





[image: image]












Also by Pete Etchells


Lost in a Good Game: Why we play video games
and what they can do for us









Unlocked


The Real Science of Screen Time
(and how to spend it better)


Pete Etchells


[image: image]









Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 978-0-34943-292-2


Copyright © Pete Etchells, 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For Frances, Matilda and Patrick









Introduction


Over the last ten years or so, a conventional wisdom has taken hold about smartphones, video games, social media and the internet at large. Our screen-based lives, we have been persistently told, are unwholesome – unnatural and harmful, even. Kids shouldn’t play video games because they might make them more aggressive, destroy their memory and attention span, or turn them into digital junkies. Social media makes us less resilient and more isolated and hateful towards one another. And we are addicted to our smartphones, unable to resist the relentless appeal of a tiny screen through which we can do anything, say anything, read anything or be anyone.


This very public debate is precisely mirrored in the research literature. While some scientists are actively looking into the best ways to harness digital technology to improve our lives, other, more vocal researchers are convinced that screen time – a simple measure of how long we spend in front of some sort of digital technology every day or every week – is linked to increases in teenage depression and suicidal thoughts, and problems in childhood social and neurological development, and displaces other offline activities that are much better for our mental and physical wellbeing. The one consistent casualty in all of this is togetherness: our ability to make meaningful connections with each other is only really possible when we meet offline, face to face.


All of that changed when coronavirus disrupted our lives. Overnight (literally), the screens won out: worries about the quality-of-life differences between talking to someone in person and interacting with them online were temporarily put aside, as digital technology became the only conduit through which we were able to keep in touch with our friends, family and workmates. More than that, though, the public narrative about screens seemed to shift. No longer were they something to be vilified or feared; instead, screen-based technologies were touted as the key to getting through the crisis. Video calls and recordings replaced in-person meetings, lessons and lectures. Online video games allowed us (well, some of us) to remain in contact with friends, de-stress and rest our minds through play. Social media kept us up to date with everyone’s baking activities, as well as giving us minute-by-minute analyses of how the pandemic was being handled and who was being affected.


But, lurking in the background, the worries were still there, and as we emerged from the pandemic they started to regain prominence in our minds. Was it really OK that we were all spending so much time digitally connected? Lots of parents quietly felt terrible for letting their kids play video games so much – surely there was something experientially richer or more useful they could be doing with their time? And although our daily routines had changed, the internet hadn’t: cyberbullying, body-shaming, porn, violence and extremism were all still there, just a few unsuspecting misclicks away. How should we balance what had become a necessity with the potential risks?


Thankfully, science is starting to help us in getting answers to those questions. Although the debate around screen time has largely been framed as good versus evil, all versus none, the best research we currently have paints a decidedly different picture about the effects that digital technology can have on us. Screen time, it turns out, isn’t a key driving factor behind the apparent decline in our mental health and wellbeing; in fact, some screen time is better for us than none at all. And yet deeper investigation reveals that, far from being simple to quantify, screen time is a remarkably complex phenomenon. Measuring how much of our days we spend in front of screens has the potential to reveal our own biases and beliefs about this relatively new technology. But those numbers alone don’t tell us much about the effects they can have on how we think, feel and act. Instead, an emerging – and contentious – field of study is only now just starting to get to grips with the important details: gross screen time isn’t as important as what we do with that time, what apps we use, how and where we use them and with who. Far from making us slaves to our phones, ultimately digital technology is a tool – and, like any tool, it needs to be understood so that we can utilise it appropriately and avoid hurting ourselves and others.


Nevertheless, video games, social media and smartphones often – and seemingly inexorably – provoke confusion, concern, suspicion and contempt both among those who use them and those who religiously avoid them. There is a general sense that, by sheer design, they are fundamentally damaging for us. In part this is stoked by confusing messages from medical and psychological experts, alongside stories of Silicon Valley executives – the very people creating these technologies – having low-tech homes or sending their kids to screen-free schools in an apparent attempt to mitigate the damage of their creations. Such ideas have been promulgated by a handful of science communicators and wellbeing experts, as well as a famous and much-shared Atlantic article, to the point that they have become a kind of default for conversations about technology. Even as far back as 2010, Apple supremo Steve Jobs was apparently reluctant to let his kids use iPads at home. It is easy to understand, then, how the conversation around screens has become so derailed.


In this book I’m going to argue that collectively, as a society, we have become too apprehensive – and even fearful – about screens. The beliefs that people hold concerning the effects that screens have on us can often be deeply idiosyncratic, grounded firmly in anecdote and lived experience. But while we shouldn’t disregard our own feelings, we need to be mindful of their impact on our understanding of, and relationship with, digital technology. We all come to this debate with deep-seated worries, concerns, opinions and questions about the effects that screens can have. Through the course of this book, together we’ll address some of those worries head-on; we’ll look at why we’ve got the narrative around screens so wrong, and we’ll uncover what the best science can tell us about their true impact. In a way, this is a guidebook for our digital lives. I want us to move away from generalised worries about screens becoming a controlling influence in our lives that we’re unable to do anything about. In order to push past this feeling, though, we need to understand what the scientific evidence base actually has to say, clarifying what specifically we should be concerned about and, crucially, giving us tools with which to think more deeply and practically about how to make screens best work for us.


In my previous book, Lost in a Good Game, I laid out an argument that video games have been unfairly treated and vilified by the media – and society at large – for too long. Rather than being the digital equivalent of junk food, they are a powerful medium through which we can connect with each other, live, love and remember those we’ve lost. Unlocked builds on this argument by looking at the wider issue of digital technology through a similar lens. But because we’re now talking about something much more complex and endemic within society, the story is going to be more complicated. So we’re going to break down screen time into its constituent pieces and then rebuild it to see if the whole is more than the sum of its parts. In Chapter 1 we’ll take a look at how we’ve got to our present state, and try to understand why a polarising narrative about screens has evolved over the past few years. Chapters 2 and 3 will tackle one of the big questions about our relationship with screens, and take a deep dive into the problems faced by research attempting to uncover how they impact our mental health. Chapters 4 and 5 will examine two prominent concerns that we often have about digital technology – how it affects our sleep and our ability to focus – and take a critical look at the extent to which the current scientific evidence base can speak to those worries, as well as how the wider public debate aggravates them. Chapter 6 will focus on the world of online algorithms and video game monetisation, two areas where I believe there are real issues that technology companies should rectify for the sake of our health and wellbeing. In Chapter 7 I’ll explain why I think we’ve got stuck in thinking about screens in addictive terms, why that’s unhelpful, and whether there’s a better approach to using them. In the closing chapters I’ll build on those arguments, and introduce more practical ways of thinking about digital technologies so that we can start to develop healthier relationships with them.


It’s impossible to discuss the science on the effects of screen time without examining the reasons why we, on an individual level, find them so compelling. While other books have suggested that the science is clear and confirmed, I will take a different approach. Through telling personal stories about how we use digital technology – or rather, how we can best use it to focus on improving our lives – this book will dissect our complex and sometimes contradictory relationship with screens. On a cultural timescale, let alone an evolutionary one, they are startlingly new, and it’s unsurprising that our default status is to view them with caution. I’m not going to pretend that I have all the answers here – no one does. Nor am I saying that there is nothing to worry about when it comes to our screen-based lives; this is not an apologia for big tech. But a lack of understanding of digital technologies, while taking perhaps too conservative and precautionary an approach towards them, means that we risk missing the myriad benefits that they can afford. My hope is that this book will prompt you to consider your association with digital technology more rationally, reflectively, and yes, more critically, because although screens are now very much a part of the fabric of society, we still remain uncertain about what category of experience to place our use of them in. If we want to change the narrative about screens, if we want to build the foundations for better relationships with them – both for ourselves and for younger generations – then we need to find a remedy for that. So let’s begin.









1


Of pandemics and panics


It’s 6 a.m., and even after nine months I am not used to being awake at this time. I have always been a late starter, preferring the quiet comfort of dark nights over early-morning sunshine. But I am up, with an essential, steaming cup of coffee in hand, because my daughter is too, and I always take the morning playtime shifts. She is a light sleeper and an early starter, as many babies are. Strewn across the living-room floor are all the usual items in an infant’s arsenal of amusement; stacking cups, wooden blocks, a single-octave xylophone that has a couple of irritatingly flat bars, soft toys and our pet dog Willow, snoring lightly in one corner, desperately trying to get a nap in before she once again becomes the focus of tiny grasping hands.


Matilda is not playing with any of these things. She is playing with one of my toys instead.


She is standing by the sofa, balancing somewhat unsteadily using her hip as an anchor, while she holds my phone. She managed to pickpocket it from me earlier (she’s worryingly good at that), and now she clasps her trophy in both hands, staring at it triumphantly, a quiet ‘eeee’ escaping her lips, the sound she makes whenever she successfully acquires something she has been on the hunt for. She slowly turns it over and over, inspecting front and back with equal interest. Eventually, her thumb sits on the camera icon long enough to switch it on and she stares, mesmerised by the screen. A flash lets me know that another masterful blur of colour and light has been added to my photo album. As she takes the event in she begins to repetitively, relentlessly jab at the screen, changing options that I had long forgotten existed, before the lock screen flicks back on. She prods long enough for the emergency call option to flash up and I eventually step in, holding out my hand to gently ask for it back. I get a reproachful look, and as she enthusiastically throws the phone – away from me, not towards – I watch it skitter across the floor and come to rest underneath the armchair. I put my coffee on a shelf – to be forgotten, like many before it, for the rest of the day – before scrabbling underneath the chair to rescue my phone, and then chase after my daughter as she toddles off on her next adventure.


When I watch the way in which Matilda interacts with my phone, it’s easy to understand why so many people are worried about the allure of screens. While, at nine months old, she has no understanding of how to use it or what it can be used for, she nevertheless finds it fascinating, almost hypnotic. She doesn’t interrogate any other toy with nearly as much intense concentration and focus as she does a smartphone. It is hard, then, not to wonder whether this is deliberate design: that these machines have been built to steal our attention, to mould us from an early age into conspicuous consumers of throwaway tech that needs to be updated as fast as we can afford it. It’s also difficult not to worry that maybe it’s my own tech use that I see reflected in her captivation. Is she just mimicking what she sees me do? Am I witnessing the results of being a terrible father? These sorts of anxieties are being voiced today by many parents, old and new. They’re also exacerbated by a culture that often shames us for the way we’ve apparently let screens dominate our lives – countless articles breathlessly claim that it’s our fault that kids are glued to their screens, because we’ve been sucked into them ourselves.*


Over time, these anxieties have coalesced into a general feeling that many of society’s ills can be explained by our increasing reliance on screens. One of the most prominent examples of this is in The Coddling of the American Mind, a 2018 book by social psychologist Jonathan Haidt and economist Greg Lukianoff. In it they cite work by psychologist Jean Twenge suggesting that depression and anxiety rates in US teenagers started to uptick noticeably from around 2011 onwards, which corresponds to the explosion in smartphone and social media use around that time. According to Twenge, the links are undeniable. In her data, teenagers who use screens for more than two hours per day are at a much higher risk of becoming depressed, whereas for those who don’t use screens at all the risk is much lower. For Haidt and Lukianoff the implications are clear: ‘we don’t want to create a moral panic and frighten parents into banning all devices until their kids turn twenty-one. These are complicated issues and much more research is needed. In the meantime … there is enough evidence to support placing time limits on device use (perhaps two hours a day for adolescents, less for younger kids).’


At face value, this is a sensible suggestion. Except for two things. The first is that Twenge’s work is but one strand in a tapestry of mixed results – some studies have shown that a certain amount of screen time is better than none at all (and that the amount which corresponds with ‘peak’ wellbeing is different depending on the time of week and type of activity), while others have suggested that while there is a correlation between screen time and mental health issues, the negative effect of smartphone use is actually quite small in comparison with other factors. The second is that the evidence suggesting that imposing strict limits on screen time will have any meaningful impact on our wellbeing is even more shaky. Perhaps the most fascinating example of this comes from South Korea. Fuelled by concerns that teenagers were spending too much time playing games on the internet at night, in 2011 the country implemented what became known as the ‘shutdown policy’. Between the hours of midnight and 6 a.m., children and teenagers under the age of sixteen were effectively barred from accessing the web. When later research was conducted on the effects of this policy, scientists found that it resulted in a whopping 1.5 extra minutes of sleep per night for boys, 2.7 minutes for girls, and had the net effect of actually increasing the amount of time they spent on the internet during the day.


So there’s something about these broad-strokes narratives that just doesn’t sit right with me. Aside from being a new parent, I’m also a scientist. I conduct research on the behavioural and mental-wellbeing effects that playing video games can have on us, as well as how screen time can impact issues such as depression and anxiety. And as I’ve suggested, concrete scientific evidence to back up stories about the terrible outcomes of screen time simply isn’t there. Let’s continue with sleep as an example. We’re often told that blue light before bedtime is bad for us because it disrupts the release of a hormone called melatonin, which is important for making us feel drowsy. This has become totally accepted wisdom: Dragon’s Den entrepreneurs have made investments on the basis of blue-light-blocking tech, and health gurus writing about sleep begin the relevant chapter of their books by expounding on the disruptive effect of exposure. Screens emit blue light, so if we use them late into the evening, common sense would dictate that we’re not going to get a decent night’s rest. The trouble is, though, that while the relationship between blue light and melatonin is incontrovertible, research linking that to an appreciable effect in terms of screen time usage is less conclusive. And in fact, a number of studies – albeit small ones – have shown that if you give people blue-light-blocking glasses to wear for a few hours before bed, it doesn’t result in more sleep, or feeling more refreshed in the morning. For example, a 2021 study from researchers at Montana State University found the opposite: participants who used blue-light-blocking glasses ended up having about fifteen minutes’ less sleep per night compared with those who used control glasses with clear lenses. A similar study from six years previously asked male teenage participants to wear either blue-light blockers or control glasses and spend about three hours before bed staring at an LED screen. While the blockers appeared to suppress the effects that blue light has on melatonin production (that is, participants reported feeling sleepier before bed if they wore them), there were no differences in subjective sleepiness levels the morning after, and the participants’ sleep cycles remained unchanged compared with the control condition. Then there’s a study from 2019 which drew on data from over 50,000 children in the US to look at the effects of screen use on sleep. One of the key take-home messages from that research was that each hour of screen time seemed to result in between three and eight fewer minutes of sleep, which hardly feels like it’s, well, worth losing sleep over. Of course, our conclusion here shouldn’t be that screens don’t impact our sleep, or that we shouldn’t worry about their effects, or that we shouldn’t be reflective and interrogate our use of them. It’s more that, very often, our common-sense intuition that digital technology is definitely bad for us comes into conflict with what scientific research might actually have to say on the matter. There are no definitive answers yet, because the science of screens is young, evolving, contentious and conflicting. But it’s also worth considering that, maybe, some of our suspicions about screens are wrong.


Sleep is just one of the many important areas where psychologists are trying to investigate the potentially detrimental effects that certain types of screen use can have. But before we delve deeper into the many and varied ways in which they pervade our lives, it’s worth pointing out that when it comes to the fledgling science of screens, things are a bit of a mess at the moment. Part of the reason for this is the fact that it’s remarkably hard to study the effects of screens in the lab, with the vast majority of research on the topic focusing instead on longitudinal data – that is, surveying large numbers of people, over time, about what proportion of their day they spend using their digital devices, how they feel their mental health is, their ability to concentrate on their work or schooling, their academic performance, and so on. Such studies have revealed a complex array of findings; some, such as Jean Twenge’s, appear to show that there are clear links between screen use and mental health issues – even suicidal ideation – among US teens. Others indicate that the magnitude of the effect that screens have on mental health is of a similar order to that of eating potatoes (this isn’t a flippant remark, and we’ll come back to that particular study later).


Some studies have argued for something known as the displacement hypothesis – that a linear relationship between longer amounts of screen time and increases in depression or poor mental health exists because our time on screens supplants other, more beneficial activities, like going for a walk in the woods or socialising with friends in person. Conversely, there are also studies that argue for what’s called the Goldilocks hypothesis: just as in the fairy tale, too much or too little time spent online can be worse for our wellbeing than ‘just the right amount’. Or, to put it another way: despite our reservations, it’s important to realise that some screen time is better than none at all. It’s helpful to think about this in terms of childhood benefits; if you’re not allowed any screen time at home, then inevitably you’re going to be out of step with your classmates and friends when it comes to the latest cartoon craze, game phenomenon or video sensation. While it feels like something unnatural that disconnects us, participating in the online world actually does the opposite: it’s an intrinsic part of our modern-day ‘real-world’ lives. It’s a tricky research literature to navigate, so in one sense it’s unsurprising that the stories we see in the news about the effects of video games, smartphones, social media and the like often fall back on anecdata: personal accounts from individuals who have had particularly negative experiences, or (much more rarely) extremely positive ones, used implicitly as paragon examples of the effects that screens have in the main. Human-interest stories are a powerful storytelling tool when it comes to digital technology, because by and large we’ve all got a personal lived experience with screens, and we can often see shades of our own interactions with them in the accounts of people who have had more consequential relationships with their devices. Countering that narrative can be a very difficult thing to do.


Nevertheless, there is emerging research that points to the beneficial effect that screens can have in our lives. For example, work led by Leonard Reinecke at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz looked at this in the context of authenticity, or the way that we (truthfully) present ourselves in our day-to-day activities. The impact of being ‘true to yourself’ has been one that has fascinated psychologists for decades (and philosophers for even longer), and the general consensus is that authenticity is linked to increased levels of positive wellbeing. Reinecke extended this idea to our online lives: Facebook users were tested over the course of six months, and authenticity on the social networking site was linked to significant improvements not only in subjective wellbeing but also positivity and life satisfaction. Other studies have shown that in some cases screen use, at a more general level, can similarly have a net positive impact on our wellbeing. For example, in 2019 researchers based at Cardiff, Oxford and Cambridge Universities looked at survey data from caregivers for more than 50,000 children in the US and found that, rather than there being a negative linear relationship between screen time and wellbeing – i.e., as screen time goes up, wellbeing goes down – instead it was U-shaped. For low levels of screen use there was a positive relationship – that is, wellbeing went up – peaking at between one and five hours per day, depending on the type of activity (watching TV shows, playing video games, using computers to check emails and so on). It was only after much higher levels of engagement that a subjectively noticeable decline in wellbeing started to occur – around four and a half hours for watching TV, and more than five hours for spending time on the phone, on computers or playing video games.


While this is by no means the final word on the matter, it does at least show that the way we use screens is complex and nuanced, with as much potential for good in our lives as bad. In part, this is why the concept of ‘digital detox’ as a proposed solution to our online ailments doesn’t sit particularly well with me. The idea itself is rooted in a sort of technological determinism – the notion that the technologies we use essentially act as the fundamental basis for the development of social and cultural structures in society. When a technology becomes more advanced, or a completely new one comes into play, it acts as the principal driver for societal change. Critically, because technology is so powerful in this regard, we end up feeling as though society is largely powerless to stop it. This, of course, is a huge oversimplification of the tangled web of social, psychological, economic and political factors that underpin societal change, but it’s also unsurprising that some feel the need to push back against a tangible causal agent.


As screen-based technologies have become more prolific, so too have we seen an increase in the number of people who preach abstinence, eager for us to expunge this blight from our psychological systems. Digital detox articles abound on the internet, all with a similar message: screens are inherently damaging for us, so take a break for a week, a month, a year, and you’ll feel less stressed and much more in control of your life. By and large, though, these stories fall back on anecdotal experiences: seemingly reasonable and sensible suggestions, but ones that aren’t supported by research. Large-scale studies – those which track people’s digital technology usage over a long period of time – simply don’t exist yet. Instead, where studies do exist, most ask people to quit temporarily for a much shorter period of time: say twenty-four hours, or a week. The results are mixed, but there’s a growing body of evidence to suggest that abstaining from things like social media doesn’t result in an automatic improvement in people’s mental health. Nor does it seem to be the case that they replace their social media time with other forms of socialising. In fact, some studies have shown that if you ask people to refrain from using Facebook for a few days, they have reduced levels of the hormone cortisol (which is involved in the body’s stress response), but they also report decreased life satisfaction. These findings, and others, lead to a general sense that digital technology isn’t inherently harmful in the way we might have been led to believe. And in turn, digital detoxes are meaningless, because the problem they’re trying to fix doesn’t really exist.


The whole ethos of digital detoxing borrows heavily from the diet and wellness industry, which is ironic because the same criticisms can be levelled there: ‘detox’ diets, we are told, help us to clear toxic sludge from our bodies – leftover poisons from sinful overindulgences, like eating too much at Christmas. If we fast, or cut out impure things like caffeine, or restrict ourselves to eating nothing but bone broth, we will magically and permanently lose weight, look more beautiful, be more energetic and generally be more ideal versions of ourselves. A wonderful idea, save for the fact that detox diets are utter hogwash, devoid of any evidence that they actually work. There are no quick fixes when it comes to weight loss, just as there are no quick fixes when we want to change things in our digital lives for the better.


Pseudoscientific nutritional advice aside, though, there’s nevertheless some mileage in considering issues around screen time in dietary terms. In fact, in 2020 Cambridge University psychologist Dr Amy Orben did just that, putting forward an argument for a ‘digital diet’ approach to frame our reasoning about the effects that digital technologies can have on us. ‘The funny thing is, the whole diet literature is kind of like the screen time literature, in that anything prescriptive ends up being out of touch with reality,’ Amy tells me. ‘But also, the difficulty with our current approaches to researching screens and digital media mirrors the fact that there’s been no real scientific progress in the diet literature, or how it’s communicated to the public,’ she adds. The digital diet approach that Amy espouses is somewhat tongue-in-cheek, but nevertheless provides a useful metaphor for shaping meaningful questions about digital technology. In order to understand how our diet influences our development, she explains, there are a number of specific questions that we should ask: for example, about the types of foods, and how much of each, we’re eating. We need to know what the interaction is between different food groups. We need to take individual variations into account, because people can have very diverse reactions to certain foods – nuts are fine for most people, for instance, but not for those with a nut allergy. We also need to think about the context in which we eat things – an energy bar is great if you’re running a marathon, but perhaps not so good just before bed, when you want to get to sleep. And lastly, we need to know about population-level factors: food and financial inequalities across the globe mean that in some countries dietary challenges focus on malnutrition, in others on obesity.


Those same questions can be asked of our digital diets. Just as some foods are healthier for us than others, so it is the case that different forms (and amounts) of screen time can have varying potential effects on our health and wellbeing. If used correctly, screens can offer us a wealth of situation-specific advantages and benefits, and we all have stories of connecting with loved ones via Zoom or FaceTime during lockdown as an obvious example. At the same time, absent-mindedly scrolling through social media in the middle of the night is perhaps not such a good idea when you would be better off getting some sleep. And, like global dietary challenges, digital inequalities are faced by diverse populations both within and across countries: screen time studies, and the ensuing advice, which fit well in one area might not translate appropriately in other places and populations.


So here’s the thing: screens aren’t in fact ruining our lives, or those of our children. The discussions we have about them shouldn’t be all-or-nothing affairs; we shouldn’t be starting from the position that either they are destroying our minds and society or that they are uniquely, wholly good for us. Neither stance allows us any insight into what’s truly going on, thus denying us the potential to identify and develop beneficial digital technology habits. In order to get to grips with what the effects really are, we need to keep a calm mind and take a level-headed approach while maintaining a healthy dose of critical thinking. That criticality begins with interrogating what ‘screen time’ really means in the first place.


Take a moment to look at your immediate environment and the digital technology that’s lying around. For me, it’s everywhere. I’m writing this on my laptop, which is connected to two external monitors. An iPad sits off to one side, displaying my daily to-do list. My phone, precariously balanced on the edge of my desk, occasionally pings with an email notification, a WhatsApp message or an announcement that someone’s just rung my doorbell. These are echoed by the occasional buzz of the smartwatch on my wrist. A digital photo frame cycles endlessly through pictures of friends and family on a nearby shelf, and next to it my Nintendo Switch lies idly waiting for someone to come along and charge it. All screens, but all very different from one another. What exactly do we mean then by ‘screen time’? And, perhaps more to the point, how do we even begin to assess it in terms of the impact it can have on us?


This is not a trivial problem. The vast majority of research on the effects of digital technology essentially takes the form of self-report questionnaires, and here’s where our troubles begin. The simplest way to define screen time is as the number of hours during which we use some sort of screen-based technology per day. That’s an enticing definition for the scientists doing the research because it’s so simple: ask people how much they use their digital devices, and you get a number between zero and twenty-four. But as my current working environment – and perhaps yours – shows, this would be meaningless. On this particular Tuesday, over the past hour, for the most part I’ve been looking at my laptop screen as I write. I’ve also glanced at my phone an indeterminate number of times to check messages, emails or social media. In between writing paragraphs, I’ve idly shuffled a music playlist on one of my secondary screens … Who am I kidding, I’ve sometimes been doing that mid-sentence when the right words have eluded me. Does all that count as one hour of screen time? According to my basic definition above, yes. Does that measure tell us anything meaningful about what effect the last hour of screen time has had on me? Probably not.


So maybe we can be smarter about this. Let’s try to break down my last hour in a more meaningful way. I’m going to liberally claim that I spent thirty minutes writing. For the sake of argument, let’s say that I spent about ten minutes flicking through my song playlist, five minutes checking emails, three minutes on WhatsApp, and the remaining twelve minutes scrolling through Twitter. Of my Twitter time, four minutes consisted of idle ‘doomscrolling’ through my feed, absorbing an onslaught of bad news about the world in general. Five minutes were spent chatting to colleagues in private messages about some ongoing project ideas, one minute watching a video of someone performing a 1980s-style rendition of ‘Wonderwall’, and, after clicking a website link, the last two minutes quickly flicking through a news article.


That, I think, is a fairly comprehensive account of my last hour of screen time. If we were able to take the same level of detail across an entire day, we’d have a pretty reasonable starting point for working out which uses might have had a beneficial impact on me, which weren’t so great, and whether, on balance, I had a fairly good day or my mental health took a bit of a hit.


That rather long-winded example highlights a crucial point about screen time research: getting this level of detail about an individual’s daily screen diet is a near-impossible task, and no studies do this well. I was able to provide these tremendously exciting details because I’ve just spent the last few minutes thinking quite hard about what I’d done over the preceding hour, but scientific studies which rely on self-report questionnaire methods don’t do this – can’t do this. They instead ask questions like ‘Thinking over the past week, how many hours or minutes per day did you spend on social media?’ If you came back next week and asked me how I’d spent my Tuesday afternoon, I’d likely just say that I spent an hour working on my book. All of that nuance would be lost, because we don’t keep accurate, internalised, minute-by-minute records of our daily routines. It’s just not how our memories work.


But, for the sake of argument, let’s just say that we could remember. You come back next week, ask me what I did on Tuesday afternoon, and I accurately tell you that I spent twelve minutes on Twitter. But even then, this doesn’t tell you much. The five minutes that I spent privately talking to colleagues left me feeling positive about some upcoming projects. The four minutes of doomscrolling left me feeling a bit miserable. Critically, these things didn’t happen in sequence; they happened at the same time. How do we even begin to disentangle their effects?


You can see where I’m going with this. Research that attempts to catalogue the time we spend on digital devices and compare that against measures of things like mental health and wellbeing is flawed at a fairly fundamental level. It’s an elephant in the room that we’re only just starting to acknowledge, highlighted quite neatly in a 2020 paper by a team led by Dr Heather Shaw at Lancaster University. ‘I used to be a psychology technician, before I started doing my PhD,’ explains Shaw – we’re talking about her work over a Zoom call, and in the back of my mind I can’t help wondering whether we should be counting this towards our daily screen time estimates. ‘I was really interested in behavioural analytics research – so what we can learn about people’s psychology from digital traces of behaviour – and I got drawn to smartphones because they’re ubiquitous, we use them so much during the day,’ she explains. ‘There are lots of potential applications for health here – so, things like if you can infer whether a certain type of person or a certain type of usage can lead towards issues like anxiety or depression.’ When a researcher starts out on a new avenue of enquiry, the first thing to do is an in-depth, detailed search of the existing scientific literature in order to figure out what we already know, what we don’t know and how studies are typically run. ‘Because I used to be a technician, I believe that there’s a technical solution to these sorts of questions,’ Shaw points out. ‘But I found it quite outstanding that hardly any studies were using these digital traces that you can now collect, and instead most were based on psychometric scales, or estimates of how people thought they were using their phones.’ I understand this, because it’s something that I’ve fallen foul of in my own research on video games. It’s much easier to ask someone how much time they think they’ve been playing a game over the past week than it is to get a more objective measure drawn from the actual technology they use. And when a project is time-critical, we tend to fall back on what we know will be quick, even when it doesn’t quite achieve what we want it to.


Focusing on smartphones, Shaw’s study compared three different measures of screen time: a single question asking participants to estimate how many hours per day they used their smartphone over the preceding week; a self-rated questionnaire measure of smartphone addiction; and an objective measure, which either involved participants downloading an app that tracked how often they picked up their phone and used it, or using Apple’s built-in Screen Time app. They also asked participants to fill out measures of anxiety and perceived stress. ‘The thing in my mind was: “Why are there so many discrepancies?” Why is one research result saying one thing and another saying something else?’ explains Shaw. ‘One thought was that it could be down to the measurements everyone was using, so I wanted to put that to the test.’


Across two experiments, Shaw and her team found that the method by which smartphone use was determined had a profound effect on its observed relationship with mental health. The first study, of forty-six Android users, showed that the correlation between smartphone addiction and anxiety, depression and stress was only significant in the subjective measure – in other words, when participants were asked to assess their own use. Indeed, the extent of the correlation quadrupled when that method was used, compared with either the self-rated measure of screen time or the objective measure of phone use. The second study rolled this out to nearly 200 iPhone users and found a similar result: a threefold increase in the size of the correlation when using self-rated smartphone addiction as a measure, as opposed to the subjective screen time estimate or objective logs from Apple’s Screen Time app. Further statistical modelling corroborated this: while measures of people’s self-rated worries about smartphone addiction seemed to predict mental health scores, using objective measures of the actual time they used their phones didn’t. In other words, conflating how someone thinks they are using their smartphone with how they are actually using it produces very different findings about the potential effect on their mental wellbeing. This isn’t a trivial problem that the research field can ignore – a recent review of studies in the area by Sara Thomée at the University of Gothenburg showed that 70 per cent of them use some version of a self-report-style smartphone addiction scale.


As we will come to see, the emerging research on screen time and whether it has positive or negative effects on us is starting to shift: whereas earlier work raised concerns about clear, potentially causal negative impacts on various facets of mental wellbeing, recent studies temper those worries with more nuanced and reassuring findings that allude to milder effects and, in some cases, actual benefits. Where problems are being noted, these are starting to become more specific, more targeted, and therefore more actionable. And while mental wellbeing is obviously a hugely important topic, the story of our screen-based lives is one that touches on a wealth of other factors. So, like anything in psychology, the science of screens needs to be examined within the wider context of the rest of our lifestyle. Screen use doesn’t occur in isolation – it happens alongside work, play, relaxation, major life events, minor life events and everything in between, all of which may be moderated, in some way, by our use of screens. And vice versa; our attitudes and approaches towards our own screen time are very likely impacted by the day-to-day situations we find ourselves in. This is not a particularly novel revelation, and one that I am sure most of us, consciously or otherwise, already know. But it came into stark focus in the early months of 2020, when a new coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, made a devastating entrance on to the world stage.


When the first lockdown came into effect in the UK, at the beginning I didn’t really appreciate the impact that it would have on the little everyday things we took for granted, not least in terms of what it meant for Matilda’s growth and development. Prior to that point, her diary was a busy one: if she wasn’t going to a coffee shop with her mum to meet other recently mummified friends she was at swimming classes, sensory classes or music sessions. All of that stopped in the spring of 2020, though, and we were faced with the realisation that she wasn’t going to be seeing anyone, her age or otherwise, for quite some time. How would it affect her social development? And, dear God, how would we stop her from getting bored? It was a rising sense of anxiety that I’m sure many parents across the country, across the world, began to experience – much more so those of older children who, virtually overnight, had to figure out how to juggle their own work life with the prospect of becoming a de facto schoolteacher.


We all quickly pivoted to a digital life. Schools and universities made a Herculean effort to shift classes online. Where people could work from home, they rapidly became well versed in the art of Zoom video calls, Google meets, Microsoft Team sessions and the like. Some of us even managed to remember our Skype passwords.* Driving all of this was a need to stay connected, to maintain some sense of normality in the most extraordinary of situations. Screens became the central hub of our lives, and with that came an amplified urge to get the balance right, to temper our preconceived notions of what constitutes ‘good-quality’ playtime, or work time, or relaxation time, with the simple fact that we were limited to what was possible within the boundaries of our own homes. I was lucky, in a sense – having spent a lifetime in the company of computers, I was immediately comfortable with transferring most of my social interactions online. I was worried about Matilda, though. Suddenly her world had shrunk to all of two people: Mum and Dad. She was ten months old when lockdown hit. Did she understand that when we were video-calling with family, those moving pictures she saw on our phones were her grandparents, her aunties and uncles, cousins, friends? In those early days she didn’t really seem to comprehend this, or recognise the real people on the other end of the call. How would it play out?


As a scientist, I often find solace in evidence and research. There is a certain comfort in learning something new, objectively getting to grips with an evidence base, separating the good science from the anecdotal pseudoresearch. It takes time, but the end result is – hopefully – a more informed opinion, a drop of enlightenment in what would otherwise be a sea of uncertainty. And while there is no science (yet) to tell us about the effects of moving our lives online specifically in the context of a pandemic, I did take heart in the broader evidence base for screen time effects. For example, a 2018 study published in the Journal of Experimental Child Psychology looked specifically at the effects of video calls, versus pre-recorded videos, in the context of toddlers’ word-learning skills. Nearly ninety two-and-a-half-year-olds took part in an experiment in which they were either shown a video or had a video call with an experimenter, with the aim of teaching them some new words. For one half of the toddlers, their parents took part and played along with the instructions, whereas for the other half their parents simply sat in the room with them. The results showed that live video calls were better than the pre-recorded videos at keeping the toddlers’ attention, but it was only when parents were taking part alongside them that they were actually able to learn new words. This is a study that has stuck with me for a while now: whenever Matilda watches TV, for example, when possible I try to watch along with her and share in that experience.*


Another potentially useful source of evidence came in the form of guidelines from paediatric associations – although this is a somewhat mixed bag of suggestions. For nearly twenty years the American Academy of Pediatrics took a ‘digital abstinence’ stance, suggesting no screen time at all for children aged two or younger, and no more than two hours a day for those older. More recently, in 2016, they shifted this position, suggesting no screen time at all until eighteen months old, a ‘limited’ amount of screen time for those aged eighteen to twenty-four months, and no more than an hour a day for two-to-five-year-olds. Neither of these policy positions were based in meaningful evidence, nor were they particularly useful in the context of the pandemic. Thankfully, the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) introduced much more level-headed and evidence-based screen time guidance in 2019. Rather than try to suggest hard time limits, the focus here was to approach conversations about screen time based on a child’s developmental age, their individual needs, and the amount of importance and value that the family placed on other activities like socialising or exercise. Basically, the RCPCH’s approach was much more reasonable: there’s no clear evidence base for a ‘toxic’ effect of screen time, there’s no good evidence to suggest that screen time thresholds work, so the next-best thing to do is to look at how our own families use screens, figure out where it’s working and where it might be interfering with home life, and adjust accordingly.


In the absence of solid, robust research that could tell me what the potential effects of lockdown screen time were for me and my family, I took the RCPCH’s advice: don’t panic, be mindful of what we were doing on screens, when, and for how long, and prioritise face-to-face interaction. By necessity, sometimes this was FaceTime-to-FaceTime, but you get the idea. It was Matilda’s first birthday right in the midst of the first lockdown. While some politicians in the UK were partying away in their offices, on that day our dining room felt a little quieter; filled with pom-poms, bunting and streamers for a party that couldn’t happen the way we wanted it to. A helium-filled ‘1’ balloon floated gently in a tight circle, anchored to her high chair, which was positioned at the head of the table. The table itself was adorned with multicoloured paper cups, plates and napkins, and a picnic feast for the three of us. As she munched on a cucumber sandwich, Mum sneaked off into the kitchen to light a candle on the Paddington Bear cake she had made the day before. I had my phone in hand, ready to record the moment. ‘On three! One, two, three – happy birthday to …’ A wonderfully disjointed singing chorus blared out from the laptop, placed close enough to the birthday girl for her to see her family, but just far enough away for it not to get covered in crumbs. Although we couldn’t have everyone we loved physically in the house to celebrate, Zoom meant that we could share that special, fleeting moment with those we wanted to.


Still, as much as those video calls with friends and family had been necessary, did we really need to have so many of them, or were we using them as an excuse to fill the time, on occasion, when we were exhausted? Was that also true of the TV time we had allowed her? Sure, either my wife or I would watch it with her whenever we could, but in all honesty there were times – there still are times – when we needed a brief distraction so that we could get a chore done or take a breath. It’s easy to think about these things in the abstract, when we’re detached from the situation, but some time later the country started to tentatively open up, and all those anxieties about Matilda’s development came into sharp focus. She was about to go back to nursery and see a lot of people – real, flesh-and-blood people – for the first time in months. Had we got it wrong?


Among many information sheets and forms to fill in upon Matilda’s return, the nursery had also told us that we could download an app which we could use to track her progress, and into which they would upload photos of her antics during the day. After I dropped her off that first morning back, I remember spending much of the next few hours constantly refreshing the program, worrying and wondering whether she was getting along with nursery friends or whether she was struggling being around so many people.


Eventually, an update popped up.


‘This morning Matilda enjoyed playing with her friends. The first thing she did was to give every one of them a cuddle and say “Ahh” ’.


The reality of the situation was that, although those anxieties about Matilda’s screen time had been in the back of my mind throughout the pandemic, and particularly as we moved back into a more normal way of life, so too had that guidance from the RCPCH. Try not to panic, try not to take an all-or-nothing approach, but instead be reflective about her digital technology use (as well as my own around her) – and, critically, have conversations about the when and where of its use. Those are the things that ultimately allayed my fears.


Being mindful about our digital technology use – by which I mean being persistently reflective about what we’re doing, as well as how, why and when we’re doing it – is one of a few better habits that we can all start developing if we want to have healthier relationships with screens. We’ll come across more in due course, and I’ll elaborate on why that particular habit is, I think, one of the more important ones in our toolkit. I also appreciate that, at this point, it may well come across as the sort of thing that’s easier said than done. In the years I’ve spent researching the effects of digital technology, I’ve come to understand that the answers aren’t so much about the technology itself as the people involved – both those who use it and those who study it. People are messy, unpredictable, biased and surprising, and scientists are no different. As much as this is a story about technology, it’s a story about us – why we rely on screens to such an extent, why we have concerns about that, and why we find it hard to see the positives in our habits. I’m not going to tell you that there’s nothing to worry about, because that’s simply not true. But my hope is that in picking apart the science of screens, we might all be better equipped to understand how to best use them in our lives and gain confidence in our ability to get real benefits out of them. After all, screens aren’t going away any time soon.


So let’s make them work for us.
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