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			Introduction


			If you’re reading this, you probably have children, and these children may be in the process of growing taller, sulkier, and hairier around the genitals. This blossoming also happened to me. I know it happened to you too, I’m not stupid, 1 but mine occurred fairly recently2 and so probably bore more of a resemblance to what your angelic offspring are currently going through. 


			While in some respects teenagers today are just as hopeful, hopeless, and hard-headed as any of the generations that have come before them, in other ways they are the first cohort of their kind. They are the first not to know life without super-fast internet and ubiquitous smartphones. They are the first not to understand what it ever meant to live unconnected by the omnipresent web of the digital realm, and we are only just starting to see just how deeply its effects are being felt. 


			The world has changed, and the experience of coming of age within it is changing too. We used to talk about children growing up too fast, though we barely acknowledge this any more. It has become a given. How long can you stay a child when all it takes to research ‘anal creampie’ is a few flicks of the thumb? How do you keep young people safe when even their most raucous friends’ disgusting jokes pale in comparison to the extreme ideas lurking behind computer screens? How do you keep any of the world’s horrors at bay from a kid with access to the internet?


			The last decade has transformed adolescence, and that is why I’m writing this book. 


			I want to help you understand what it’s like to be a teenager in an age of self-harm, selfies, and sexting. I want to help you help your kids. I want to do this because I know how hard it was and how much easier it could have been for me. 


			As my transition from prepubescent caterpillar to pizza-faced butterfly unfolded, I watched my parents panic and flounder with questions they were unprepared for. Is the computer killing his brain? Is Grand Theft Auto making him want to pistol-whip prostitutes? Does he have friends? Is he watching porn? What does he do on that phone? What are those cuts up his arms? Why are his pupils so big? What are we supposed to do? 


			My parents inherited child-rearing tactics from their own parents and quickly realized that these had become useless. Anything physical would mean a call to Childline, followed by high-pitched threats of legal action. Grounding doesn’t mean much if your friends live in your phone. Taking the phone away doesn’t mean all that much either when you’ve got a laptop upstairs. And you’re not taking the computer, Mum, because otherwise I won’t be able to do any homework, will I? And is that what you want? For me to end up getting three GCSEs, doing media studies in Plymouth, moving back home and living with you until you die?


			Anyway, how do you punish someone who’s already so miserable? 


			You’ve probably read that levels of anxiety, depression, and self-harm amongst young people are at an all-time high. Figures from the Office for National Statistics show that suicides amongst girls aged sixteen to twenty-four increased by 83 per cent in the six years leading up to 2019, and NHS figures show a 48 per cent rise in anxiety and depression in British children over the past fifteen. Yet you’d be hard pressed to argue that these kids aren’t the most tolerant, socially aware, and generally well-informed group of pubescents ever to grumble about being woken up at seven every morning. Young people are drinking less,3 smoking less,4 and having less risky sex than the generations that came before them.5 They are generally less afraid of being open about sexuality and mental health than their forebears. They’re even punching each other less than they used to.6 


			So what’s happening? 


			I’m not entirely sure. I am not a scientist or a sociologist or even a person that wakes up before noon, but I did survive being a teenager at a time when porn replaced the birds and the bees, new drugs were invented faster than they could be banned, and over a third of kids announced that their future dream job would involve telling a webcam what they’d eaten for breakfast.7 


			The internet taught me how to shave and dance and have sex. Most nights I fell asleep cradling a phone. At sixteen, I started taking fluoxetine, switched to citalopram, tried olanzapine, and settled on beer. My first girlfriend lived in the computer. My drug dealer lived in the computer. My sense of self-worth was almost entirely dependent on the computer. 


			It’s possible I wasn’t an average teenager, if there is such a thing, which means my experiences might serve more as a warning than anything else. Then again, it’s also possible that your offspring are just better at hiding things than I ever was. 


			You may be shaking your head at this point. ‘But I know my son/daughter’, you might think, ‘and they are kind and clear-headed and they don’t keep anything from me’. Well, I’m glad. Sceptical, but glad. The number of times I have heard ‘my Oscar would never do that’ is directly proportional to the number of times I have witnessed, first-hand, your Oscar doing exactly that. Not in any sinister way, just because a part of growing up has always meant establishing an identity separate from your parents, and this generally involves a certain amount of lying: ‘I won’t leave our postcode, there’s nothing in my pocket, and I’m staying at Archie’s tonight.’ (Still, there are parents who insist their children are unfailingly honest with them. Apparently it doesn’t take long to forget how it felt to be a teenager.)


			The problem with ignoring the fact that kids are going to gravitate towards certain things – drugs, sex, stealing Mars bars from supermarkets – is that they are going to get guidance about it from somewhere, and if it isn’t from you, it might not point them towards the wholesome conclusions. For example, if you have a son, you’re probably not going to tell him not to try and fit his entire fist into a girl during his first sexual encounter, but porn8 is going to positively encourage him to do that. Later, when he attempts this desperately sexy manoeuvre on an unsuspecting young woman, she’ll likely hit him and/or end up developing a small vagina complex as a result of having seen the very same porn. 


			What’s the solution? You probably haven’t (until now) imagined your son considering fisting, let alone thought about how best to break it to him that it isn’t how we do things in the real world. Confronted with the unexpected, parents, teachers, uncles, and aunts panic, and often respond in ways that make things worse. 


			When my parents discovered a diary in which I was chronicling self-harm, my deepest secrets were hand-delivered to a flustered geography teacher (more on this in chapter 9). While I was downing activated charcoal in a post-overdose hospital bed, I was lambasted with furious accusations of selfishness and idiocy. Drinking – on the other hand a true marker of adolescence – went almost entirely unpunished, because here was something that was knowable, familiar, and therefore made sense, while being caught with a carrier bag of nitrous oxide canisters was an offence punishable by two weeks’ banishment from home. 


			I don’t blame my parents. Apart from drinking to giggly oblivion, these teenage pastimes were not things that they had any experience of. Their confusion led to anger, frustration, miscommunication, and a certain amount of unnecessary pain. It was a shame. It hurt. It put me beyond the reach of help when I needed it most. Once trust in your parents evaporates, it can be a difficult thing to restore, and it’s a dangerous thing for a teenager to try and cope without that lifeline. 


			When my contemporaries’ kids reach their acne years, hopefully there won’t be such a gulf. They will have had their own experiences with sending nudes, being dumped on Messenger, and talking about mental illness without acting like it’s a recent invention of attention-seeking children. They will be able to offer advice. They will, perhaps, understand9 because although every generation feels a world away from the one before it, you’d struggle to deny that the arrival of the internet hasn’t done a great deal to widen that gap. 


			Until then, the aim of this book is to tell you something about how I grew up, something about how everyone else is growing up, and try to offer up a few suggestions for how best to ease the friction of it all. If this generation of kids is having trouble, they’ll need a hand from the adults around them, which is unfortunate because young people aren’t always thrilled about asking for help. The best I can do is tell you what would have worked for me, my friends, and the kids I interviewed for this book. (Rory, Kelly, Simon, Samson, and Erica are some of the fake names I invented for some of the kids that I spoke to while trying to get a fuller picture of teenage life today. They ranged in age from thirteen to seventeen and came from different parts of the UK, as well as slightly further afield.)


			Alongside their mumbled testimonies, I checked statistics, read books, and tried to decode incredibly dull studies in an attempt to see whether any of it applied to reality. Sometimes it did. Sometimes it didn’t. But the eleven lessons that follow are my best attempt at setting out how it feels to grow up today and what it might be helpful for you to understand if you’re going to help the ones you love reach adulthood relatively unscathed. 


			So this book is for confused parents. It’s for anyone who is custodian of a teenager currently feeling lost, alone, depressed, horny, in need of another body, or like they want to relocate to another planet. And it’s also, indirectly, for the young me, and for Katie Connor, 10 who, after that video leaked, had to move to a school three counties away.


			Will it help?


			It might do, somehow. But it will not be a parenting guide written by someone who was already stockpiling Werther’s Originals when computers first started infiltrating our homes. It will be a look at modern life through the eyes of a teenager, by someone who recently graduated from that club and is more than happy to take you on a tour of the sites that most parenting manuals would rather pretend don’t exist. There is porn, there are hallucinogens, and kids do call each other cumstains on the internet. None of those things signal the end of the world, but to remain completely unaware of their existence can mean you end up getting blindsided if they ever do crop up. And blindsided people rarely make wise choices. 


			Anyway, you have nothing to lose, except for the money spent buying this book and the time it takes you to read it. If it doesn’t help, there will at least be a few pages about the medicinal properties of various herbal teas and a handful of reading suggestions to make sure there are some useful takeaways between this introduction and the acknowledgements. 


			I am not a teenager any more. I survived my adolescence, just like you did, and just like your kids will. But it is possible to hit twenty with a minimum of scarring, no criminal record, and a functioning relationship with your parents. At least that’s what I’ve heard. 


			


			

				

					1  Yesterday I found out Atlantis wasn’t real. 


				


				

					2 A kind and gentle man first suggested I write a version of this book when I was twenty-two. By the time you’re reading this, I shall be at least twenty-eight.


				


				

					3  In 2018, the Epidemiology and Public Health department of University College London found that, between 2005 and 2015, the number of non-drinkers aged sixteen to twenty-four rose from 18 per cent to 29 per cent.


				


				

					4  2019 NHS Digital data showed 16 per cent of 13,000 eleven-to-fifteen-year-olds had smoked a cigarette in their lifetime, down from 49 per cent in 1996. 


				


				

					5  The Office for National Statistics figures show teenage pregnancy was halved in the sixteen years leading up to 2016. 


				


				

					6  According to a study by UCL and the University of Liverpool, the number of fourteen-year-olds who punched or kicked someone on purpose fell from 40 per cent to 28 per cent over the past ten years. 


				


				

					7  A 2017 survey by travel company First Choice found that 34 per cent of kids wanted to be YouTubers when they grow up. 


				


				

					8  You may not think your child has seen porn. In which case you are probably wrong. A 2019 BBFC study found that three quarters of parents think their kids hadn’t seen porn, while 66 per cent of fourteen-to-fifteen-year olds said they had. The other 34 per cent were probably lying, by the way, because they thought it might get back to their parents. 


				


				

					9  It’s also possible that everything will continue to change exponentially, and the next generation will wrestle with biotech, matrix-style brain uploads, and the ethics of boning aliens. 


				


				

					10  Not her real name. There will be no real names in this book, except for mine and those of various rappers. 


				


			


		




		

			Lesson One:


			Don’t Let Your Kid Become a Commodity


			Phones, computers, and the real world


			I


			Oscar: You there?


			Adam: Yeah, why?


			Oscar: Just bored. 


			Adam: K. 


			Oscar: What did you have for dinner?


			Adam: Lasagne. You?


			Oscar: Haven’t had it yet.


			Adam: Did you do the maths sheet?


			Oscar: Not yet. Did you?


			Adam: No. I might just say I got lasagne on it. 


			‘No phones at the dinner table, please,’ says Oscar’s mum. 


			‘What?’


			Oscar becomes furious at the interruption. He’s thinking: Why do I have to put my phone away at the dinner table? I’m messaging my actual human friends, something you might understand if you actually had any, but you don’t, because you are literally the worst person who has ever existed. 


			‘Put it away please, poppet,’ his mum says. ‘Just while we eat.’


			Adam: You there?


			Oscar: Sorry, I have to go, my mum is being a massive stupid bitch. 


			II


			Every morning, I wake up and immediately check email, Gmail, Twitter, Facebook, the Guardian, the Daily Mail11 and podcast updates. The same is true of almost everybody. Eighty per cent of smartphone users check their phones within fifteen minutes of opening their eyes. I’d be surprised if the figure wasn’t higher for teenagers. Every single under eighteen I talked to while writing this book said they slept with their phone under their pillow or within arm’s reach, and instantly began scrolling come morning. For some, wanting to spend longer in bed on their phone often came at the expense of showering or eating breakfast. 


			Why? Teenagers are generally not waiting for important emails, generally don’t have work that needs doing at 7 a.m. and are generally not hugely invested in the stock markets or news from the other side of the world. For the most part, these kids are messaging friends they’ll see in approximately forty minutes’ time while going through notifications that have accumulated during the night. Their phone is telling them, here is what you missed while you were wasting your time sleeping, idiot: Saira hit the gym, Declan is planning to go to Crete, Dan snapchatted you a picture of his two-foot-long turd, and Kanye West has been cancelled for asking why slaves didn’t just sucker-punch their owners and go build castles in the Appalachian mountains. 


			The truth is, teenagers have a fear of missing out that can trump almost anything else. It is why they will climb out of a bedroom window at night, get in a car with a drunk driver, swim in a freezing pond, or scale a church while high on psychoactive drugs. It is also why they are the perfect target for social media platforms. If they don’t constantly check their phone they might miss out on something, and that would be the end of the world. 


			At the very start of the day, Oscar has already heard about all the terrible things that have happened in the world overnight, seen which of his friends is having a better time than him, clocked that he doesn’t have as many likes on a new picture as he had on the last one, missed breakfast, and been subjected to the close-up image of a loose acquaintance’s freshly popped whitehead.12 


			He listens to hyper-aggressive hip-hop through his phone as he gambols towards the ugly building where his mind is to be moulded. Every now and again, the songs are interrupted by the plinks and blips of snapchats and Facebook notifications. 


			At school, he periodically slides his phone out and taps at it under the desk. Eventually, a teacher will notice. Once again the same conversation that, at any given moment, is being played out in thousands of schools, unfolds as if scripted and learned by heart. 


			Teacher: What are you doing under the desk, Oscar?


			Oscar: Nothing, sir.


			Teacher: I hope that’s not a phone.


			Oscar: What do you hope it is, sir?


			Teacher: Don’t be cheeky. Raise your hands.


			(Oscar cautiously raises his hands.)


			Teacher: Now stand up.


			Oscar: Do I have to, sir?


			Teacher: Just stand up.


			(He stands up, phone falling off his lap and onto the ground.) 


			Teacher: And what’s that on the floor?


			Oscar: It’s a calculator, sir.


			Teacher: Is it, really?


			Oscar: Yes, sir, I swear.


			Teacher: Well, you can collect your calculator from the office after school.


			Oscar feels fidgety and restless for the rest of the lesson. He keeps thinking he feels a vibration in his pocket but when he thrusts his hand in there he finds it’s empty. He wonders if someone’s trying to get in touch with him. What if Elia wants to go to the cinema? What if there’s been an unprecedented windfall of likes on that joke he made about wanting to stab himself in the leg with a compass? 


			At break time, everyone else is on their phones and he stares morosely into the palms of his hands. He usually has a phone to keep him occupied. What is he supposed to do or think about now? He spends double chemistry doodling engorged dicks in the margins of a dog-eared exercise book. 


			On being reunited with his phone, he finds that there are no new messages or notifications. But how can that be possible? He hasn’t touched it in four hours. Nothing’s happened since then? No one cares that he exists? They care about everyone else, he can see that, they’ve liked everyone else’s photos. 


			In goes Trippie Redd singing ‘Mac 10’, and so begins the sulk home. Once he gets back, he collapses onto his bed and flicks through social media for a few hours. Bikinis, talent shows, new songs, old songs, trailers, tractors, needy dogs, basketball dunks. 


			Why is Keegan allowed to go on holiday during term time? Don’t parents get arrested for that? And why is Simon taking pictures in the gym? He still looks like a weed. Pip hasn’t replied but she’s read his message. Why wouldn’t she reply? She knows he knows she’s seen it. And she’ll know he knows she knows he knows. Is she playing a game? 


			Eventually Oscar’s mum’s head appears in the doorway. 


			‘Poppet,’ she says. ‘Are you doing your homework?’ 


			‘I’ll do it now.’


			‘No, darling, you’ll do it now.’


			‘That’s what I said.’


			‘We both know that we don’t mean the same thing when we say “now”.’


			Sighing dramatically, he flips open a maths textbook to page 44, exercise 8a. Which angles are supplementary angles? What the fuck is a supplementary angle? Supplementing what? And what’s that drawing supposed to be? 


			He asks Google what supplementary angles are. As he’s doing that, he gets a message. 


			Adam: What are you doing on Saturday? 


			Oscar: Idk, I have to go to my stupid nephew’s stupid baptism. 


			Adam: Baptisms are the worst. 


			Oscar: My mum is being a massive bitch about it. 


			Adam: Say you’re ill.


			Oscar: She never believes me that I’m ill. 


			Adam: I wish we had periods. Then we could just not go to stuff and blame it on our periods.


			Oscar: That would be sick.


			Adam: Have you seen this? 


			(Oscar clicks on a link to a video of an enraged McDonald’s customer hurling her Big Mac at a server’s face from point-blank range.) 


			Oscar: Yeah, I saw it already. 


			(Which doesn’t, by the way, stop him from re-watching it again in its entirety.)


			Oscar turns back to his exercise book, one that he’s stolen from the maths cupboard at school. He’s written the date and the page number and the word ‘Homework’. He puts in earphones and plays Death Grips. He starts a documentary on his tablet and idly watches a grey-haired man in tweed amble along the Jurassic coast. 


			His mum’s head reappears. Her mouth is moving.


			He pulls out an earphone.


			‘What?’ he shouts. 


			She looks hurt.


			‘I said how can you concentrate with earphones in, while watching the TV and being on your phone?’ 


			‘It’s called multitasking.’


			‘I wouldn’t be able to do anything with all that going on.’


			‘Well, I can.’


			(Actually, he can’t. Studies have shown that multitasking is a myth. You cannot concentrate on the TV, your maths homework, and the music in your ears, any more than you could concentrate on the instruction manual for a printing press from 1898. The human brain isn’t capable of it.) 


			After dinner, Oscar watches a few hours of predictable crime drama on Netflix. At eleven, he’s told to go to bed. 


			He turns off the lights. 


			He struggles to sleep. He always struggles to sleep. He lies awake scrolling through Twitter on his phone. When it turns 2 a.m., he plays an ASMR13 video of a woman scrunching up plastic bags to help him drift off. It works, but he wakes up at 4 a.m. when a message bleeps in. 


			Adam: Apparently Connor Tipton has a foot fetish.


			Oscar: Really? 


			At seven thirty he wakes up and checks his phone again. He feels like shit. He refuses to get out of bed until the last minute, when he necks a coffee in the kitchen and promises himself a nap during triple physics. 


			I’ve lived this day a thousand times over, as has everyone born after 1990. 


			III


			Though the particulars might change, for better or for worse, our days and nights are being shaped by computers. 


			YouTube has become the introduction to the internet that most kids now receive. When the grown-ups want to have some peace and quiet, young Oscar and his sister Emma are given the iPad and told to occupy themselves by trawling through the bottomless online repository of videos ranging from decades-old cartoons to the gaffes committed by politicians a few minutes earlier. 


			The square-eyed siblings know the machine well. It’s been a staple of their lives since birth, propped up in front of their hypnotized faces to keep them from moaning that they’re bored. 


			They’ll watch cartoons, they’ll watch videos of kids watching other videos, videos of adults eating spicy foods, videos of other adults trying and failing to bake impressive cakes. They’ll watch kids their own age opening Christmas presents. They’ll watch deranged re-imaginings of Peppa Pig, saturated with blood and guts. They’ll watch rap parodies of songs they’ve never heard the originals of. They’ll watch fifteen-minute vlogs14 about someone’s hair or house or what they ate that day.


			My ten- and twelve-year-old nephews watch videos of new football boots being delicately lifted out of their boxes. My eleven-year-old brother will watch fifteen-minute-long videos of planes taking off or landing. Make-up tutorials are hugely popular, particularly amongst kids who don’t wear make-up. Video game playthroughs are also massive, especially for those too young to purchase the games in question. 


			In short, kids fucking love YouTube. According to a 2018 Ofcom report, half of UK children now prefer watching it to television. Instead of having to sit through hours of cartoons they don’t like to get to the ones they do, they can gleefully skip from favourite clip to favourite clip. All they need to do is hit a key and move on to the next video. It caters perfectly to their limited attention spans. 


			By the time they’re teenagers, their heroes and role models have been replaced by other young people merrily waving into webcams to them and ten million other kids. These YouTubers are almost entirely unknown by parents, but wield an incredible amount of influence over the lives of children and teenagers, simply because they can make giant lasagnes out of one hundred Big Macs, goad punches out of strangers and taser dead rats. Every couple of months, a YouTuber is included in the cast of pseudo-celebrities sent to eat donkey dicks in the jungle or crack their pelvises while pirouetting on ice. 


			‘Who’s that?’ anyone over twenty asks. 


			‘A YouTuber,’ anyone under eighteen replies, rolling their eyes. 


			One of the problems with these YouTubers as role models for young children is that they are bulletproof. When PewDiePie says ‘Death to all Jews’ or Logan Paul wanders around a famous suicide spot in Japan looking for dead bodies, there is no one to pull them up on it. Sure, pockets of the internet might be briefly outraged, or they might be given temporary bans, but this has no long-lasting impact on them or their fan bases. Parents can’t be expected to vet every sparkly-toothed American their child is spending time with online, and children in turn aren’t going to switch allegiances in light of controversies they barely understand. YouTubers persist in posting their videos, kids carry on watching them, and large amounts of cash continue to be generated off the back of adverts. Where adults are being fired from multinational corporations and universities for misjudged jokes or years-old tweets, YouTubers answer to no one. As long as kids keep watching, they keep making money. A lot of it. The highest earning YouTubers make upwards of $10 million a year.15 A game in which you try to turn your character into a famous vlogger – Youtubers Life OMG! – has been downloaded over a million times and is now available on Xbox and PS4. 


			I can only imagine that the lives of these online superstars will not live up to their expectations, even if the pay cheques do. Rates of stress, depression, and burnout will inevitably be huge, considering the constant pressure to produce new content and to increase the numbers of subscribers and followers in such an impossibly competitive field. They spend entire days alone in their homes, trying to look euphoric on camera for an army of thirteen-year-olds around the world, the line between their lives and their online personas blurring into nothing. Kids alone in their rooms waving at other kids alone in their rooms. 


			IV


			While YouTube is becoming the television of the twenty-first century, Snapchat may well be on its way to assuming the mantle of primary mode of communication between the young. Created by a team of university students in 2011, the initial point of the app was to let people send photos that would disappear a few moments after being seen by the recipient. Presumably the hope was that: 


			

					The impermanence of the pictures would mean that you would not get hung up on achieving perfection. 


					It didn’t matter if something wasn’t particularly funny or interesting, or even if it was offensive or misjudged, it would soon be gone. 


					You could send dicks, butts, vaginas, and boobs without having to worry that they would become masturbation fodder for the wrong people. 


			


			It’s most often used for the sending of customized photos or short videos, overlaid with a few words and glittery cartoon graphics, which sounds cute but isn’t necessarily so. A girl, let’s call her Candice, might take a brief video of her friend, let’s call her Stacey, announcing that she’s starving. Candice might then raise the pitch of Stacey’s voice, tack a couple of dog ears onto her head, and write ‘Stacey smells like dog shit’ over the top of it, before sending it to over one hundred of her closest friends. It might be funny, it might not. It might be forgotten, but equally, it might not. 


			Also, it became clear that nothing was really transient. Many people realized that any received picture could be screenshotted and saved on the recipient’s phone. Snapchat ‘fixed’ this in 2012 by adding a feature that let the sender know if their picture was screenshotted at the other end. However, there are a huge number of workarounds. You can download third-party apps that will happily take screenshots or record videos without letting the sender know. You can disconnect from the Wi-Fi, screenshot, clear app data and reconnect. You can also just take a photo of your phone with another phone. Snapchat might offer the illusion of impermanence but, like so much else that’s online, it isn’t. 


			One of the more troublesome aspects of the app is Snapmaps, which shows your exact location unless you specifically turn it off. Another is Snapstreaks, which is a tool designed solely to keep kids messaging each other for as many consecutive days as possible. At the time of writing, Snapstreaks have been a feature of the app for 1,699 days. The longest verified Snapstreak is 1,501 days.16 Your reward for crossing the 1,000-day mark? A 1,000-day fire emoji, suitable recompense for three years of non-stop communication. 


			I was recently having dinner at my nan’s when she asked my cousin why exactly she was taking a photo of an empty coffee mug. 


			‘It just needs to be a picture of something,’ replied my cousin. ‘I’m not breaking my Snapstreak.’ 


			And Snapstreaks are just one of the huge arsenal of psychological techniques used by social media companies, apps and sites like YouTube to keep users logged on for as long as possible. They compete with each other for the time and attention of your children, so that the finite minutes and hours of their lives can be sold as advertising space to companies hawking shoes, make-up, and headphones. They race to create the most addictive possible experiences in order to generate more and more money for Silicon Valley billionaires to spend on cryogenics and edible clay17. Entire departments exist within these companies solely to develop new ways of keeping your children hooked. And they’ve been busy. 


			Some of their wonderful creations include: 


			

					
Likes or their equivalents, which hijack our dopamine systems and prey on the desire of young people to be accepted and validated. You’ll spend time thinking of things that will get likes, you’ll spend time waiting for likes to appear, and you’ll expend energy worrying about not getting likes. The best-case scenario? You get an unusual number of likes then devote even more time and energy to chasing the short-lived dopamine high that accompanied it. 


					The three dots that let you know someone is typing mean you’re obviously going to wait around to find out what inane thing they have to say. 


					
Seen features mean you know someone else has seen your message, and they know you know this, and so they feel pressure to reply as quickly as possible, forcing conversations to continue indefinitely. 


					
Infinite scroll, meaning you never have to click ‘next page’ and never have a reason to cease mindlessly absorbing useless content. The inventor of infinite scroll, Aza Raskin, has since said he feels guilty for his creation, though he explained it away by saying ‘in order to get the next round of funding, in order to get your stock price up, the amount of time that people spend on your app has to go up.’ 


					
Autoplay on YouTube means the next suggested video will automatically start playing, as it will with Netflix, unless you actively go into the settings and switch the function off. With Facebook, things are even worse. Any advertising video purporting to be something else will automatically start playing once you scroll to it. Because these adverts, tutorials, and trailers are so well targeted, it’s more likely than ever that you will, at the very least, passively sit through them. I tend to get shown visually exciting science experiments and videos of bearlike men dead-lifting hundreds of kilograms. These are two enticements that I am powerless to resist. 


					
Push notifications which call out from our phones at inopportune moments and let you know you’ve received messages or notifications, without letting you know what those messages or notifications are, so that of course you’re going to log in to the apps in question to find out what’s waiting for you. 


			


			With all of these techniques, it’s no wonder that the average teenager spends over seven hours per day staring at a screen.18 


			That is how the system works. Your children are being manipulated and exploited for profit. It’s no wonder that I pick up my phone first thing in the morning. And it’s no wonder that, during a talk at Stanford University’s Graduate School of Business, the former vice president of user growth for Facebook said that his children ‘aren’t allowed to use that shit’ and that he feels ‘tremendous guilt’ for having created something that is ‘ripping apart the social fabric of how society works’. 


			V


			Where once children might have run away from home to show their anguish, these days they’re increasingly likely to lock themselves in their own bedrooms with their laptops. In this way, social media has at least played a part in distracting kids from drinking in public and trading strains of herpes behind bike sheds. 


			But at what point do we start worrying that it has gone too far? At what point does this benign blue-lit babysitter become an obsession that needs controlling? 


			The phenomenon of hikikomori was first noticed in Japan in the 1990s when large numbers of young people began refusing to come out of their bedrooms. These teenagers and twenty-somethings were opting out of a society where pressures to conform and work ceaselessly were unparalleled. They cloistered themselves in the homes of their parents and simply refused to participate. 


			It was not a passing trend. By the 2000s, up to a million young Japanese people were thought to be hikikomori. It led to the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare coming up with a proper definition for hikikomori, which was when a person:


			1. Stays at home almost entirely.


			2. Does not engage in social activities like going to school or working.


			3. Has been in this state for at least six months. 


			4. Has no clear psychiatric illness or a significantly lower than average IQ.


			5. Has no close friends. 


			Current estimates suggest 1–2 per cent of people under thirty in Asian countries are hikikomori. Although not mentioned in the above guidelines, I’m hazarding a guess that for some of these people, their situation is the result of an internet addiction that has spiralled out of control. Surely it is no surprise that the boom in reclusiveness has coincided with the appearance of affordable home computers and immersive games consoles. 


			You can just imagine how it happens: they might at first spend a few hours a day on the computer, then start getting sucked into it for longer and longer periods, until eventually they give up everything apart from the computer. It’s easy to fall through the rabbit hole, especially if you don’t have a job to go to or you’re not part of an offline friendship group. You get trapped in a cycle. Most hikikomori tend to sleep all day and stay up all night, at least in part because of the havoc that unending screen time wreaks on circadian rhythms.


			I can see the spiral. I know how easy it is to fall through the rabbit hole, especially when the real world might feel like a cold and uninviting place. During bouts of depression from the age of fourteen onwards, I used to resort to spending several days doing nothing but lying in bed and staring at a screen. Sometimes this involved playing MMORPGs19, sometimes it was watching YouTube videos or reading articles about serial killers, near-death experiences, and the hierarchy of angels. Actually, the important thing wasn’t what I was doing, it was that my brain could avoid its own thoughts. In the same way that alcohol can blot out reality for a while, I could also scroll, listen, watch, and read my way into oblivion. 


			When you feel depressed or alienated, you often cease to value your own time and you become more than happy to waste it on things that you know will prove unfulfilling. The kings of pixellated magical kingdoms, the ill-informed but highly opinionated, the creators of videos in which kettlebells are dropped from helicopters and onto antiques: when low, I was willing to give my time away to anyone who asked. I convinced myself that this was a break from life, a kind of rest to recharge the batteries. Really, it was just gorging on brightly packaged junk food. There is no break from anything, just lazy surrender, a waste of the finite hours we’re given. This is life too, the time spent doing nothing on a computer; it’s just life that doesn’t feel like life. 


			The hikikomori phenomenon is no longer confined to Japan.20 Numerous cases are chronicled all over the world. Although it was once thought to be inextricable from the unique culture of Japan, this position now seems difficult to justify. 


			In one essay, the novelist Ryu (not Haruki) Murakami writes:


			Yet this malfunctioning of communication has nothing to do with Japan’s ‘uniqueness,’ some essence inherent in its history or tradition that sets it apart from other nations. The cause of the malfunctioning is more simple. It is the fact that, by the 1970s, we had already achieved the national goal. We had worked hard to restore the country from the ruins of World War II, develop the economy and build a modern technological state. When that great goal was attained, we lost much of the motivating force that had knit the nation so tightly together. Affluent Japanese do not know what kind of lifestyle to take up now. That uncertainty has pulled people further apart and caused a whole raft of social problems. Hikikomori is naturally one of them.


			It’s a theory that has been put forward in a number of countries to account for various situations, the gist of it being: maybe young people today are drifting because they have no fucking idea what to do. 


			It feels like the old milestones that provided a clear structure to life are disappearing: people aren’t getting married, buying houses, or having children the way they used to. They are less likely to commit to one job or even one sector of work for a protracted period of time. There are more and more articles about how kids are told they can do anything and be anyone they want to be when they grow up. Now many of them are standing idly around clutching expensive university degrees that only a fraction of them will ever even pay off. The confidence they’ve been pumped full of throughout school is leaking away. Soon enough, they realize they cannot all have the lifestyle they’d imagined they’d have. That sense of entitlement to success combined with a lack of focus, and the realization that the world is far less convinced of their unique abilities than their parents were, is bewildering. 


			If young people feel like the world doesn’t have a place for them, it makes sense that they will stop looking for ways to fit into it. They have more than enough excuses and ways to keep themselves occupied. As distant companies with bottomless reserves of money compete to make ever-more addictive online experiences, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise if the growing numbers of young people choosing to log in and drop out multiply in ways we would never have suspected.


			Even if we feel a million miles from a hikikomori epidemic, kids are spending more time staring at screens, which generally means more time spent indoors. A 2018 study carried out by Persil,21 claimed that by the time a British child is seven, they’ll have spent double the amount of time looking at a screen (456 days, on average), than they will have spent playing outside. This isn’t just unhealthy, it marks the formation of a habit that will be all the more difficult to shake off for having begun so early, at a time when kids are helpless to resist. Some people grow up having never learned to stop sucking their thumbs, chewing their nails, or picking their nose; I, like many other people of my age, have grown up without ever learning how to disconnect from the online world. 


			VI


			Despite everything, in the OECD survey ‘Children and Young People’s Mental Health in the Digital Age’, 84 per cent of students said that they found social media very useful. And it is. It can undoubtedly connect, delight, educate, and inspire. Expats let their families know they’re safe after natural disasters, friends let their friends know they’ve arrived home in one piece after a night out. Hashtags raise awareness and much-needed cash for disaster relief. YouTube videos warn against our subconscious prejudices, tell inspirational recovery stories, and teach us about blockchain, dart frogs, and how to open wine bottles without a corkscrew. Social media facilitated the Arab Spring, the 2014 Ukrainian Revolution, and the Occupy Movement. It also meant that millions of young people across the world could watch Greta Thunberg’s speeches and mobilize their own schools to strike against climate change. 


			The key lies in making sure that we control the internet, rather than letting it control us. As a parent, this is where it’s vital that you step in. If your child is spending hours of the day reflexively scooping their phone out of their pocket and scrolling through it, then it’s unlikely they are fully engaging with the world, devoting their full attention to schoolwork, or forming and nurturing real-world relationships. It is unlikely because those three things are not what the companies behind the glowing icons on their iPhones make money from them doing. 


			But there are things you can turn to for help. 


			A growing number of tools are being created to help people curb their time spent online. Dumbphones – or phones without internet capabilities – are becoming more prevalent, as people are realizing just how often smartphones hijack their attention. Productivity apps limit the amount of time spent on certain sites, and Yondr pouches make it possible to lock your phone away for a set amount of time.22 There are also a growing number of digital detox camps and retreats, like those run by Tanya Goodin’s organization, which aims to kick-start the process of rethinking your digital habits.


			Tanya Goodin is a digital entrepreneur, founder of the digital detox specialist Time to Log Off, and author of Stop Staring at Screens. When I called her to ask what she thought would become of the current crop of internet users, she explained that she was far less worried about Generation Z, or iGen (those born after 1995), than she was about millennials (those born between 1985 and 1994). 


			‘Millennials were sold the idea that the internet would be this great, positive force in their lives,’ she said. ‘They tried to promote themselves as brands, believing that they would all become famous and get deals.’


			And this isn’t as true for the following generation? 


			‘No, they see it as naff to try and promote yourself like that. They’re far more likely to use the internet for speaking privately. Snapchat, WhatsApp, and Instagram DMs are where the real action is happening now.’


			The rise of Snapchat has occurred in parallel with a fall in ‘traditional’ social media use. Where once 66 per cent of twelve-to-fifteen-year-olds used Facebook, the number is now closer to 40 per cent. Twitter and Instagram accounts are increasingly kept private, which means that all followers have to be approved before being allowed to view the posts, which can only be a good thing.


			Tanya said that she had recently spoken to a class of fourteen-year-old girls and learned that four of them had already switched to dumbphones after finding their ‘smarter’ cousins overwhelming and distracting. Other kids had shown similarly impressive methods of self-control, such as swapping phones while revising, that made her hopeful that this generation would be better able to prioritize life over technology.23 


			I hope that she’s right, though it feels difficult not to despair when you’re asking children to resist the lure of apps designed specifically by giant companies to eat up as much of their time as possible. Even if they realize too many hours staring at a screen isn’t doing them any good, asking them to resist is like suggesting they walk around with pockets full of marshmallows and only take a small nibble of a single piece once a day. 


			Tanya offered a useful piece of advice that’s sat at the back of my mind ever since. When she speaks to children, she asks them to see the difference between active and passive social media use: are you posting in a community board for local Labrador owners or are you scrolling through ten thousand pictures of people with more defined abs than you? Are you participating, or are you being used? Are you gaining something, or are you losing out? 


			Computers should make our lives more enjoyable and less stressful, rather than being time-sucking black holes financed by advertisers on the other side of the world. But young people need a reason to value their time enough to reclaim it. Maybe the recent upsurge in activism will offer this. Maybe the fight for a better world will involve reshaping the digital landscape to the benefit of a new generation. Maybe you should let young Oscar skip school and stand outside parliament waving a placard that reads ‘Climate Change Can Suck My Balls’, and not just because the planet needs him, but because he needs a story, a purpose, something that can nudge him into thinking twice the next time he finds himself swirling into a sinkhole of clickbait and Candy Crush. 


			As well as lost time, there are very real worries about the link between mental health troubles and internet use. There is a connection, even if we are being slow to acknowledge and deal with the problem. Part of the difficulty lies in trying to work out whether anxious and depressed teenagers turn to social media more often, or turning to social media more often is making them anxious and depressed. But even if its role in anxiety and depression is not completely clear, it’s obvious from research and case studies that internet use is contributing hugely to the epidemic of sleep deprivation, body image problems, and cyberbullying, none of which are particularly beneficial to keeping your head healthy. Young people are unhappier than ever, and I don’t think it’s wild speculation to lay some of the blame at the feet of the devices designed to hijack their minds. 


			Don’t forget


			

					The reason your teenager can’t put down their phone isn’t (necessarily) because they find you boring, it’s because every app, site, and notification on it has been designed by committee to hijack their attention. 


					Breaking a habit formed over some of the most pivotal years is going to be difficult. Breaking a habit while wandering around with your drug of choice in your pocket is going to be extremely difficult. 


					There are a number of ways and means of trying to take back control of internet use, and if you talk to your child about how they feel it’s affecting their life, you might be surprised about how willing they are to give some of them a go. Most kids don’t cherish the hours they lose to social media, they’re just helpless to resist. 


					Encourage your teenagers to scrutinize their own internet use. They need to be asking themselves, am I using the internet, or is the internet using me? Make them aware of how much they’re being manipulated by these huge companies; in that way you’ll tap into their anti-establishment instincts.


			


			Homework 


			Although getting locked into Snapstreaks and Instagram likes might take a little time and require a network of friends who also use them, the techniques used by these companies are common to many areas of the digital economy. If you haven’t already, maybe because you spent the last few years on the International Space Station or in a prison, try downloading Candy Crush or Gardenscapes or any of the other brightly coloured, dopamine-triggering mobile games. Play for fifteen minutes and see how difficult it feels to stop. 


			


			

				

					11  If you know the enemy and know yourself, you will not fear the result of a hundred battles. – Sun Tzu


				


				

					12  Spot popping is very popular on the internet. YouTube videos of particularly large examples being burst have garnered over twenty million views each.


				


				

					13  ASMR stands for autonomous sensory meridian response. It generally involves videos or sound recordings of people speaking in whispers, eating soft foods, or gently caressing things. ASMR can be calming, arousing, or both. A 2015 study by Barratt and Davis found that 98 per cent of people who used ASMR did it ‘for relaxation.’ It might be something to try next time you’re out of ways to look busy at work.


				


				

					14  Video blogs, granddad. 


				


				

					15  According to a 2019 Forbes list of the highest-paid YouTubers, eight-year-old Ryan Kaji had the highest-earning channel, with its star making over twenty-six million dollars between 1 June 2018 and 1 June 2019. 


				


				

					16  I’ve had to update this since starting work on this book. According to techzillo.com, the 1,501 record is held by ‘Patrick and Ryan’. 


				


				

					17  There is, in fact, some debate as to whether the clay is edible. But this does nothing to stop celebrities eating it in the hopes that it will mystically detoxify their heavily-insured bodies. 


				


				

					18  According to a 2019 Common Sense Media poll of US teens, seven hours was the average amount of time spent staring at a screen. 


				


				

					19  Massively multiplayer online role-playing game. The kind where you run around dressed in a tabard, collecting gold coins, and getting incinerated by dragons. The most popular amongst them, World of Warcraft, has over seven million players. 


				


				

					20  Kato (2012) conducted a survey of 124 mental health professionals in eight countries, all of whom could report cases that matched the description of hikikomori. 


				


				

					21  I assume the point was to scare parents into shooing their kids into the muddy outdoors, thus trebling the weekly detergent bill. 


				


				

					22  As I’m writing, 1,000 British schools have committed to introducing compulsory Yondr pouches for students’ phones. 


				


				

					23  I found another interesting example of this in the book Solitude by Michael Harris, which explores the psychology of being alone. He writes about a group of kids who are tired of being constantly glued to their phones, but also know that their parents expect constant reassurance that they’re alive and un-dismembered. To get around this, they would have a designated texter, who would hold all of the phones and text all of the parents while the rest of the friends went gambolling freely through the woods. Really, the woods. 
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