
Hi, I’m Suzanne, I’m here to talk about some of the issues around smartphones 
and children, and how we can work together to improve the situation for our kids. 
Smartphones and children have become a big talking point recently because this 
is an issue that every family in Britain today has to contend with. There’s 
historically been very little advice out there on this issue, and many of us aren’t 
sure what approach to take. 

No previous generation of parents or young people have had to deal with this like 
we do. I’m a member of the grassroots movement Smartphone Free Childhood 
which has spread rapidly across the UK over the last year. 

But, full disclosure, my y7 daughter has a smartphone, my yr 1 son 
doesn’t. I’m not holier than thou - I’m navigating my way through these 
sticky waters like the rest of you. I’m not an expert either, I started 
researching this topic 18months ago when my then yr6 daughter wanted a 
phone, like her friends. Tonight I represent a group of 60+ Abbey Road
parents who have joined a WhatsApp group sharing ideas and talking 
about the smartphone dilemma. 

The topic is being more and more openly talked about. 
I’m not here to preach, here to open up the conversation, normalize talking 
about this and seeing how we can support each other.

Many of the slides we’re going to sow you tonight have been prepared by 
the SFC campaign and are being used up and down the country by parents 
to talk to other parents.



Less than two decades ago, smartphones were a mere twinkle in Steve Jobs’ 
eye. 

The speed of this technological and sociological change has been 
unprecedented and it’s affected everything, including childhood. 

Even in the last five years the speed of change has accelerated dramatically -
just a few years ago we were used to having to go into a cafe to get a Wifi signal 
because data was slow and expensive. 

Now all of us expect to be connected to everything, everywhere at all times via 
superfast 4G & 5G connections.



How much of your time do you spend on your smartphone actually making calls?

We call them ‘phones’, but it’s a pretty misleading name. 

It would be more accurate to call them handheld supercomputers – that put the 
whole of the internet and social media in your pocket 24/7. 

It’s important to point out that they don’t just give our children access to the 
internet – they give the whole of the internet access to our children.



Smartphones are an intrinsic part of our modern life, 

But most parents are aware of the fact that smartphones are harmful for kids and 

that they can negatively impact family life. 

A recent poll of 10,000 parents found that a third of parents have cried over their 

child’s phone obsession - and half of them believe that smartphones changed 

their child’s personality. 



Young people themselves are far more self aware about the issue of 
smartphones than we sometimes give them credit for. 

Two thirds of teens think that smartphones are harmful, a fifth say that social 
media has made them feel like ‘life is not worth living’, and half believe they are 
addicted. 

The same Parentkind poll found that 68% of teens think that tech companies 
should do more to protect them from harmful content.



Despite the fact that we are all aware of the harms they are causing, 
smartphones have become the norm. 

A quarter of 5-7 year olds in the UK own one - and by the age of 12, just 11% of 
kids are smartphone-free.

Another shocking Ofcom stat that we didn’t have space to include on here is that 
a fifth of 3 and 4 year olds owns a smartphone in the UK. And every year the age 
of first smartphone-ownership is getting younger. 



So if we all know that smartphones aren’t necessarily a good thing for kids, why 
does almost every child have a smartphone? 

Because everyone else has. 

Resisting the peer pressure to get a smartphone is almost impossible if every 
other child in your kid’s class has one. 

No parent wants their child to be left out and isolated from their peer group. 

The powerful network effect of these devices means that many parents and 
young people feel like they have absolutely no choice in the matter. 



Let’s dig in to some of the specific issues with smartphones and children



Smartphones have been with us for barely 15 years, and we’re only now 
beginning to see the impact of these devices on a generation of children.



Since 2010, when children first started getting smartphones, rates of anxiety, 
depression and self harm have all spiked dramatically across the globe. 

Some academics debate whether smartphones and social media have caused
this mental health crisis or are just correlated with it, but even so the correlation 
is stark and no alternative explanations stack up. 

More and more research points to the conclusion that too much time spent on 
these devices can be very harmful to children’s mental health in the short and 
long-term.



Last year, America’s most senior doctor – whose job it is to provide the nation 
with the best scientific information on how to improve their health – called on the 
government to impose smoking-style warning labels on social media. 

He wants people who visit these platforms to be shown a message warning that 
they are "associated with significant mental health harms for adolescents".

He said such a label would "regularly remind parents and adolescents that social 
media has not been proved safe".



Smartphones are a gateway to extreme content and viewpoints, from hardcore 
pornography to sexualised and violent imagery, and videos promoting self harm, 
suicide and anorexia. 

Even if children don’t search this content out, they will be served it by the 
algorithm on social media, and sent it via their friends on WhatsApp.

Once they’ve seen these things, they can’t unsee them. Being immersed in this 
sort of toxic content has the effect of normalising it over time for your child.

New research by UCL published in Feb 2024 found that social media algorithms 
amplify extreme content, such as misogynistic posts, which is normalising 
harmful ideologies for young people.





The business model of the social media companies is simple. 

The more time we spend on their apps, the more data they can harvest about us, 
the more targeted the adverts they can sell and the more money they make. 

This is why they spend billions on ‘maximising engagement’, using teams of 
computer engineers and behavioural scientists to ensure that their platforms are 
as addictive as possible. 

Things like infinite scroll, Snapstreaks, likes and comments all trigger our brain’s 
dopamine circuits in a similar way to that of slot machine gambling. 

Children’s brains, which are not yet fully developed, are particularly 
vulnerable to this  – it’s no wonder that Ofcom reports that many children are 
routinely spending eight hours a day on social media. 

One Harvard study found that social media platforms made nearly $11 billion in 
advertising revenue off kids and teens in 2022. 

*How many of us have struggled with managing our own phone usage –
found ourselves doomscrolling, been horrified when seen the number of 
hours spent looking at our phones?* And we’re adults. 





Beyond the harms we’ve already mentioned, perhaps the most serious and 
overlooked of all of them is the opportunity cost – all the things that children are 
not doing when they’re spending hours per day on smartphones. 

Childhood is short, and time is the most precious resource any of us have. 
In the UK, the average 12-year-old now spends 4 hours per day on their phone. 

This is time when they could be hanging out with their family and friends, playing, 
reading, kicking a ball – vital real world activities and relationships that enable 
kids to learn the life skills they need to transition into adulthood. 

None of these kids will look back fondly on the childhood memories they made 
scrolling Snapchat!



And this from Jonathan Haidt, author of The Anxious Generation – a leading 
expert in this area.



Dr Susie Davies, a GP in Bristol and a parent in the Smartphone Free Childhood 
WhatsApp groups, posted this message citing NHS data earlier this year



There are so many other harms to mention, but if we look at them all in detail we 
could be here all day. 

Suffice to say that from sleep to bullying to road accidents, smartphones 
negatively impact children’s lives in a wide variety of ways.



Many of the Big Tech moguls don’t allow their own children to use these devices 
– they know full well how addictive and harmful the products they created can be 
to kids.



SO where does that leave us?! 

The fact is, that parents today are in an impossible position because of the rapid 
proliferation and technological advances of smartphones and social media 



Either we give our children access to an adult product that we know to be 
harmful, or we risk cutting them off from their peers just at the moment when we 
want them to make new friends at a crucial stage of their lives.



As I said at the beginning, there is a growing movement looking to change the 
current the status quo:

From France to Australia, Ireland to America, governments across the world are 
beginning to recognise the problem and think about how we can protect 
childhood. 

Some regions have taken action within their own areas, for example the schools 
in St Albans have already gone Smartphone Free, and LB Enfield, announced 
last week that their schools would be smartphone free from Sept 2025. 
Increasingly schools and Trusts are looking at this.  

Just a couple of weeks ago, some headteachers, safeguarding leads from local 
schools met with the Rushcliffe MP, James Naish, to discuss the issue. This is 
encouraging, but…



Unfortunately, our children could well be adults by the time smartphones and the 
internet are truly safe spaces for children – we simply don’t have time to sit 
around and wait. If your child is in yr 5 or 6, you’re facing these problems now.



Thankfully, the power to protect our children right now, is in our hands



The key to solving this problem is each other - every one of us in this room. If we 
all agree to wait to get our children smartphones together, the pressure instantly 
dissolves. 

Doing this alone can feel impossible when the peer pressure is so intense - but if 
we do it together, and your child knows that there are others in their class not 
getting a smartphone too, then they are happy to wait. 

This is already happening in Abbey Road and we’ll hear from some yr 6 
parents who have chosen to delay giving smartphones shortly.



Smartphone Free Childhood is a growing movement of 150,000 parents across 
the country who are coming together to wait to get their children smartphones. 
There’s a Smartphone Free Childhood WhatsApp community in every county in 
Britain, where parents can find support and advice about how to protect their 
children from the risks of smartphones and social media. 



We are aware that technology has huge benefits for all of us and creates 
amazing opportunities – children should be able to benefit from them when the 
time is right and where the products are safe. 

But we also know that childhood is precious and fleeting – and we believe that all 
children should be allowed to grow up free from the addictive-by-design 
algorithms and inappropriate content of these devices. 



SFC recommend that parents get their child a simple phone instead of a 
smartphone until the end of Year 9 at the earliest. 

That means you can keep in touch when they’re out and about using calls and 
texts, without any of the harms associated with smartphones and social media.

When they want to use the internet, they can do so on a shared family computer, 
which could even have WhatsApp on it if you feel comfortable with that. 

This way they can get acquainted with the digital world and stay connected to 
their friends without the temptation of having it in their pocket 24/7. 

Practice real life skills - Many parents say they want their child to have a 
smartphone to keep them safe. Does it do that? What about having their  phone 
stolen, not paying attention to road safety due to looking at their phone etc. This 
is why teaching real life skills is so important - equip them with knowledge of 
what to do if there’s a problem, how to solve it themselves, get help, not simply 
phone you. Encourage planning meet ups with friends, rather than it always 
being ad doc. These are skills that will help them through the next few years –
phone or no phone.



Tech companies currently put all the responsibility on parents shoulders to keep 
their kids safe online, saying parents just need to use parental controls.

Unfortunately, these are not watertight and even the most tech savvy of parents 
can be thwarted by the complicated set up. 

The majority of children have never had controls put on their phone by parents -
and nearly half of those who have have bypassed them. 

Ultimately we believe that the tech companies should have mandatory and 
universal safe set up of devices so that the responsibility does not fall on parents 
- and those children whose parents don’t have the time or tech knowledge to do 
it, aren’t exposed to harm. 



Introducing the Parent Pact - the Smartphone Free Childhood solution to 
empower parents to come together to keep our children safe



It’s an online tool where you can sign up to agree to delay getting your child a 
smartphone until the end of Year 9 at the earliest – and then see how many 
others in your school and year group have signed up to. You can then connect 
with those parents via your SFC school WhatsApp group in your regional SFC 
community. It’s not legally binding, and none of your personal data is shared.



Over 60k parents signed the pact in the first three weeks after it launched – at 
least one Pact has been signed at 29% of schools across the UK already! We 
aim to double this number over the next six months. 



The movement is building in Nottinghamshire too - the latest data shows that 
1001children have been signed up in 155 schools across Nottinghamshire



This isn’t just happening at other places. It’s happening here, in Nottinghamshire, 
at Abbey Road and other schools. In Nottinghamshire 992 parents have signed 
the SFC Parent pact, committing to delay giving their children smartphones (until 
at least the end of year 9). 

61 parents at Abbey Road School have signed the parent pact too

Tonight, two of those parents, are going to share their experiences as yr 6 
parents who have decided to delay giving their children smartphones:
- Their personal reasons for delaying giving a smart phone
- Experiences so far 
- Route going down - Retro phones or No phones?
- Real life pros and cons



Educate yourself – look at SFC website, read Jonathan Haidt’s Anxious 
Generation, watch the Channel 4 Swiped documentary with Matt and Emma 
Willis. Make your own mind up.

Start conversations – with your children, with other parents. Are your kids ready 
for the digital world?

Think about the benefits of being smartphone free – what your children, and you, 
can gain. What Real life has to offder

Offer alternatives – a simple phone or family device to access Whatssapp

Join with other parents for support and advice - our SFC Abbey Rd grp, perhaps



There’s been more simple phones/brick phones come to the market recently

Some designed to look like a smart phone but aren’t. There are flip phones, 
phones with the ability to listen to music. 

Do some research. You might be pleasantly surprised.–

IMPORTANT. When you get a SIM card for your child’s phone, make sure that it has NO 
DATA roaming, only calls and texts so that there is no chance that they can access the 
internet. Currently Asda are the only company that are offering this.



It’s important to say here that we know that parenting is a really difficult job, and 
wherever you sit on this issue we know we’re all trying to do the best we can for 
our children



Whatever approach you decide to take for your family, we respect your decision 
– every family and every child is different. 

And there will of course be exceptions for specific medical reasons or children 
with special educational needs. 

What we do think is important is that we’re able to discuss this issue without 
shame or judgement, because this is a new frontier in parenting, and we’re all in 
it together. 



This presentation has focussed heavily on the issues and considering if/when to 
get your child a smart phone. 

But what if they already have one, how can you help your kids to build healthy 
habits? 

Some tips here to help you set boundaries and be empowered as a parent. You 
always have the option to restrict access – short term or long term.



We mentioned earlier that tech companies put the responsibility on parents to 
implement parental controls. It just isn’t that easy. But these are all things that 
you need to be looking at when applying parental controls to your kids digital
devices. Some technical, some lifestyle. 

This may look overwhelming, but it’s a great reminder of what you do have in 
your toolbox. And being on top of all these is what effective parental controls look 
like.

On the SFC WhatsApp groups, there are plenty of examples of parents who 
have regretted giving their child a smart phone, and who have decided to take 
parental control, restricting access for their child using various parent controls, 
and even swapping the smart phone for a retro phone. While there absolutely 
has been push-back, within weeks they have seen them ‘getting their child back’, 
them being less anxious, relieved even to not have to keep checking their 
phones and engaging with the family IRL again.



There’s a wealth of info out there, guides for pretty much all digital resources –
e.g. Nintendo switch, playstation, different smartphone brands, you just have to
go looking for it. Internet Matters is a great start



Would love to hear from you about what next?
- What support do you need from school?
- What support do you need from fellow parents?
- What’s going to help you?
- You can join the Abbey Road SFC Whats App group too – the irony of this 

happening on WhatsApp is not lost on us!



There are some great resources and information on the SFC website and 
Instagram page for anyone who’d like to find out more about the movement


