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Preface

Have you ever said your child’s name multiple times because they seemingly can’t hear you? ‘Your tea is ready.’ ‘Have you brushed your teeth?’ ‘Where’s your school bag?’ ‘Why aren’t you dressed yet?’

I’m sure all parents can relate. But why are our children zoned out? In my experience as a mother, without a doubt, it’s because of a device. When my daughter was allowed to be in front of a screen, she would be as lost in it as we all are.

As a mental health practitioner, I know I’m not alone. Having observed the impact of screen time on thousands of my clients and their families, I know devices are not the innocent sources of entertainment or information we might think, so innocent that we willingly give them to children as young as babies. The more I’ve learnt, the more I’ve realised how zombified our devices are making us. It is terrifying.

In this book, I will look at devices from an alternative viewpoint, as intrusive objects that insidiously infiltrate all of our human interactions, having an impact much like any object of addiction would. Sadly, unlike drinking, drugs, gambling and most other addictions – whose many potentially dangerous and harmful consequences are widely recognised – this one is socially acceptable. Everyone is behaving in the same way, so no one bats an eyelid. We are all, as a society, head down in our devices, not being afforded a moment to recognise what this is doing to our brains, our psychological development, our mental and physical health, our relationships, and the next generation – the guinea pig generation for device use.

This generation of ‘digital natives’ is the first to access devices from a young age and use social media platforms and the seemingly infinite number of other applications they facilitate. It is no coincidence that these digital natives are experiencing the highest-ever recorded rates of mental illness, suicide and obesity.

This book aims to arm you with the knowledge to rein in device use before it’s too late. If we recognise the problem, we can make healthier choices regarding the implementation of devices into our world and allow our children to grow up as they should: not stuck in front of a screen.





Introduction

‘In ten years’ time we won’t be looking for people who can code because AI will be able to do that, we will be looking for people who can actually make eye contact.’

Tech Entrepreneur, Anon, 2024

Not so long ago, a colleague said this to me. Even in the tech world, people are recognising that our ability to connect and relate to others in real life is being compromised through the use of tech. I’m glad that people are identifying that through the overuse of devices, the development of our interpersonal skills is being hijacked by the enablement of lazy communication. In essence, we are losing our interpersonal skills, skills that no computer can ever replace, skills that are essential and fundamental for our psychological health, wellbeing and, ultimately, survival.

The overuse of screens and devices, and particularly how communication via these devices has changed the world, has always raised questions for me. I can, of course, appreciate the wonderful benefits that come from devices, such as being able to work while on holiday or at home, but I do feel that this has become a double-edged sword in many ways now, with boundaries between work and home life becoming blurred for many. Relationships within the household are disrupted as a result, as are our own stress levels. Devices do offer us the chance to connect with the world, which is a fantastic thing, and when used in moderation as a tool to connect with the world, they remain great. However, when that moderation tips into overuse or addiction, the opposite effect occurs. We no longer connect with the world, we disconnect from the world and end up living in a physically isolated virtual reality through our phones.

A Small Bit About Me

I am a psychologist and psychotherapist who works predominately in the psychodynamic and cognitive behavioural modalities of psychotherapy. My work focuses very much on looking at how our childhood relationships and experiences have an impact on who we become in adulthood and, if there are problems in adulthood, how we can address those. In addition to this, I work as a duty-of-care mental health professional in TV. This work involves conducting psychological risk assessments on contributors to productions to identify whether any pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities will be exacerbated by participating in any given production with a particular set of risk factors. To enable me to come to these answers regarding risk, I analyse the history of the individual, starting by exploring their childhood, especially the relationships with their primary caregivers, because this provides the information needed to establish how they are likely to behave in adulthood. This is very much a psychodynamic perspective and it is through this lens that I will explore the impact that devices have on psychological health and development. Through looking at how devices permeate the parent–child relationship and, consequently, the child’s relationship with themselves and others, we can see how these little pocket devices are contributing to the development of psychological and physical ill health in childhood, adolescence and adulthood. This knowledge empowers us to make changes and that is the motivation for writing this book.

Where It All Began

A few years ago now, I noticed that I was being overwhelmed with requests for appointments at my clinic. I was already aware that NHS services were stretched with people presenting with mental health problems and seeking diagnoses and it raised the question: ‘Why is this happening?’ I thought about it and reflected on my clinical experiences. I wondered what had changed so profoundly in recent years to account for the change in mental health. It soon became very clear that the one thing that had changed significantly in the past decade was how technology, specifically smart devices, was integrated into our lives. The change in how we live our lives now compared with how we lived our lives only 10 years ago has been substantial, largely due to technology and devices. In some ways, devices have given us freedom and connection. However, while on the one hand these are given, on the other they are taken away. Devices have restricted and isolated us at the same time. As a species, this is a rapid change in how we live our lives. We have moved from a non-technological world to a tech-based lifestyle within the period of a decade, and it is therefore not surprising that it is having an impact on our health. This impact, especially on child development, is now being recognised through scientific research and I will talk about this further throughout the book.

Many of us have become slaves to our devices in a very short space of time. These addictive devices are very clever and are more powerful than our free will. As a society, we have reached a point where we are all face down in our devices, glued to these highly addictive computers. However, we can take back control of our actions, decisions, thoughts and behaviours by making some simple changes. It would be naïve to think we could live easily in the world without a smartphone now, but to protect our psychological health and that of our children, it is important that we understand the ramifications of device use at all ages so that we can set some boundaries to suit our specific needs.

Writing this book has not been easy. It has been a challenge to write the content in a way that is not going to be upsetting or triggering for those who read it. I expect that most people who are reading this will be parents, so it is possible that some of these case studies may resonate with you, and it’s possible that you might not want to hear these stories or that it might make you feel bad about yourself or your parenting skills. I’d like to reassure you that you are not alone in feeling that way and it isn’t my intention to offend anyone. Most of us feel frustrated when we learn about the harm that these devices can cause because we were never warned of this and therefore could not make different choices. We only know what we know, and we can’t protect ourselves or our children against risks we didn’t even know existed. By reading this book, you are working towards healthier device use habits within your family unit.

Positives of Phones

Before you read this book, I would like to point out that I am aware of the positives of device use too, such as being able to keep in touch with family and friends, but I believe that we are all more than familiar with the positives, so there is no need for me to cover those in this book. The purpose of the book is to educate on the insidious and subtle ways that device use is causing a pronounced disconnect among society, fundamentally within the family unit, and how this disconnect has an impact on our interpersonal relationships and psychological health. This book might feel worrying to read, but the situation as it is is very worrying indeed.

About the Book

I want to note first that I acknowledge that there are clearly obvious areas of concern relating to device use, such as malevolent individuals online, pornography, sextortion, social media, exploitation, bullying and harassment. Whilst these really are very serious matters to be dealt with, I won’t be covering these in any depth in this book because I feel that as a society we are aware of these problems to one extent or another. Certainly, schools are aware of these risks and it is part of the national curriculum to provide a level of education on these matters, although more still needs to be done to remain ahead of the fast-paced evolution of artificial intelligence (AI) and tech. My specific concerns relate to the far more subtle impact that devices have on our ability to relate to those around us from birth onwards, and the consequences that this displacement in interaction has on child development. I will explore and explain this through case studies.

The science

I would like this book to be an enjoyable and useful read for everyone, therefore I won’t be regurgitating too much science to you. This is something you can find in the references section at the end of the book and read for yourselves if you wish. Instead, I will explain some of the science, but I will also bring this to life through case studies so that you can understand what this data actually looks like in an individual and what it looks like in behaviours, so you recognise the signs in your own children of the compounding impact of devices. Some of these matters relating to device use might feel quite small, but when I explain how they impact development, it will make a lot more sense.

The case studies

The case studies in this book have been developed based on my clinical and personal experiences of working with children, teenagers and adults in various environments, such as in schools, the media, private practice and my personal life. The case studies cover large age ranges. Since children naturally mature at different rates, there is overlap across these case studies. The case studies provided in this book mention certain family compositions, but I recognise that the family unit can be comprised of many configurations, whether that be single parents, same-sex couples or multigenerational households. Similarly, the term ‘caregiver’ could mean mother, father, grandparent, auntie, uncle, carer, guardian or any other person with child-caring responsibilities. The key takeaway should be about the relationship with the child, rather than who specifically is providing that relationship.

Happiness and even life longevity are linked to the depth and meaningfulness of the relationships that we have around us, and for us to have long-lasting and meaningful relationships requires a complex set of interpersonal skills, the groundwork of which is laid from the moment we are born. We are now starting to learn that devices are barriers to the development of these interpersonal skills and consequently to our ability to maintain healthy relationships in adulthood, so what does this mean for our mental and physical health in adulthood?

Through the following chapters, I will attempt to explain why device use is problematic, whilst offering solutions for exerting better control of your device use too. It is a process that will take time, but it is possible to change our behaviours. As humans we are constantly changing and evolving in how we respond to the world around us, and now we have the chance to change how we respond to the devices in our lives and society.

It’s time that we took back control of our minds and bodies so that we can start to live happier, healthier, fulfilled and connected lives.
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