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01 Introduction

When US (and internationally known) women’s basketball player, Caitlin Clark was asked,
“If you could be alive in any other time, when would you choose?” Rather than saying she
wanted to see what ancient history might have to offer, or be present to Renaissance
treasures, or travel to some fantastic future, no, instead she said, “I would like to live before
smart phones were invented.”

[ find this 24-year-old’s longing for a time without smart phones, sobering. And
informative.

“Before smart phones were invented.”

Some of us can remember, but none of us can go back.

New technologies bring added burdens, especially for the young who are thrown head-first
into using them while concerned parents rightly worry. And at the same time, kids without
a basis for comparison of what life was like without social media or smart phones, use these
tools as a matter of course for staying connected with peers and expressing their creativity.
Technology gives them so many more opportunities that previous generations didn’t have.

And, for sure, overuse of screens, smart phones, and social media can play havoc with
growing developmental needs, especially without adult modeling and direct, intentional
guidance. Yet, as our findings show, when these two critical components are in place, kids
grow to be more mindful and pro-active about their tech use.

The results of the Parent and Teen Surveys discussed in this white paper punctuate what
we know from over four decades of research. While tech boundaries are absolutely
necessary, how they are developed, enforced and sustained by the parents, along with how
the teens perceive parental intent, become crucial factors in determining teens’ relationship
with technology. Across the data, communication style, parental modeling, perceptions of
trust, and collaborative boundary-setting appeared to influence how teens experienced and
used technology. These findings indicate that positive outcomes may depend on factors
more nuanced than screen time alone. It seems that with an emphasis on “how,” along with




a thoughtful relational approach, parents can more effectively help teens navigate the
choppy waters of adolescent tech use.

As you read the report, I invite you to keep three things in mind:

e Most of the Teens and Parents were Not Related.
We gave the survey randomly to both teens and parents. There were only a few parents
we surveyed whose teens also took the survey. Representing an age spectrum from 11-
year-olds just receiving personal devices to 18-year-olds entering young adulthood, we
can observe some aspects of the evolution of digital maturity and parental adaptation
over time.

e Correlation is not Causation.
Although we find evidence of correlation between parental practices and teen attitudes
and decisions, we cannot, and we are not saying, there is direct causation. There are
always a number of variables involved to bring about a certain result. Many of those
variables involved are unknown and were not part of the questioning. For instance, we
see relationships between frequency of relaxed conversations and whether (and to
whom) a teen would report concerns, but we cannot conclude a cause-effect
relationship. Teens that report having more conversations with their parents about
online content might have other differences that influence whether or not (and to
whom) they report concerns. We can say that we see the relationship but we can’t say
that we have shown any cause-effect relationship. Such are the limitations of this type of
research.

e We Can Notice Patterns.
We do see patterns of how teens respond based on their interactions with parents. If
parents are not explaining reasons for screen limits, for instance, most teens feel
restricted in some way. And we do see patterns of how parents respond based on their
parenting styles, attitudes, their own screen use, and how they relate to their teens. In
addition, we can observe the responses of all the questions we analyzed and make some
general conclusions based on the answers. Observing patterns helps us make inferences
and consider future trajectories based on current attitudes and decisions. What is
striking is that the conclusions inferred here align with over forty years of research
showing the critical role parental guidance has to instill healthy screen time habits and
wise use of all forms of technology.

[ want to give a huge “Thank You” to my colleague, PCI coach and instructor, Christina Gika
who contributed much time, expertise, and effort to the project. It could not have been done
without her.

- Gloria DeGaetano, Founder/CEO | Bellingham, WA




02 Key Findings at a Glace

Parental communication predicts teen openness.

Teens and parents often perceive screen use differently.

Strict controls may reduce trust.

Parent modeling matters.

Early guidance supports healthier habits.

Older teens show greater reflection on screen use.

Parental Connection appears to support teen self-regulation more

effectively than control.




03 Executive Summary

Overview

As we navigate an era of unprecedented connectivity, the digital .
divide between parents and teens has become more than a

household inconvenience; it is a critical frontier for behavioral . .
health. In fact, the challenge of modern parenting is increasingly

defined by a universal friction point: the screen. Whether in the

tech-centric households of the United States, the traditionally

family-oriented environments of the Middle East, or the

academically rigorous landscapes of India and Greece, parents

are grappling with the same fundamental question: how to

balance digital safety with teen autonomy. Screen use is no

longer a peripheral activity; it is the infrastructure of modern

social development, requiring a nuanced behavioral approach
rather than simple restriction.

Connection leads to internal control.

This report analyzes data from an international sample—including Greece, the USA, India,
Mexico, the Netherlands, and Middle Eastern nations such as Egypt, Bahrain, and Jordan—to
illuminate the generation gap in digital perception. It can serve as a strategic roadmap for
fostering wise use of technology, moving beyond the reductive tallying of screen time
toward a nuanced understanding of parental decisions and teens’ responses.

Our objective is to move the dialogue from “how much time” to “how much connection,”
identifying important factors that either build or break trust regarding digital issues.
Responses show that most effective digital mediation strategies are those that pivot from a
policing mindset toward a collaborative or partnership model. Teens in control of their
technology is a goal not achieved through the mere reduction of minutes, but through the
cultivation of understanding parents’ intent, while growing adolescent autonomy.

Basically, our research indicates that the most effective digital safeguards are not technical,
but relational. By bridging the perception gap between parent anxieties and teen realities,
households can transition from a state of surveillance to one of collaborative digital
competence, bringing parents and teens more in alignment while increasing mutual
understanding about technology issues.




Significant Insights

Parent-Teen Communication

Teens with more frequent relaxed conversations about
screen content are more likely to report concerns to
their parents first. There was a direct positive

correlation between relaxed, non-judgmental ((
communication and teen transparency. Teen openness,

on the other hand, is consistently throttled by a fear of ))
sanctions.

Increased relaxed conversations increase the probability teens would tell their parents
first about issues or any concerns rather than going to a peer or another adult.

Teens who talk more with parents are less likely to bottle up concerns or avoid
reporting online problems.

Proactive, relaxed communication is the only reliable predictor of teen openness.
Adolescents who engage in regular dialogue regarding content are significantly more
likely to utilize their parents as an “early warning system” for digital risks.

No significant differences were found when gender was included as a variable.

Perception Gaps

Many parents believe their teens would confide in

them about online bullying, but fewer teens report /
they would actually do so.

There is a stark disparity between parent fears—
centered on social isolation and loss of control—and
teen self-assessments, which often reflect high levels
of self-awareness and a desire for trust from their

parents.

Parents tend to perceive their teens as needing more control over screen time, with
60% indicating this.

Teens generally see their habits as healthier or about the same compared to peers, with
only a small percentage viewing themselves as less healthy.

Teens and parents often evaluate screen habits through different lenses, with teens
tending to rate their habits more positively than their parents.

The data indicates a mismatch: parents believe teens need more regulation, but teens do
not see themselves as less healthy.

Overall, there is a perception gap where parents overestimate teens’ openness about
online concerns.




In the USA and Greece, many teens report already having healthy habits or a deep sense
of “disappointment in themselves” when they use screens for more than two hours.
However, parents in these same regions often report “high importance” on controlling
screen use. This mismatch suggests parents are frequently solving a problem that the
teen is already attempting to manage internally, leading to unnecessary friction. While
parents in Greece and Egypt express deep-seated fears of social isolation and conflict,
teens are often more concerned with finding a balance that allows for “useful” activity
like music or academic focus.

A profound disconnect exists between parental fears of addiction and teen self-
assessments. While parents worry about social isolation, many teens view their usage as
healthy or essential for connection and identity with their peers. Most teens view their
screen habits as healthier or similar to peers, contrasting with parental concerns. The
perception gap may influence teens’ motivation to reduce usage.

Parenting Styles: Control vs. Conversational Guidance O

The data suggests a negative correlation between automated
enforcement and the development of internal regulation. For
example, in India, a 14-year-old female described technical controls
like Family Link as “irritating,” explicitly stating there “should be
some trust.” Conversely, parents in Bahrain and Greece who favor
“reasonable conversations” over technical locks report higher levels
of teen openness.

Control is not regulation.

Control is not regulation. External limits stop the behavior, but they do not build the
“muscle” of self-regulation. Digital competence in teens is developed through guided
conversations and trying to understand teen’s viewpoints, supporting developmentally
appropriate autonomy.

Data from Greek parents suggests that those who “adjust the rule after a discussion” see
higher levels of teen self-monitoring. By engaging with teen arguments, and being
willing to adjust based on evidence of teen growing toward mature tech use, parents
foster an environment where the adolescent learns to identify the difference between
being productive with technology and watching something mindlessly for an hour or
two.




Technical enforcement tools like “Family Link” or hard cut-offs are often labeled by
teens as “irritating.” While parental control tools ensure short-term compliance, they
create a “Control Fallacy” where the teen is managed by the app rather than learning to
manage themselves.

Excessive external control prevents the development of the teen’s internal “off switch.”
If the parent is always the regulator, the teen never develops the discernment required
for the unfiltered environments of early adulthood. Parental willingness to explore
strategies to support mature tech use is a more effective long-term regulator than
technical restriction.

Strict technical enforcement (e.g., automated shut-offs) frequently triggers frustration
and stealth use, whereas parental conversational guidance encourages the development
of an internal locus of control.

The Role of Parental Modeling: The Invisible Curriculum

Parents who spend more than four hours daily on

leisure screens report more difficulties enforcing screen

boundaries for their teens. Difficulties are characterized

by arguments, giving in, or adjusting rules, but

responses vary. The data suggests a correlation

between parental leisure screen time and challenges in

boundary enforcement, though causality is not

established.

A significant percentage of parents across Greece, the US, and India report spending 2-4
hours or even 5+ hours of leisure time on screens. Parents admit their own usage
interferes with family time, household chores, and even “essential communication with
a partner.” Parents in Mexico and Egypt specifically noted that their own device use
interferes with sleep and family time.

Parental screen habits serve as the primary behavioral blueprint. Teens mirror the
“always-on” behavior of parents, particularly when devices encroach on sleep and
family rituals.

When parents exhibit mindless scrolling or use phones during family meals, it validates
the same behavior in their teens, making restrictive rules appear hypocritical rather
than protective.




The Maturity Curve and Hindsight

Digital maturity evolves with age. Older teens frequently Q
express regret over early smartphone access (ages 7-9), e
citing the difficulty of unlearning compulsive scrolling Q @

habits later in adolescence.
Older teens possess a “hindsight perspective” that leads ® @
them to wish for more guidance or a later start with

technology, whereas younger teens remain focused on the

immediate social necessity and perceived autonomy provided by the device. A 17-year-
old female in Greece who received a phone at age 7-9 now reports a distressing “need
to check the phone every 2 minutes.” This stands in sharp contrast to a 14-year-old in
Mexico who received a phone after age 13 and characterized the timing as “about right,”
suggesting that delayed access prevents the deep-seated “scrolling pathways” that older
teens eventually struggle to unlearn.

Older teens (16-18) demonstrate significantly higher internal motivation for change,
frequently characterizing their usage as “neutral” or “negative” and seeking productivity
with other real-world activities, such as music. Younger teens (11-13) are more likely to
report they are “fine” or “chillin,” showing less self-reflection about the impact of smart
phones on their attention or desires.

Teen Self-Awareness and the Drive for Change

Adolescents are not passive consumers; many are actively
seeking to recalibrate their digital lives:

Academic Focus: For example, a 15-year-old in Mexico and

several Greek teens expressed a desire to stay focused on

schoolwork without the distraction of “mindless scrolling.”

Emotional Well-Being: U.S. teens reported deleting TikTok

not due to rules, but because it was “not good for my

attention span” or made them feel ignored by friends.

Social Realignment: There is a recurring desire to spend

time outside, with friends in person, or focusing on useful hobbies like music, especially
with older teens.
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Mandates for the Modern Household

Safety is Emotional, Not Technical: Security is found in the lack of fear. If a teen fears

a device ban, they will hide digital struggles (like bullying) rather than seeking help.

Guidance Supports Internal Regulation: External limits stop the behavior, but they
do not build the “muscle” of self-regulation. Competence is developed through guided

autonomy, not automated shut-offs.

Modeling What is Important: Teens imitate parental behaviors. They follow daily
habits before they follow rules. Visible Self-Regulation helps. When parents narrate the
choice to put phones away, they show the teen how you use your own “internal off-

switch.”

The Maturity Curve: Parenting that evolves from a “Manager” role at age 11 to a
“Consultant” role by age 16, supports developmentally appropriate autonomy and helps
the teen learn self-regulation. Continued management of an older teen’s screen time

often stunts their digital maturity.

The Cost of Early Access: Early exposure (pre-age 10) often necessitates a difficult
period of “digital detox” in later teen years as the brain attempts to break early-formed

scrolling habits.

Safety is emotional, not technical.

11




Practical Implications: A Framework for Best Practices

Strategic digital parenting requires shifting from a focus on control and compliance to a
focus on communication and competence.

Strategic Action Items

Prioritize Trust-Building Scripts: Shift from interrogation to interest. Instead of “How
long have you been on that?” try: “I noticed you've been enjoying [App/Game] lately.
What'’s something interesting you've learned or seen there today?”

Prioritize Relational Connection: Move from enforcing minutes to understanding
intent. Understanding why a teen is on a platform is more valuable than knowing for
how long.

The Preparation Protocol: Adopt the philosophy: Best to Prepare. There is a high
correlation between parents who discussed healthy habits before the device was
acquired with teens now demonstrating healthier habits than their peers. Proactive
guidance from parents helps teens use technology in meaningful ways and sets the
foundation for developmentally appropriate autonomy.

Reflective Modeling: Conduct a self-audit. If a parent is spending 5+ hours on a
smartphone, technical limits on the teen will likely be met with resistance. Consider
collaborating on coming up with family tech rules. For instance, if the rule is “no phones
at dinner,” it must apply to the parent’s email as much as the teen’s TikTok.

Shift from Restrictions to Intentions: Ask the teen to set their own goals. If they want
to spend “2 hours maximum,” with tech, also help them identify what creative, enjoyable
real-world activities they want to reclaim.

Collaborative Boundaries: Replace hard compliance with a guidance model. Be open
and listen to teen’s reasons for screen time or smart phone use. Be willing to adjust
rules based on a teen’s arguments if evidence exists that teen is learning self-regulation
and mature self-monitoring skills to enable long-term responsibility.

12



Conclusion: Connection Leads to Internal Control

The ultimate goal of digital wellness is not to win a battle over minutes and hours, but to
raise individuals who are self-aware and responsible. The overarching synthesis of this
global survey is clear: the most powerful regulator in a teen'’s digital life is not a software
app, but a healthy parent-teen relationship. This finding mirrors, and affirms, one of PCI’s
basic principles we help parents keep in mind: “Relationships are primary.”

Internalized regulation is critical for meaningful and balanced use of all forms of technology.
By shifting toward a model of empathetic guidance and relational authenticity, parents
empower their teens to manage themselves. When families prioritize connection over
control, technology stops being a source of friction and starts being a tool for growth. In the
end, the parent-teen bond remains the only truly un-hackable digital safety feature.

13




04 Questions Analyzed

Parent-Teen Communication vs. Teen Openness

e Do teens who report having regular relaxed conversations with their parents about
screen use feel more comfortable going to them if they face issues (bullying, overuse)?

e Are there mismatches between teen and parent perceptions of openness (e.g., teen
wouldn't talk to parent, but parent thinks they would)?

Perception Gap: Self vs Parent

e Isthere a difference between how healthy teens think their screentime is vs. how
healthy their parents think it is?

e Are parents under- or overestimating teen self-regulation?

e Do parents who use screens for leisure 4+ hours per day report more difficulties
enforcing screen boundaries?

e Do teens perceive their screen habits as healthier than their parents’, and does that
impact their willingness to reduce usage?

Parent Rule Enforcement vs. Teen Behavior

e Do stricter enforcement strategies from parents correlate with teens feeling more
negatively about screentime?

e Are parents with firm screen boundaries more likely to say their teens come to them
about bullying or issues?

e Do teens from families with more conversational rule enforcement report a more
positive relationship with screen use?

e Are parents who regret the age they gave the phone more likely to report problems in
screen use?

Ease of Going Without Tech vs. Parent Practices

e Are teens who can easily go without devices more likely to have had early conversations
about healthy tech use?

Parental Fears vs. Teen Actual Use

e Are parents who fear social isolation or negative effects more likely to have teens who
report trying to reduce screentime?

Parental Screen Use vs. Teen Perception

e [s parental screen time related to teens perceiving their parents' habits as
better/worse?

Parents’ Perception and Involvement

e Isfrequent parent-teen conversation associated with greater teen self-monitoring?

14




Does parents’ perception of how much their teen self-regulates align with how teens
rate themselves compared to peers?

Age & Maturity Patterns

How does age affect teenagers’ self-awareness, decision-making, and emotional
responsibility regarding screen use?

Early Smartphone Access & Reflection

Do teens who received smartphones at younger ages express more difficulty later with
screen habits, emotional regulation, or desire for change?

Are older teens more likely to reflect differently on the age they received their first
smartphone?

Do older teens express greater regret about receiving a smartphone too early, do they
have more awareness of the impact of early phone access, a stronger desire for healthier
boundaries, or different perspectives on screen habits compared to younger teens?

15




05 Teen Survey Questions and Choices

=W hoe

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

How old are you? (Open-ended response)
What is your gender? (Choices: Male, Female, Other)
What country do you live in? (Open-ended response)

If you have a smartphone, how old were you when you got it? (Choices: before age 6,
between the ages of 7-9, between the ages of 10-13, after age 13, n/a — still don’t have
a smartphone)

How do you feel about when you got a smartphone? (Choices: too young for it, about the
right age for it, overdue for it)

Compared to your friends/peers in school, did you get a smartphone: (Choices: before
most of them did, around the same time most of them did, after most of them did)

Do you wish your parents would understand your online choices more than they do
now? (Choices: Yes, No)

How often do you spend online/with screens in a typical day? (Choices: Less than an
hour, 1-2 hours, 2-4 hours, 3-5 hours, More than 5 hours)

Is there anything you would like your parents to know but you are afraid to tell them?
(Choices: Yes, No)

What type of screen technology do you use the most? (Choices: Smartphone,
Laptop/PC/Tablet, Gaming Console, TV/streaming, Other)

Does your screen use get in the way of things like sleep, spending time with friends and
family or going outside? (Choices: Yes, No, Somewhat)

If you connect with your friends on social media, where do you connect? (Choices:
Instagram, Snapchat, Discord, TikTok, WhatsApp, Other, n/a — [ don’t use social media
to connect with friends)

Do your parents have rules for you regarding screen time? (Choices: Yes, No)

If your parents have screen rules, do you agree with them? (Choices: Yes, No, Somewhat,
n/a — [ don’t have screen rules)

Did your parents talk with you about healthy habits before you got a smartphone?
(Choices: Yes, No,n/a — 1 don't have a smartphone)

Do you have relaxed conversations with your parents around screen content that you
enjoy and learn from? (Choices: Regularly, Sometimes, Rarely, Never)

If you faced issues (bullying, struggling to use it less), who would you first go to talk
with about it? (Choices: parent, friend, teacher, I wouldn'’t talk with anyone about it)

In comparison to your friends/peers, would you say your screentime habits are:
(Choices: healthier, about the same, less healthy)

16




19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

In comparison to your parents, would you say your screentime habits are: (Choices:
healthier, about the same, less healthy)

How easy would it be for you to go without your smartphone for 24 hours? (Choices:
Very easy, Somewhat easy, challenging but I could do it, impossible or nearly
impossible, n/a)

How easy would it be to go without social media for 24 hours? (Choices: Very easy,
Somewhat easy, challenging but I could do it, impossible or nearly impossible, n/a — I
am not on social media)

How easy would it be to go without a PC or gaming console for 24 hours? (Choices: Very
easy, Somewhat easy, challenging but I could do it, impossible or nearly impossible, n/a
— I'don’t have a pc or gaming console)

How would you characterize the overall effect your screentime usage has on your daily
life? (Choices: positive or mostly positive, neutral, negative or mostly negative)

[s there anything you’d like to or are actively trying to change about your habits? (Open-
ended response)

17




06 Parent Survey Questions and Choices

A

10.

11.

12.
13.

14

15.

16.

What country do you live in? (Open-ended response)

What is your gender? (Choices: Male, Female)

What is the age of your teen? (Open-ended response)

Did your teen take the PCI Teen Survey? (Choices: Yes, No, | don't know)

How often do you spend leisure time on screens/smartphones outside of work?
(Choices: Less than an hour, 1-2 hours, 2-4 hours, 3-5 hours, More than 5 hours)

What type of screen technology do you use the most for leisure? (Choices: Smartphone,
Laptop/PC or tablet, TV/Streaming, Gaming Console)

Does your screen time get in the way of any of these activities? (Multi-select: Sleep,
Spending time with family, Spending time with friends, Doing household chores, Doing
things you enjoy, Taking care of myself, Reading/studying, No)

How would you characterize the overall effect your screen time has on your life?
(Choices: Positive, Neutral, Negative)

Do you wish you could have healthier screen time habits? (Choices: Yes, No)

How important is it for you to talk with your teen regularly about screen use? (Choices:
Very important, Somewhat important, Not really important)

Do you wish your teen spent... (Multi-select: Less time with social media, Less time
playing video games, Less time on TV/YouTube, Less time texting, More time with
school work, More time reading, More physical activity, More time with friends outside,
More time with you, Happy with current balance)

Do you have rules in place for your teen regarding screen time? (Choices: Yes, No)

If you have rules, does your teen abide by them? (Choices: Always, Sometimes, Not
really, n/a)

. Where do you get information to support your parenting priorities? (Multi-select: Books

by experts, Social media communities, Parent coaches, Parent online summits/TedX,
Your pediatrician, Talking with friends who are parents, Your own intuition/gut
feelings, PCI, my own education)

What happens when your teen crosses a boundary/breaks a rule? (Multi-select:
Reasonable conversation and reinforce original boundary, Adjust the boundary after
conversation, Teen argues and you give in, Teen argues and you stay firm, Provide a
logical consequence)

How often do you spend time talking with your teen and listening to their concerns?
(Choices: On a daily basis, Once or twice a week, When the opportunity arises, Not that
often)

18




17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

At what age did you get your child a smartphone? (Choices: before age 6, between ages
6-8, between ages 9-12, between ages 13-15, n/a — no smartphone)

If you had to do it over again, would you keep the same age? (Choices: Yes, No, n/a)

If your teen was being bullied on social media, would s/he come to you? (Choices: Yes |
think so, I dont think so, I dont know)

In comparison to peers, do you think your teen: (Choices: Self-monitors and handles
well, Knows his/her limits and makes adjustments, Needs you to control screen time
some/most of the time)

What is your greatest fear around your teen’s screen use? (Multi-select: Fear of limited
social interaction with family, Fear of limited social interaction with friends, Fear of
conflict when setting boundaries, Fear of not attending to teen needs because you are
too tired/busy, Fear of not knowing the right amount, Fear of teen being socially
isolated)

What criteria do you use to set screen time limits? (Multi-select: Teen’s developmental
stage, Your own knowledge, Your gut instincts, Teen’s reasons, Teen’s feelings)

What are the best parenting practices for helping teens navigate online dangers? (Multi-
select: Regular parent-teen conversations, staying open-minded, Firm age-appropriate
boundaries, Watching/discussing documentaries, Reading/discussing
books/articles/research, Organizing activities for personal socialization, Regular family
time outdoors, Encouraging digital literacy skills)

[s there anything else you do to help your teen understand limits and potential dangers?
(Open-ended response)

19




07 Summary of Survey Participants by

Country

Greece 71 83 154
United States 59 8 67
Egypt 19 17 36
Netherlands 19 4 23
Mexico 3 4 7
Jordan 3 3 6
India 1 4 5
Cyprus 1 2 3
Bahrain 1 1 2
United Arab

Emirates 1 1 2
Kuwait 0 2 2
Germany 0 1 1
Ireland 0 1 1
Switzerland 0 1 1
South Africa 0 1 1
Total 178 133 311
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