
Smartphones have been linked with a rise in  
teenage depression & anxiety. 
A new study found that teenagers are increasingly 
depressed, hopeless and more likely to consider 
suicide. 

Researchers found a sudden increase in teens & symptoms of 
depression, suicide risk factors and suicide rates in 2012 — 
around the time when smartphones became popular, says 

Dr. Jean Twenge, one of the authors of the study. Moreover, 
girls’ depression rates increased by 50% from 2012-2015. Boys’ depression rates increased by 21% in 
the same timeframe. By 2015, 1 in 5 teen girls experienced a major depressive episode. 1 out of 3 
teens felt bullied online in 2016. The study shows impacts are most hard felt by the youngest users.1  

Smartphones are 
addictive 
“Silicon Valley 
executives have been 
speaking out about the 
purposefully addictive 
designs of smartphones 
and social media, which make them 
hard to put down for anyone, but 
particularly teenagers.”2 

In 2017, the average high school senior spent 
6 hours doing leisure online activities while 
the average 8th grader spent 5 hours. 4 out 
of 5 tweens have a social media account and in 
2015, 75% of 8th graders used social media 
everyday.3 “Now, a new report puts numbers to 
the warnings by tying a sudden and large drop 
in adolescents ’ happiness w i th the 
proliferation of smartphones and finding that 
the more hours a day teens spend in front of 
screens, the less satisfied they are.”2 

Smartphones are an 
academic 
distraction 
New research shows the 
presence of smartphones 
impairs learning. 

 “Your cognitive capacity is significantly reduced 
when your smartphone is within reach – even if 
it’s off…Having a smartphone within sight or 
within easy reach reduces a person’s ability to 
focus and perform tasks because part of their 
brain is actively working to not pick up or use 
the phone.”4 

College students who were not using their 
mobile phones wrote down 62% more 
information in their notes, were able to recall 
more from the lecture, and scored a full letter 
grade and a half higher on a multiple choice 
test than those students who were actively 
using their mobile phones.5 

While a powerful tool, recent studies reveal downsides of the technology, 
especially for young users.

Let’s Talk about Smartphones 



What Can We All Do?
Smart phones are powerful tools with 
lots of advantages. The research is new 
and the information is constantly 
changing but here are tips on how to 
teach children (and ourselves!) how to 
use them responsibly.  

THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE RESPONSE  
The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that plans, 
controls impulses, and curbs antisocial behavior, is still 
forming and changing just before puberty (ages 11-12). 
As the prefrontal cortex matures, older teenagers can reason better, 
develop more control over impulses and make better judgments but 
this part of the brain is still immature in tweens and young teens.6 

PROTECT SLEEP 
Sleep has one of the 

strongest correlations 
with good mental 

health but over 40% of 
teens (and many adults) 

are significantly sleep 
deprived. Experts 

suggest that no one 
should sleep within 10 
feet of their phone and 

screens should be 
powered down at least 

an hour before 
bedtime.

1
WAIT ON THE 

INTERNET PHONE, IF 
YOU CAN 

Wait Until 8th is a 
national organization 

that forms a network of 
parents by school and 
grade who plan to wait 
on the internet phone 
until at least 8th grade. 

It allows for basic 
phones and hacked 

smart phones with call, 
text, and GPS but 

avoids the pitfalls of the 
internet in one’s pocket. 

Check out 
waituntil8th.org

3
TALK TO YOUR KIDS 

ABOUT THE 
RESEARCH 

Studies shows that kids 
are more compliant 

with limits if they 
understand why they 

are being set.
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INSTALL APPS TO 
HELP MANAGE PHONE 

USAGE 
A few possible apps:   

Kidslox              
Qustodio            
OurPact                
Siempo                    
Circle                  

Moment (A good one 
to recognize your own 

usage)  

Learn how to set up 
parental controls on a 

smartphone. (Settings/
General/Restrictions.) 
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BE AWARE OF THE 
MODEL YOU’RE 

SETTING 
The data indicates that 
many adults are just as 

addicted to their 
phones as younger 

users. 
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Please contact letstalkaboutsmartphones@gmail.com with any questions or comments.
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