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You cannot eliminate screens. But you can change how your family uses them.



What the Research Actually Shows

You have probably seen alarming headlines about screens and teen mental health. Here is what the science 
actually tells us, without the panic:

What We Know
• Heavy social media use (3+ hours per day) is associated with increased rates of depression and anxiety in 

teens

• The U.S. Surgeon General issued a formal advisory on social media and youth mental health, calling the 
current body of evidence sufficient to act on

• Social comparison, cyberbullying, and exposure to harmful content are the primary mechanisms of harm

• Sleep disruption from nighttime screen use is a major contributor — possibly the single biggest issue

• Passive scrolling (consuming without interacting) is more harmful than active use (creating, connecting 
with friends)

What We Do Not Know
• We cannot say screens "cause" mental illness. The relationship is associational, and many factors are 

involved.

• Some screen use is positive: creative expression, connecting with supportive communities, learning, 
staying in touch with friends

• The harmful threshold varies by child. Some teens are more vulnerable than others (those with pre-
existing anxiety, depression, or low self-esteem)

• We do not have enough data on newer platforms to draw specific conclusions

The Bottom Line:
The question is not whether screens are "good" or "bad." It is whether your teen's screen habits are 
helping or hurting their well-being. The answer is different for every child, and this guide helps you figure it 
out for yours.



Warning Signs That Screen Time Is a Problem

Not all screen use is harmful. But if you notice a pattern of these signs, it is worth intervening:

Emotional and Behavioral Signs
&� Mood worsens after using social media (irritable, sad, anxious, angry)

&� Obsessive checking of likes, comments, follower counts

&� Becomes defensive or agitated when asked to put the phone away

&� Compares themselves unfavorably to peers they see online

&� Has experienced cyberbullying (as target or participant)

&� Stays up late on the phone and is exhausted during the day

&� Withdraws from in-person friendships and activities

&� Expresses body image concerns after time on social media

Functional Signs
&� Grades are dropping

&� No longer interested in hobbies, sports, or activities they used to enjoy

&� Eating habits have changed (skipping meals, eating in isolation)

&� Sleep schedule is severely disrupted

&� Cannot be present at family meals or events without the phone

&� Uses the phone as the primary coping mechanism when stressed or bored

If you checked 4 or more items, your teen's screen use 
is likely contributing to mental health problems and it is 
time to make changes.



The Parent Action Plan

These strategies are based on what actually works in families, not what sounds good in theory.

Step 1: Have the Conversation (Not the Lecture)
• Start with curiosity, not accusation: "I am curious about what you like about [TikTok/Instagram/etc.]. Can 

you show me?"

• Share your concerns without blaming: "I have noticed that you seem more stressed after being on your 
phone for a while. I am not trying to take it away — I want to understand what is going on."

• Ask what they think a healthy balance looks like. You may be surprised — many teens know they use their 
phone too much but feel unable to stop.

• Avoid: "When I was your age, we played outside." Different world. Acknowledge that.

Step 2: Create a Family Media Agreement
Collaborative rules work better than dictated rules. Sit down together and agree on:

• Phone-free zones: dinner table, bedrooms at night, family outings

• Phone-free times: first 30 minutes after school (decompress time), 30-60 minutes before bed

• Where phones charge at night: a communal charging station OUTSIDE bedrooms (this is non-negotiable 
for sleep)

• Screen time limits: Use built-in parental controls (Screen Time on iPhone, Digital Wellbeing on Android) to 
set daily limits on social media apps

• Content boundaries: Discuss what kind of content is off-limits and why. Frame it as safety, not control.

Lead by Example:
Your teen is watching you. If you scroll through your phone at dinner, check email in bed, and reach for 
your phone first thing in the morning, your rules will ring hollow. The most powerful thing you can do is 
model the behavior you want to see.



Step 3: Replace Screen Time, Do Not Just Remove It
Taking the phone away without offering alternatives creates a vacuum that fills with resentment. Help your 
teen find offline activities that meet the same needs:

• Social connection: Encourage in-person hangouts, family game nights, volunteer work

• Entertainment: Books, art supplies, musical instruments, outdoor activities

• Boredom: Boredom is not an emergency. It is actually the birthplace of creativity. Let your teen be bored 
sometimes.

• Emotional regulation: Teach alternative coping strategies (exercise, journaling, breathing exercises, talking 
to someone)

• Identity exploration: Encourage activities that build real-world competence and confidence (sports, music, 
cooking, building things)

Step 4: Set Up Technical Guardrails
• Enable parental controls for app time limits (even for teens — this is about helping, not surveilling)

• Turn off notifications for social media apps (the notification is designed to pull you back in)

• Disable autoplay on YouTube and streaming services

• Review privacy settings together — many teens do not realize how public their accounts are

• Enable screen-dimming/night mode automatically after 8 PM

Step 5: Monitor Without Surveillance
• Follow your teen on social media (but do not comment on everything)

• Check in regularly about what they are seeing online — not as an interrogation, but as genuine interest

• Know who they are communicating with, especially on private messaging apps

• Watch for signs of cyberbullying, both as target and participant

• Balance privacy with safety. Teens need privacy, but not when safety is at risk.



When Screen Problems Become Clinical Problems

Sometimes what looks like a screen problem is actually a mental health problem using screens as a coping 
mechanism. And sometimes excessive screen use creates mental health problems that need professional 
treatment. It is time to seek help if:

• Your teen cannot reduce screen use even when they want to (this suggests compulsive behavior)

• Depression, anxiety, or self-harm has increased alongside heavy screen use

• Your teen has been exposed to content that is causing ongoing distress

• Cyberbullying is persistent and affecting daily functioning

• Your teen is isolated: no in-person friendships, no activities, only online connection

• Sleep deprivation from screen use is severe (less than 5-6 hours consistently)

• You have tried behavioral changes and nothing is improving

What Treatment Looks Like
A psychiatrist or therapist can help determine:

• Whether excessive screen use is a symptom of an underlying condition (anxiety, depression, ADHD, social 
anxiety)

• Whether screen use itself has become the primary problem

• A treatment plan that addresses the root cause, which may include therapy (particularly CBT), medication 
if warranted, and structured behavioral changes

• Family therapy to address household dynamics around technology



Family Media Agreement Template

Fill this out together as a family. When everyone participates, everyone is more likely to follow through.

Phone-Free Zones in Our Home:

Phone-Free Times:

Where Phones Charge at Night:

Daily Screen Time Limits for Social Media:

Apps That Are Off-Limits (and why):

What We Will Do Instead of Screen Time:

Consequences if Agreement Is Broken:

We Will Review This Agreement On:

Signed:

Parent Teen
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