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Praise for Understanding and Loving Your Child in a Screen-Saturated World





“The digital world is growing in its impact on our families. Parents become overwhelmed and anxious about how to raise their kids in healthy ways when they are constantly faced with their kids’ engagement in more and more screen time. They don’t know how much of a battle to have, or even if they should have one. Stephen Arterburn and Alice Benton provide a practical, biblically based, and research-proven approach that will guide you through the questions and issues that will come up. You’ll be empowered with great tools to navigate these waters. Highly recommended.”


—John Townsend, psychologist, author of the bestselling Boundaries series, and founder of the Townsend Institute and Townsend Leadership Group


“A few words I would use to describe Understanding and Loving Your Child in a Screen-Saturated World would be empowering, practical, and actionable. Parenting is difficult enough as it is, and trying to fight children over their amount of screen time is frustrating and never-ending. This book brings grace into your daily life in a realistic way and enables you to build a relationship with your children through positive interactions using screens. Instead of fighting over the use of screens, this book shows you how to give yourself and your family grace. Each chapter is full of examples from daily life, tips, and questions on how to put the information you have learned into practice. As I read this book, I was so excited to be able to recommend it to parents in this age of screen saturation. I love the honesty of the authors and the situations presented in each chapter. This book gives a positive spin on something most parents feel is a negative in their child’s life and helps parents work with technology instead of against it.”


—Bonnie Worthen, director of children’s ministry at First Christian Church of Huntington Beach


“I’m frequently asked to review manuscripts for publication, and I must admit, I’m very picky about my choices. When Dr. Benton asked me to review her work, I was delighted to accept because I personally know of her integrity and desire to become a better wife and mother. This book blew me away, and I learned so much. Her research on the topic of screen time is exceptional, and her blend with Christianity shows a roundedness not often seen in works like this. I have four adult sons and daughters and ten grandchildren. I will be buying this book for all of them and everyone else I know with children and teens. I enthusiastically endorse this great contribution to a critical topic that is threatening the relationships within our culture.”


—Rev. Milan Yerkovich, president of Milan & Kay Resources, founder of Relationship180 Counseling Center, co-host and teacher at New Life Ministries, and coauthor of How We Love and How We Love Our Kids


“This is a must-read for any parent who desires to raise healthy children in this digital world. I have learned to shift from a Limiter to a Mentor and am seeing the benefit of teaching our children how to engage with media in a safe, healthy way. Instead of saying no to things based out of fear, I engage with our children to learn and research together what may be appropriate and what may be harmful… and sometimes it’s the kids setting their OWN boundaries! This book has been a blessing to our family!”


—Chelsee Jensen, mother of teenagers
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INTRODUCTION Confessions of an Ignorant Parent



by Stephen Arterburn


“Thinking myself to be wise, I, Stephen, instead became an utter fool.” This is my painful paraphrase of Romans 1:22 that perfectly describes me before my eyes were opened to the extreme evil and dark corners of the internet, social media, and all aspects of the world behind the screens our kids are glued to. I thought I knew what a contentious parent needed to know about all things online, but in 2003, I was concerned for my thirteen-year-old daughter and other children who were being bullied and exposed to information and images that no one of any age should experience or see. I read anything and everything I could find to equip myself to protect my daughter and her future. With all my newly absorbed knowledge and presumed wisdom, I set out to write a book to equip, inspire, and motivate parents to do all they could do to fight a rising tide of darkness infiltrating almost every home in America. So in 2007, I coauthored and published a book titled Internet Protect Your Kids with Roger Marsh.


Back then, parents told us it was helpful, but that book would not provide enough information and insight for parents today who want to protect their children from the severe damage that screens can incur. That book devoted an entire section to discussing MySpace. MySpace no longer exists, but there is still a dark web that is designed to feed our children the sickest of images and connect them to the most evil information, beliefs, connections, and experiences. And adults as well.


One of my children was introduced to the dark web at the age of eight while visiting a friend whose parents I admired. They were unaware that a neighbor had shown their child how to access the dark web.


Together, our two young children watched a video of terrorists forcing a man to his knees and beheading him with one slash of a long sword—then using his severed head as a soccer ball.


I foolishly thought I knew what was going on with my kids, that they shared with me their struggles and challenges—but they did not. In this case, it was so traumatic that I didn’t learn about it until a year later. I thought the internet filters we put in place were enough—but they never will be as long as kids are left unattended with devices that open them up to the most evil content.


The internet is like so many other things: it has great potential for good, while at the same time it can be used for extremely unhealthy and destructive purposes. Pornography had already become the biggest online industry in 2007, and it quickly trapped some good people into some really bad habits that destroyed lives, marriages, and families. And the internet’s power has only grown since then.


Today, we live in an entirely different reality that neither Roger nor I saw coming when we wrote our book. The internet and social media have created a screen-saturated world that directly opposes traditional values and biblical standards for morality. That’s why I asked my friend, Dr. Alice Benton, to cowrite this book with me. She has been one of our favorite co-hosts on our broadcast, New Life Live, due to her rare combination of a bright mind and big heart for those who struggle with life’s toughest challenges. I wanted her to bring that combination to this book; she did that and more. Dr. Benton is deeply spiritual and committed to both her children and yours. She has exceeded expectations in developing the most helpful insights and strategies to combat the greatest threat to the souls of our children: the society behind the screens.










CHAPTER 1 Are Your Children Getting Enough Screen Time with You?



If we lived in a cocaine-saturated world, we would all be at high risk of becoming cocaine users and addicts. And the first necessary step to solve the problem would be to throw away all the cocaine. Thank God we don’t live in a cocaine-saturated world. We do, however, live in a screen-saturated world, and we are all susceptible to developing problematic and even addictive screen use, but tossing out all the screens, or even severely limiting their use, is actually not the solution. Approximately one in four people (adults and youth) meet the diagnostic criteria for screen addiction.1 Most of us know that we ourselves are overly attached to our smartphones, and we are rightfully worried about our children’s digital pursuits. But the solution is not to primarily limit our children’s access to screens, as I once believed. The complex antidote to our susceptibility to screen addiction might surprise you—especially the fact that purposefully increasing screen time as a family can actually decrease the risk of developing a personal screen addiction. I’ll explain how and why.


Vulnerability to any type of addiction increases when one is isolated, lonely, and unhappy, and screen addiction is no exception. Other risk factors include high-conflict homes, harsh parenting, and lack of supervision.2 Protective factors include humbly imperfect parents, ramping up communal family screen time, digital mentoring, relational comfort, high parental expectations, and involvement in faith practices. We can begin today to build a hedge of protection around our families by constructing better relationships and playfully relating with our children both onscreen and offscreen.


Together we will learn how to implement research-based, biblically supported, personally tested strategies to safeguard our households from addiction or to treat it if it has already taken hold. A full-on frontal attack of our children’s digital behavior is not an effective technique. You’ve probably tried that and found yourself facing a child with heels dug in, hands tightly gripping his smartphone. So breathe a sigh of relief, because there is a more effective approach. We will focus on employing relationship-enhancing techniques to help the entire family develop emotional awareness and regulation as well as to decrease parent-child conflict. We will learn to apply motivational strategies to increase long-lasting, genuine self-esteem through task mastery and self-control. This approach will naturally help loosen screens’ unhealthy grip on our families. These positive activities will increase our children’s buy-in to this philosophy and reduce resistant rebellion. Together, we will augment digital blessings and decrease digital damage. You and your children will experience change. Throughout, I will share with you how I’ve practiced these principles with my own family. Admittedly, the ideas contained herein are simple to understand and yet challenging to consistently apply. But together, we can take authority over our screens and use them for good.


If you had told me three years ago that I would one day advocate for an increase in my children’s screen time and a decrease in my own, I would have said you were nuts. I admire homes that don’t even have a television. A “screen-free home” sounds quite virtuous to my ears. Perhaps you have an aversion to screen time for your children as well, and you wonder if the best approach is to limit it as much as possible.


It could be that you love digital technology and are delighted with how savvy your children are with their screens. Maybe you are a skilled gamer and relish getting in a few hours of Madden, Minecraft, or Fortnite with your children. Perhaps you fall somewhere in between and wonder how much to encourage and how much to limit their usage. This book is for all of us who want to equip our children for the real world. Join me on what has become an unexpected personal journey. Together, we will wade through the most recent research, learn to apply the most effective psychological strategies, and invite God and His principles to guide us as we work to understand how to love our children in this screen-saturated world.





I grew up in a conservative Midwestern Catholic home in the 1980s. The lone television, kept in my parents’ bedroom, was rarely on. My mom took a very protective stance against television, believing it to be a subpar use of time. The single exception was watching one or two movies, which she would choose, when my parents were out on a date on Friday nights. The movie choices were restricted mainly to those starring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers or John Wayne, and a few pre-recorded cartoons. That was about it. We watched only with explicit permission on each occasion.


My parents rarely turned on the television for themselves. My pappa worked long hours running an auto repair shop. He did not watch news or sports on TV. My mom played conservative talk radio through most of the day as her source of news and entertainment. We never owned a video game console. My mom had a work computer and occasionally allowed us to play Oregon Trail and Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? To her credit and foresight, she enrolled us all in several computer classes in grade school to learn about typing, the internet, emails, and chat rooms.


Two of my siblings have continued to live out the philosophy that digital activity is not an ideal way for kids to spend their time. Neither of them even has a television in their home. They watch some movies on the computer occasionally on the weekends or when the kids are sick. I’ll admit, I admire them and have felt that I don’t measure up to the family standard.


My husband grew up in California in a family with a more relaxed attitude toward screens. His family enjoyed and found benefit in regularly having the TV on for news and entertainment. It is comfortable for him to have the television on in the background, usually with football or a golf tournament playing. He loves watching sports, movies, news, and nature shows.


As an adult, I’ve never been terribly drawn to watch much television. I’m a reader, and I find that books generally hold my interest and are more enjoyable than shows. My prideful workaholism has historically compelled me to pursue chronic productivity, which has limited my ability to relax with my family.


You can imagine that my husband and I have had many a challenge in figuring out how to balance our sometimes-opposing views. My self-righteous certainty that my philosophy is holier has added to the tension.


Just to prove how digitally pure my life was as I began my research for this book, I installed a monitoring app called StayFree, which shows me how much I use each system on my phone. After using it for several weeks, I was stunned to see that I unlocked my phone an average of thirty-nine times per day. (Sixty-eight unlocks in one day is my current record.) I use my phone for up to five hours each day. Folks, those numbers really took me aback. How many of those minutes spent glued to my phone led my children to think I check it too often and that they are less important to me? And yet, in my hypocrisy and blindness, I was only limiting their digital activity. I thought I limited my own well enough. But those numbers on my monitoring app don’t lie.


Digital technology allows me to work from home and enriches my life in many ways. And yet I have felt maniacally driven to limit my children’s access to it. I have been very protective, with a tendency to be extremely restrictive of their digital activity. I have barely been able to tolerate their digital exposure. I would rarely—if ever—choose to participate in it with them! I don’t want to watch cartoons. I don’t want to play video games. And frankly, I don’t want to let them do these things either. We probably wouldn’t have a television in our home if it weren’t for my husband’s more balanced view of the world.


Before writing this book, I spent the majority of my days attached to a screen with little to no awareness of my hypocrisy. I kept my phone on my bedside table at night, and it served as my alarm clock in the morning and my watch throughout the day. (I’m on a screen during my workday, providing remote therapy by telephone and videoconference to clients across the country.) Between sessions, I would usually scroll through social media as my “breather.”


As soon as my work was done for the day, I would shut down my computer. However, I kept my phone near me through the evening to respond to work and personal alerts, often checking it while in conversation with my children. I fully sanctioned my own level of screen use.


Hypocritically, whenever I found my kiddos in front of a screen, my stomach would twist into a knot of protest. Screens aren’t good for my children! And no matter how tired I was, I would insist on turning their screen off, usually without warning. I would internally criticize my husband for turning the screen on for them, but he could always feel the tension of my unspoken rebuke. Then I would pat myself on the back for being so diligent about turning the screen off.


My screen use would continue once the kids were in bed, as my husband and I enjoyed catching an episode of Maine Cabin Masters or Life Below Zero. If I was lucky, I could keep my eyes open long enough to snatch fifteen minutes more at the end of the night reading a book in bed through Kindle.


Unbeknownst to me, I needed a digital attitude adjustment. I had allowed my screens to dominate my own life to a detrimental degree. My fear and judgment of my family’s screen time had practically blinded me to the potential fun, education, relational power, engagement, and life enhancement possible through digital activities. And my judgmental attitude was weighing heavily on my husband and children.


The information that follows caused me to reconsider and adjust my entire philosophy.





Through surveys of thousands of families over a two-year period, Dr. Alexandra Samuel, a data journalist with a doctorate in political science, identified three patterns of digital parenting styles and their consequences. She discovered that parents tend to be Limiters, Enablers, or Mentors.3


Limiter parents are apprehensive about the ways screen time can potentially harm their children: impaired attention span; stunted social development; and physical, mental, and psychological side effects. Limiters probably grew up with a low level of screen time. They believe that activities such as outdoor play, reading, and pursuing non-screen hobbies are always better than digital activity. Boy, does that describe me in a nutshell.


Enabler parents allow their children to hold the digital decision-making power, deferring to their children’s knowledge and preferences for their online use. Enablers have a relaxed attitude about devices and believe that most digital behavior, whether structured or not, is beneficial for their children. Enablers believe that attempts to restrict digital activity will result in excessive, unhelpful drama.4


Mentor parents purposefully and frequently bring their children online to teach and guide while keeping structure and high standards. Mentors have boundaries around their own screen time. They are more likely to disconnect from their own digital pursuits in order to interact with their children. They allow their children to have opinions that influence family screen agreements. These parents tend to have expectations about limiting screen use during mealtimes and at bedtime. Mentors frequently speak about online behavior, teach their children online etiquette, and enroll them in classes and workshops to enhance their digital knowledge. Mentors research new digital devices, apps, and activities for their children. Mentors regularly play video games with their kids. (My jaw dropped when I first read that information.)


Dr. Samuel found that the children of Limiters (like my children) are the most likely to access pornography accidentally or intentionally, and to be rude and hostile online. Children of Limiters are three times as likely to impersonate a parent or peer online! To my surprise, children of Enablers are at lower risk for these behaviors than children of Limiters. However, children of Enablers are at the highest risk for communicating and exchanging information with strangers online. The children of Mentor parents are the most likely to have the healthiest digital behavior in the long run.


No matter how much we restrict screens when our children are young, they will soon have access that we will not be able to control. Unlike my childhood, today 94 percent of American kids fifteen years and older have a smartphone.5 If we never turn the screens on at all, or turn them off every chance we get, our children will be unprepared for the real world as it is today and will be more likely to engage in risky digital behavior when they do get their hands on a screen. On the other end of the spectrum, if we allow our children to run their own digital life, they are likely to be victimized by online predators.


There is a healthier middle road.


If you haven’t been a Mentor either, we are both missing out on the chance to know, protect, minister to, and love on our children in this digital age. Dr. Samuel recommends six steps parents can take to become better Mentors.6




	
1. Model for your children the digital behavior you want them to emulate. I propose implementing what I call the 4T Challenge. The 4T’s stand for Talking, Table, Traffic, and Toilet. In other words, work to eliminate screen use while Talking face-to-face with someone else, while eating at the dinner Table (or keeping them on your bedside Table), while driving in Traffic, or while using the Toilet. It works best for parents to implement these strategies first, and after achieving some success, have your children join in the challenge. In order to personally master these areas, I had to buy an old-fashioned wristwatch, an alarm clock, and good ol’ paperback books to replace my utilitarian smartphone. I also had to set up accountability with friends. It was hard! But I can now hold these standards for my children with a clear conscience.


	
2. Encourage your children to develop their digital skills. You might research and introduce them to new educational apps. Rather than constantly turning screens off, I now intentionally invite my children to use apps that meet our family values. I also occasionally invite my children to play video games with me (although this is still outside my comfort zone). This has dramatically decreased the tension in our home and increased our level of playfulness and joy. I also have a stronger sense of authority and influence, rather than feeling the out-of-control anxiety I used to experience around my children’s screen time. My husband and our kids greatly appreciate the change in my approach.


	
3. Include your children in developing family agreements for digital use rather than imposing unilateral parental rules. One way we do this is to allow our children to choose which chores they will complete in order to earn their digital activity and to choose how long they will use the screen. We give them several options from which to choose.


	
4. Monitor how different digital activities affect your children’s emotions. Particular forms of digital engagement can lead to children becoming hyperactive, overwhelmed, fearful, or depressed. For example, we chose to limit car-racing video games for a time because our son would almost always become anxious, tearful, and have tantrums when he would play.


	
5. Be mindful of how you handle your children’s privacy online. I never thought to ask my children’s permission to post photos or videos of them online—but they have their own preferences, which tend to change with age. Our youngest, Walter, did not want his face online. I was shocked that he had an opinion about it at all and was glad that I asked.


	
6. Talk with your children about their digital activity. In my ignorance and impatience, I had little to no desire to talk about my children’s digital interests, which can leave them feeling unimportant and overlooked. And if we are ignorant of their online pursuits, we are probably leaving them unprotected.





I now believe that I should be participating in and encouraging my family’s digital pursuits rather than focusing so heavily on fearful restriction. Therefore, I have been working to transform my approach—but honestly, it still isn’t easy for me to do.


Despite my obsession with the off button on the remote, I do want my children to see technology as a blessing and a potential enhancer of life. I want to model and teach them to use it appropriately and with self-control. I know that you want the same for your children. Join me in applying these six techniques in order to become better digital Mentors.










CHAPTER 2 Comfort



The digital realm is a convenient source of comfort, easy access to friends, entertainment, and distraction. In our high-paced, stressful world, we use a variety of coping tools to deal with our emotional distress. When we feel overwhelmed, taking a real-world break in the digital domain can soothe us just enough to be able to return to messy reality. Distraction is a powerful coping tool—and it can be a healthy one, especially when used in moderation and balanced with other means of coping. Mentor parents are keyed in to the types of digital activities that are soothing to themselves and their children. More importantly, they use them appropriately.


Every day, we are confronted with any number of frustrations, hurts, and challenges. Our emotions are stirred up within us. If we do not address and deal with them, they accumulate, and this is detrimental in the long run. I liken it to a can of soda (or as we Midwesterners call it, “pop”). Charged emotional events online and offline shake up our internal can of soda. We can handle it for a while and keep a lid on it. But eventually, we’ll reach the tipping point when a seemingly small frustration pops the top and a messy explosion of emotional soda sprays all over the place.


One day, practically everything seemed to go awry with my children. If it could spill, it did. If it could break, it did. All three kiddos were whining and complaining much more than they normally do for most of the day. Alerts continuously sounded from my phone with requests from clients and updates from friends. Any attempt I made to address the online activity was interrupted by surround-sound clamoring from my children.


I had started off the morning with energy and patience, but each new annoyance ate away at my waning internal resources. By the end of the day, it was a kicky diaper change that did me in. Who knew that a toddler’s foot to the gut could be that painful? What would normally be a doable task became an unexpected trigger for an elevated voice, edgy tone, and angry face from me. We were all tense, frustrated, and on each other’s nerves by that point. What had happened? Our emotional soda cans had been shaken up all day. The requirements of the day depleted our resources, and that last diaper strike popped my top.


So when I gave my children permission to watch a cartoon and I took a few minutes to scroll through my social media, the emotional temperature in the room quickly dropped several degrees. We all calmed down and were better able to manage the rest of the evening without lashing out and sniping at each other. This screen break worked as a stop-gap measure for the simmering frustration and fatigue. Screen distraction can be a quick superficial fix, as other forms of distraction or resolution may require more parental energy and patience than is accessible on an empty tank. Distraction should be a temporary solution that can hold us until deeper resolution can take place.


Many folks report feeling better when engaging with digital media. After a stressful situation, it has become a habit for me to scroll through Facebook for a few minutes for a much-needed mental break. It feels soothing to me. How do you cope when your frustrations are mounting?


We each must determine the level at which digital distraction is helpful, when it reaches a point of diminishing returns, and when it becomes detrimental. This differs from one individual to the next.


Distraction can be an effective temporary fix for frustration from time to time. But what if this becomes our family’s habitual response to stress and uncomfortable emotions? The kids are misbehaving: turn on the screen. My spouse and I are in conflict: turn on the screen. I’m overwhelmed by our bills and debt: turn on the screen. I’m anxious and feel socially inept and awkward: turn on the screen. If that’s what I did, I would be teaching my children that the best method to address emotional disturbance is by turning on the screen. When we do that, a temporarily beneficial source of relief becomes the only method of coping, and the real problems go untreated.


Parents whose infants and toddlers are fussy and difficult to soothe tend to allow more media time.1 When overwhelmed, many parents also turn to their own screens for relief from their children’s emotional and behavioral problems. When families are chronically soothed with screen time, a vicious cycle begins to play out.2 The children are temporarily pacified but then have greater difficulty regulating their emotions and behavior over time.3 Children also tend to act out more as their parents become increasingly digitally disengaged. This increase in the misbehavior is in part a bid for their parents’ attention.


The digital fix has neurochemical effects. Children who use three or more hours of entertainment media daily have unhealthy levels of the stress hormone cortisol.4 Adolescents with higher levels of cell phone use, media exposure, and large numbers of friends on social networking sites also have higher levels of cortisol.5
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