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Smartphones before 13?
The mental health price is
high, global study warns

Mind health in young
adulthood compromised
by early smartphone
ownership

CLAIRE KEETON

Science confirms what many
parents suspect. Owning a
smartphone  before  adoles-
cence heightens the risk of
poorer mental health in early
adulthood, a global study of
more than 100,000 young
adults shows.

Young people aged 18 to 24,
who got their first smartphone

ment from reality, poarer emo-
tional regulation and low seli-
worth”, found the peer-re-
viewed study published this
week.

“These symptoms .. ¢can have
significant  soci conse~
quences as their rates grow in
younger generations,” said neu-
roscientist and lead author Dr
Tara Thiagarajan from US-
based Sapien Labs.

The Smartphone Free Chitd-
hood movement in South
Africa has noticed similar
trends, said SFCSA CEO Kate
Farina. Thousands of parents in
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PUBLIC HEALTH CONTERN: Basides the long-term threat to mind
heatth, the short-term sisks to children’s satety on soclal medla are

huge. as media lawyer Emma Sadheir bas

wellbeing which spans 71
countries and is the source of
this study’s data.

The researchers used the
Mind Health Quotient (MHQ)
— a self-assessment ool that
measures  social, emotional,
cognitive and physical wellbe-
ing — to analyse Global Mind
Project data and generate an
overall “mind health” score.

The younger children get
smartphones, the lower the av-
crage mind health score. For
cxample, ohe young person
‘who got a phone at five. had a
MHQ_score of just one com-
pared with an average score of
30 among people who first
owned phones at 13,

The Covid-19 p
have magnified the trends, ﬂw
scientists no

Younger smartphnn: owner-
ship among females was as-
sociated with lower self-image,

If-worth and dence and

tagal cases
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by adulthood”, the results
showed

Besides the long-term threat
to mind heaith, the short-term
risks to children’s safety on so-
cial media are huge. as media
lawyer Emma Sadleir has
inlegal cases and

318 school all provinces
have joined the movement
since it Jaunched a year ago.
“Giving smartphones to chn-
dren under 13 [is

explained in books.

She won & major victory
on Friday gerting Meta Plat-
forms to p shut

with] significantly higher rates
of anxiety, depression and even
suicidal thaughts.

“The eartier a child gets &
smartphone, the greater the
mentat health risk — especially
for girls,” said Farina, highlight-
ing a recent statement on ex-
cessive screen time by the South.
African Society of Psychiatrists.

The movement supports the

h w be

down accounts posting child
porn on WhatsApp and Insta-
gram,

The four key recommenda-
tions of the study, published in
the journal of Human Devel-

and Capubilities, in-
clude holding tech giants ac-
theac-

have social media accounts by
age 12 and 67% reporied
stranger contact or cyberbul
lying online, according to a sur-
vey by Be In Touch, an anline
safety organisation founded by
Farina,

A Unicef Disrupting Harm
Survey in 2020 found that 54%
of children aged 9-17 were ac-
cessing the internet on a smart-
phone or mobile phone.

Nearly a third of the children

had met someone
face-to-face after first meeting
the stranger online.

While some found this ex-
citing. others felt anxious, fear-
ful or threatened.

emotional resilience.
Among males it correlated
with lower stability. calmness,

and later
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hood with
for indridual agency and so-
cietal flounshing”

“That said, I rhink it is also

tive identification of social me-
dia age vlolzv.(ons and ensure
for

wall fur no
giventounder 13sand no soml
media under 16, and the latest
study highlights reasans to take
this stance.
The effects of early smart-
phone ownership were largely
“associated with social
media accessand higher risks of
ullying, distupted sleep
and poor family relationships

' daliydispatch.coza

udmnlngy companies; restrict-
ing access to social media plat-
forms; implementing graduated
access restrictions for smart-
phenes; and a requirement of
mandatory education on digital
literacy and mental health.

In Sauth Africa, 62% of chil-
dren have access to a smart-
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