the Xirror Gheck, the conversation scripts, 

and the developmentalzstage frameworks, is o:ered as a starting point for the 

reader's own judgment. The author makes no representation or warranty, eDpress 

or implied, that any practice in this book will produce any particular outcome 

for any particular child or family. Kutcomes depend on factors well outside the 

book's control.

Sensitive content

The following chapters contain material that some readers may (nd disturbing, 

including descriptions of, references to, or scripts addressing8

  Muicide and selfzharm by minors8 Introduction, Ghapter 1, Ghapter 6, 

Ghapter %E

  The death of a named minor in a public )Izchatbot legal case8 Introducz

tion, Ghapter 1
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  Knline seDual eDploitation, seDtortion, and grooming8 Ghapter 6, Ghapz

ter %E

  )Izgenerated nonzconsensual  intimate  imagery involving minors8 

Ghapter %9, Ghapter %E

  Pating disorder content algorithms8 Ghapter 6

  Gyberbullying and online harassment8 Ghapter 6, Ghapter %E

If any of this material may be triggering for you, please consider reading those 

chapters with support or skipping to the practical sections that follow them.

Crisis resources

Important. Mpeci(c phone numbers, service names, operators, websites, and 

reporting channels change over time. ) printed book is a static snapshot, while an 

online directory of crisis services can update as services change. Zor that reason, 

the references below are intentionally limited to AaS international directories that 

maintain their own upztozdate listings, AbS a few harmoniqed numbers established 

by international agreement, and AcS a pointer to your local emergency number. 

Olease verify any speci(c number through one of the directories below before 

relying on it.

Find help in your country

  (ndahelpline.com, a searchable directory of mentalzhealth and crisis 

hotlines in over %Y9 countries. Xaintained by ThroughUine. The direcz

tory updates as services change.

  childhelplineinternational.org, directory of national child helplines, 

organiqed by country.
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  inhope.org, the International )ssociation of hotlines for reporting 

child seDual abuse material AGM)XS, routes you to the correct national 

reporting body for your country.

International removal tools foperate )rom most countriesw

  takeitdoUn.ncmec.org helps remove seDually eDplicit images of people 

who were under eighteen when the image was made.

  stopncii.org, nonzconsensual intimate image removal for adults.

zniversal and harmoni1ed numbers

  Local emergency number: the number used in your own country to reach 

police, ambulance, and fire services. If a child is in immediate danger, this 

is the first call to make.

  226 z single emergency number across the Puropean Cnion and several 

other countries Aworks alongside national numbersS.

  223 222 z common harmoniqed Puropean number for child helplines 

Aactive in many Puropean countriesS.

  223 26O z common harmoniqed Puropean number for emotionalzsupz

port helplines.

Rther immediate options

In any country, your child's pediatrician, family doctor, school counselor, or a 

local licensed mentalzhealth professional is a good (rst call.
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If your country, language, or speci(c situation is not covered by the directories 

above, please contact local emergency services and ask them to refer you to the 

appropriate childzprotection or mentalzhealth service.

Nesearch, sources, and the evolving landscape

Pvery research (nding, statistic, and historical claim in this book is, to the auz

thor's goodzfaith knowledge, drawn from peerzreviewed studies, government 

data, court records, primary news reporting, or the disclosed internal documents 

of the relevant institutions. ) complete bibliography is provided. Neaders are 

encouraged to consult primary sources for any claim of particular interest.

P:ect siqes Asuch as the B9.3; of variation in adolescent wellbeingB (nding from 

Krben 7 Orqybylski, x9%6W the B13;B parentalzmodeling association from Oyne 

et al., x9xEW the deepfake prevalence (gures from the Genter for -emocracy and 

Technology, x9x3W and the hallucination rate ranges for large language modelsS 

should be interpreted in their original research conteDt. The statistics summariqed 

in the book are not from the full studies.

The scienti(c debate about screens, social media, )I, and child wellbeing is 

ongoing. The book addresses it headzon, including a dedicated chapter AGhapter 

%QS on the strongest counterzarguments and the limits of current evidence. The 

book re�ects the author's reading of that debate as of the date belowW it does not 

claim to be the (nal word. Technology, platforms, products, and laws change 

Luickly. )I models, social media features, parental control tools, government 

regulations, and platform policies referenced in this book may have changed since 

the publication date listed below. Neaders should verify current information for 

any decision that depends on the present state of a speci(c platform, product, or 

law.

Ryperlinks and CNUs in the bibliography were valid as of the date below. 

Uinked content may move, change, or be removed without notice. The author 

and publisher are not responsible for the availability or content of thirdzparty 
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websites.

Pamed individuals and scholarly re)erences

This book discusses the work of researchers, journalists, public o�cials, and 

authors by name, including Awithout limitationS Fonathan Raidt, Oete Ptchells, 

Gandice Kdgers, Ghristopher Zerguson, )ndrew Orqybylski, )my Krben, Fames 

Glear, Pdward Tronick, Marah Xyruski, Zrances Raugen, and others.

Their work is engaged with respect and on the merits. �here the book takes a 

position di:erent from that of a named scholar, it does so as a matter of scholarly 

disagreement, not personal criticism.

�uotations attributed to named individuals are drawn from their published 

work, public statements, journalistic reporting, or government testimony. They 

are reproduced for fair commentary, criticism, scholarship, and reporting. )ny 

inadvertent error of attribution is regrettedW the author would welcome correcz

tion in any future edition.

This  book references  a  minor  who died  in  a  public  legal  case  Aa  fourz

teenzyearzold boy in Zlorida whose family pursued a civil suit against Gharacter 

Technologies, Inc., publicly (led and reported on in late x9x3 and x9xE and 

reportedly settled in Fanuary x9x&S.

The book does not name that child in the body teDt. The case is summariqed 

to inform the reader about a publicly documented event with implications for 

)I design and child safety. 2othing in this summary is intended to eDacerbate the 

family's distress, and the author's sympathy is with them.

’lat)orms, products, and trademarks

This book discusses a number of products, platforms, applications, and serz

vices made by thirdzparty companies. )ll product references, direct and indirect, 

names, trademarks, and registered trademarks are the property of their respective 
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owners. Their use in this book is for descriptive and educational purposes only 

and does not imply any a�liation with, sponsorship by, endorsement by, or 

partnership with any of the companies or products mentioned. The author has no 

(nancial relationship with any of the companies, platforms, or products discussed 

unless eDplicitly disclosed in the teDt.

Mtatements about how a particular platform, product, or feature works are 

based on the cited research, regulatory (ndings, the company's own published 

statements, or disclosed documents, current as of the publication date. Gompaz

nies continually update their products, policies, and algorithmsW readers should 

consult the company's current information for the most upztozdate description.

NeaderEs responsibility and limitation o) liability

4y reading this book and applying any of its suggestions, the reader acknowledges 

and agrees that8

%. The book is provided Bas is,B without warranty of any kind, eDpress 

or implied, including but not limited to warranties of accuracy, merz

chantability, (tness for a particular purpose, or nonzinfringement.

x. The reader is solely responsible for decisions a:ecting the reader's family, 

household, and child. The reader will use their own judgment and, 

where appropriate, the advice of Luali(ed professionals in deciding what 

to apply, when, and how.

Y. The author and publisher will not be liable for any loss, injury, harm, 

claim, or damage of any kind z direct, indirect, incidental, conseLuential, 

special, eDemplary, or punitive z arising from or in connection with the 

reader's use of, reliance on, or inability to use the information in this 

book, to the maDimum eDtent permitted by applicable law.

3. Mome jurisdictions do not allow the eDclusion or limitation of certain 
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warranties or liabilitiesW in those jurisdictions, the limitations above apz

ply to the maDimum eDtent permitted by law.

If the reader does not accept these terms, the reader's remedy is to stop reading 

and to disregard the contents of this book.

Arrors and corrections

The author has taken reasonable care to verify the facts presented. -espite that 

care, errors are possible in any book of this scope. If the reader believes that 

any factual claim, citation, attribution, or reference in this book is mistaken, the 

reader is invited to contact the publisher so that the matter can be reviewed and, 

if appropriate, corrected in a subseLuent edition.

Currency o) in)ormation

)ll references in this book are current as of �pril 6�63. The reader should treat 

any datezspeci(c claim, statistic, legal reference, or technological description as a 

snapshot of that month, not as a permanent statement.

By continuing to read, you acknowledge that you have read and understood this 

notice.



INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS BOOK 
EXISTS

Y ou're having dinner. Your phone is on the table. Your twelve-year-old's 

phone is under the table. You're both pretending you're not going to check 

them, but you both probably will.

You know this, and your child knows this. The person sitting across from you, 

your partner, your parent, your friend, knows this. The phones are the most 

powerful objects on the table, even though the moment is supposed to be about 

the people.

This book is about that moment - and the whole system of habits, defaults, and 

unspoken agreements that decides how technology operates in your family. 

Who this book is for

This book is for anyone helping a child grow up with technology. A primary 

parent. A co-parent. A step-parent.

A grandparent who has the kids three afternoons a week. An aunt or uncle who 

is the trusted adult for screens and texts. A babysitter who closes out the evenings. 

What matters is that the adults in a child's life are aligned, not who holds which 

title.
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If you're a grandparent or caregiver, the systems in this book work whether 

you live with the child full-time or see them on Sundays. Grandparents are named 

speci"cally throughout. Where the rules diBer between households, the chapters 

(ag it.

If you're planning a family or expecting, you are in the best position of 

any reader. Chapter 1 has a 3)efore the First Screen3 section, and the parent-"rst 

habits start with you, before any child arrives. The earlier you build them, the less 

you'll have to unlearn later.

This book stays in the second person throughout. Wherever you sit on that list, 

3you3 means you.

The generational gap

Many of you reading this didn't grow up with smartphones. You didn't have 

social media as a teenager. You didn't encounter AI chatbots, algorithmic feeds, 

or deepfakes during your formative years. The world your child inhabits online is 

one you never experienced as a child yourself.

Most parenting books don't acknowledge this gap. They assume you under-

stand the technology well enough to manage your child's relationship with it. You 

probably don't. Neither do most adults. )eing a competent smartphone user is 

not the same as understanding how an algorithm decides what your child sees 

next. This book bridges that gap and explains the engineering behind the tech-

nology qChapter VX in language that doesn't reHuire a computer science degree.

And maybe you did grow up with the internet. Maybe you remember Face-

book before the algorithm, and you think you understand what your teenager is 

experiencing because you were online at their age. Even so, the online world has 

been changing so fast that your experience may be as outdated as your parents' 

T2-era advice was for you. The social media your teen uses is not the social media 

you remember. AI tools didn't exist "ve years ago. The scale, the speed, and the 

sophistication of what your child encounters are categorically diBerent.
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Why this book now

Three things have changed in the past two years. They range from the everyday 

tension at your dinner table to a court record about a teenager who didn't make 

it. Take them in order.

The -rst is the one you already feel j phones are the most attentionjcapj

turing ob.ects in your houseP They are designed by people whose job is to win 

against conversations, homework, bedtime, and meals. You notice it in small ways 

every evening. The pause when you check a noti"cation mid-sentence. The drift 

of your child's eyes toward the device on the counter. The dinner where everyone 

is technically present and no one is fully there. This is the part you can "x "rst, 

and most of this book is about how.

The second is what's happening at schoolP A DUD% survey by the Center 

for 6emocracy and Technology of ;S public high school students found that 

%U8 knew of a deepfake depicting someone associated with their school that 

was shared during the DUDV-D% school year. Fifteen percent, about D.V million 

students nationally, reported awareness of at least one sexually explicit or intimate 

deepfake of someone at their school qCenter for 6emocracy and Technology, 

DUD%X. The technology to create fake images of real people is free, widely available, 

and reHuires no technical skill. The perpetrators and victims, in the overwhelming 

majority of cases, are other students.

The third is what's happening at 11 MS in your child's bedroomP In 

February DUD7, the Pew Research Center found that 7%8 of ;S teenagers had 

used an AI chatbot. Most do so for information or schoolwork. A meaningful 

minority, 178 for casual conversation and 1D8 for emotional support, use these 

tools as con"dants. In DUD%, a fourteen-year-old boy in Florida took his own life 

after weeks of conversation with one5 the family pursued a civil suit that became 

a public legal record. Chapter : covers the case and the pattern.

These three things are not the old screen-time debate. A phone wins the dinner 
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table. AI-generated images of real students. A meaningful share of teens con"des 

in machines that predict words but don't understand feelings. This is not the same 

conversation as 3too much T2.3

Atart with yourself

Chapter D presents the most uncomfortable research in the book. The single 

strongest predictor of your child's screen habits is yours. A systematic review of 

:z studies found that parental modeling predicted children exceeding screen-time 

guidelines in 1UU8 of the associations examined qPyne et al., DUD�X. No other 

factor was as consistent.

The author of this book is in that data too. The pages that follow were written 

by a person who knows the engineering behind the phone in a pocket, who 

has read the research on what it does to attention and to a child's development, 

and who still, on a bad evening after a long day, sometimes checks a noti"cation 

instead of looking up. The system in this book is not built on the claim that the 

author got it right. It is built on the practice of starting again, every evening, after 

the slip.

So this book asks you to be honest before it asks you to be strict. Three of the 

parent-"rst habits arrive in the early chapters� the 5rrival Mause qChapter DX, the 

Charging Atation qChapter DX, and the Sirror Check qnamed in every stage 

chapter from Chapter % onwardX. Each one is a small piece of design rather than 

an act of willpower. None reHuires perfection. All three are for you, before any of 

them are about your child.

What to do with kids

There are two old camps and a new framework. The "rst camp tells you screens 

are destroying your child's brain and oBers vague advice that produces guilt 

without a plan. The second camp tells you it's all moral panic and you need to 
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relax. Neither tells you what to do tonight when your ten-year-old asks for a 

phone for the forty-seventh time.

The American Academy of Pediatrics qAAPX - the body of ;S pediatricians 

whose screen-time recommendations parents and doctors have followed for two 

decades - updated its guidance in February DUD7, replacing rigid time limits with a 

"ve-part framework called the 3 Cs. Chapter 1 explains it in full and shows how 

every later chapter applies it to a speci"c age. The book is built on that framework 

rather than around it.

Chapters 1-V lay the foundation� Chapter 1 sets the family tech philosophy, 

Chapter D turns the mirror on your own habits, and Chapter 4 explains how 

the technology is engineered to capture attention. From Chapter 7 onward, the 

book is organi�ed by your child's developmental stage, so you can (ip to where 

you are now and start there.

Where to start�

  A child under six? Chapter 7 is where you can start.

  A child who’s about to get a phone or already has one? Chapter 9 is where 

you can start. It contains the Readiness Checklist, the VU-6ay Phone 

Rollout, and the "rst full version of the Contract. ;se the Rollout for a 

phased introduction, or the VU-6ay Reset in the same chapter if you're 

catching up after a phone is already in the house.

  Already deep into teen years? Chapter � is where you can start - it covers 

social media, and Chapter 11 covers progressive release toward adult 

autonomy.

The system grows forward from any starting age.

School policies are part of the picture, too. School-ban policies handle about 

six hours a day. This book handles the other eighteen.



SCREEN-PROOF FAMILY 1�

Where the honest debate lands

This book is not alarmist. That belongs up front, because parents picking up 

a parenting book about phones often dread being told their child is doomed. 

6espite sharp public disagreements about causation and policy, there is a broad 

consensus, and the systems in this book stand on that territory. Almost everyone 

who is serious about this debate agrees on a few things. )lanket screen-time limits 

are not an eBective intervention. 

The AAP abandoned them. The strongest critics of the phone-fear arguments 

don't call for time limits either5 when they call for anything, it's delayed adoption 

of certain products or platforms. Moral panic tends to produce bad policies, and 

there are decades of examples to prove it. 4ow children use technology matters 

more than how much. Active, creative, social use is genuinely diBerent from 

passive, algorithmically curated consumption, and even the studies that "nd small 

negative eBects converge on that distinction.

Two further points are uncontested. Family communication is a protective 

factor - Gallup's research qanchor of Chapter 1X shows that parent-child rela-

tionship Huality predicts adolescent outcomes more strongly than social media 

use does. No credible researcher contests this. And teaching children to un-

derstand algorithmic design, evaluate information critically, and develop healthy 

digital habits is evidence-based and bene"cial. No researcher, from any position 

in this debate, has argued against digital literacy.

This book does not obsess over screen time. It does not advocate for bans. It 

does not treat all screen use as eHuivalent. It does not claim that phones cause 

depression. It teaches families to understand how technology is designed, build 

habits that counteract manipulative design, communicate openly about digital 

experiences, evaluate information critically, and develop the self-regulation skills 

that make heavy parental controls unnecessary over time. This book stands en-

tirely on that territory.



MA0 4ARTMAN17

What comes next

Chapter 1 establishes the philosophical framework� values before rules. It intro-

duces the Gallup "nding that grounds every later chapter. The protective factor 

you can control is not your child's phone. It's your relationship with your child.

Start there. Or start at the chapter that matches your child's age. Or start at 

Chapter 9 if the phone Huestion is urgent. Wherever you begin, the chapters 

ahead build the system one step at a time.



CHAPTER 1: THE FAMILY TECH 
PHILOSOPHY

Y our child asks for just ten more minutes. You say no. They melt down. 

You hold the line for about ninety seconds, then you give in because the 

alternative is a full tantrum, and you've had a long day, and dinner isn't going to 

make itself. Tomorrow you'll try harder. Tomorrow you'll be consistent.

Tomorrow, the same thing happens. This cycle doesn't break with willpower. It 

doesn't break with stricter rules – but it breaks when you ask a diqerent Fuestion.

The wrong question

:or twenty years, the central Fuestion of digital parenting has beenA how much 

screen time should my child have?

It's the Fuestion pediatricians asked. It's the Fuestion the Pmerican Pcademy 

of (ediatrics )PP(H used to build its guidelines around. It's the Fuestion that 

launched a thousand arguments at kitchen tables, school board meetings, and 

Thanksgiving dinners. It's the wrong Fuestion.

"ere's why. ?"ow much screen timeB? treats all screen use as a single category. 

-ut your child videoMcalling their grandparent is not the same activity as scrolling 

a shortMform video feed. P tenMyearMold building a world in a creative game with a 
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friend is doing something very diqerent from a tenMyearMold watching algorithmic 

autoplay alone late at night M the Srst is active and social, the second is passive and 

isolating. P minutesMonMscreen count treats these activities as the same. Pnd a rule 

that treats them identically fails the Srst time it encounters reality.

The right Fuestion isA 2hat do we want screens to do in our familyB This 

Fuestion has an answer you can build a system around. ?0creens are for learning, 

creating, and connecting with people we know. 0creens are not for Slling silence, 

numbing boredom, or replacing human interaction.? That's not a time limit. 

That's a philosophy. Pnd a philosophy scales across ages, devices, and platforms 

in a way that ?two hours a day? never will.

The AAP changed its mind

In :ebruary 656C, the PP( issued a policy statement that eqectively replaced 

two decades of screenMtime guidance. They abandoned rigid time limits. Instead, 

they introduced the 5 Cs framework, a set of principles designed to replace the 

stopwatch with judgment.

The x Os is a framework of Sve labels and siz Fuestions )Oommunication splits 

into twoH.

  Child. 2ho is using the screenB P threeMyearMold and a thirteenMyearMold 

have diqerent developmental needs, diqerent cognitive capacities, and 

diqerent risks. EneMsiLe guidance Sts neither.

  Content. 9ducational content, creative tools, and video calls with famM

ily are not eFuivalent to algorithmically curated shortMform videos. The 

content matters more than the clock. 2hat are they watching, playing, 

or interacting withB

  Calm. "anding a toddler a tablet during a meltdown is a shortMterm Sz 

that can become a longMterm pattern. The Fuestion isn't whether you've 
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ever done it )you have, everyone hasH but whether it's the default. Is the 

child using screens to manage di&cult emotionsB

  Crowding Out. The problem isn't screens in isolation. The problem 

is what screens displace. Is screen time replacing sleep, physical activity, 

homework, or faceMtoMface interactionB

  Communication. Two Fuestions live here because a household where 

screens are discussed openly looks very diqerent from one where screen 

use happens in silence.

  Pre you talking about what your child does onlineB 

  And: is screen use something the family discusses openly, or someM

thing that happens in silence behind closed doorsB

:ive labels, siz Fuestions, all more useful than any time limit.

Try this right now: Think about the last time your child used a screen. 2hich 

O was the issueB 2as it the content )junk versus something worth watchingHB 

2as it crowding out )replacing something more valuableHB 2as it calm )the 

screen was a paciSer, not a toolHB Xost parents can name the O immediately. The 

framework works because it names what you already sense but couldn't articulate. 

This book is built on the x Os framework. 9very stage chapter that follows applies 

these Sve Fuestions to a speciSc age, with corresponding systems for each. The 

PP( didn't abandon guidance. They abandoned the illusion that minutes on a 

clock could replace parental judgment. This book gives you the tools to use that 

judgment well.

The pnding that changed everything

P largeMscale study of Pmerican adolescents and their parents )Jallup, 656→H 

surfaced the Snding that every other chapter of this book returns to.



XPR "PNTXP165

Teens who reported strong relationships with their parents, and who demonstrat-

ed self-control with parental support, showed no significant mental health differ-

ences between high and low social media users.

Nead that again. The protective factor was not the amount of time they spent 

on their phones. It was the combination of relationship Fuality, selfMregulation, 

and engaged caregiving. Teens who felt heard, respected, and connected to their 

family, and who had developed some capacity for selfMcontrol, were resilient to the 

eqects of social media regardless of how much they used it. This doesn't mean 

screen time is irrelevant. It means screen time is not the variable you should be 

optimiLing. The variable you can actually control is the one with the strongest 

evidence behind it. That variable is the relationship.

If you've been counting minutes and feeling guilty every time the number was 

too high, you can ezhale. The minutes were never the thing.

The conversation at dinner, the phone in the Oharging 0tation )Cha2ter 

)7, when you walk through the door, and the Oontract you negotiate together 

)Cha2ter 17. Those are the things. This book builds those things, one step at a 

time.

Pnd this isn't the only Snding pointing in that direction. Pn analysis of data 

from over →x5,555 adolescents reached a stark conclusion )Erben ; (rLybylski, 

6583HA

Total screen time explained less than 0.4% of the variation in adolescent wellbeing 

- forty-four times smaller than the effect of getting enough sleep.

P detectable eqect, but small compared to the things that actually shape adoM

lescent wellbeing. The full evidence debate, including the strongest counterMarM

guments and why they matter, is in Cha2ter I1. :or now, the implication is clearA 

counting minutes is not the intervention. The intervention is building a family 

system that strengthens your relationship with your child while teaching them to 

manage technology intentionally. That's what this book builds, stage by stage.
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-dentity over rules

There's a reason the tenMminute cycle doesn't break. The rule )?screen time is 

over?H must be enforced every single time. It depends on your willpower at the 

end of a long day. Pnd your willpower at the end of a long day is unreliable. 0o is 

mine. 0o is everyone's.

The identityMbased habits framework, the approach 4ames Olear populariLed 

in Atomic Habits )Olear, 658WH, makes a distinction that solves this. It separates 

outcomeb→ased ha→its from identityb→ased ha→its.

Pn outcomeMbased ruleA ?1o phones at dinner.? This reFuires enforcement. 

9very dinner, someone has to police it. The enforcement will fail on the night 

when you're ezhausted, your partner is traveling, and the toddler just threw pasta 

at the wall. Then the rule collapses.

Pn identityMbased habitA ?2e are a family that is present when we eat together.? 

This doesn't reFuire enforcement. It reFuires an environment. The phone has 

a homeA the Oharging 0tation in the kitchen. It goes there when dinner starts. 

1obody decides to put the phone away each night. The decision was made once, 

when the family agreed on the system. The behavior happens automatically.

The diqerence is structural, not motivational. Nules depend on willpower. 

0ystems depend on the environment. 2illpower depletes. The environment perM

sists. 9very stage chapter in this book introduces two to three habit loops using 

the identityMbased habits frameworkA

Cue R Foutine R Feward R -dentity

"ere's the Srst one.

Cue: 2e sit down for a meal.

Foutine: Pll phones go to the Oharging 0tation. 9veryone's. Yours too.

Feward: The Srst person who reaches for their phone does the dishes. )This 

works better than it sounds. The humor makes it stick.H

-dentity: ?2e are a family that is present when we eat together.?

(This is one example. Adjust the wording and the reward to your family. The 
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structure matters; the exact phrasing doesn't.)

NoticeA the parents are in this loop. The system doesn't work if you're enforcing 

a phoneMfree dinner while your own device buLLes on the counter. Your child sees 

more than you think. The relationship that protects your child is one where the 

rules are shared, not imposed.

This is the book's operating system. The speciSc habits change at each stage. 

2hat works for a toddler won't work for a teenager. -ut the framework doesn't 

change )cue U routine U reward U identityH. -uild the system, not the rule. It 

grows with your child. 

The Wamily Technology mission statement

-efore you read another chapter, do this ezercise. It takes Sve minutes. You'll need 

a piece of paper or a phone with a notes app. Pnswer the three Fuestions belowA

I. Dhat do we want screens to fO in our Namily? Gist the positive usesA 

learning, creating, connecting with distant family, and entertainment during 

downtime. -e speciSc. ?9ducational apps? is vagueD instead, use the names of the 

actual apps.

). Dhat do we 3OT want screens to do? Neplace meals. Neplace bedtime 

routines. Neplace outdoor play. -e the Srst thing anyone reaches for when bored. 

Pgain, be speciSc.

k. Dhat does our Namily loo' li'e when weSre using technology well? 

This is the identity Fuestion. ?2e watch things together and talk about them.? 

?2e put phones away when someone is talking.? ?2e check sources before sharM

ing.? This is the ?we are a family that...? sentence your habit loops will be built 

around.

2rite down your answers. If you have a partner or coMparent, do this together. 

If a coMparent isn't in yet, start small with something you can both agree onA one 

phoneMfree dinner a week, or the Oharging 0tation for adults Srst. If your child 

is old enough )roughly seven or olderH, include them. (ut the result in the fridge. 


