
1. Limit Early        
Screen Habits
Avoid using your own phone as 
entertainment: Handing your phone or 
iPad to a young child can create habits of 
expecting constant screen access. 

Offer real-world alternatives: Encourage 
play, reading, drawing, or outdoor time 
instead.

Model balance: Let your child see you 
putting your phone down and engaging 
in other activities.

3. Explore Alternatives 
Before a Smartphone
Start with a basic phone: Choose a ‘brick’ 
phone so your child can contact you 
without apps, games, or social media. 

Try shared devices: Let them use a family 
tablet or computer in shared spaces, so 
you can guide them while they learn. 

Set time limits: Keep tech in balance 
— phone-free meals, outdoor play, and 
offline hobbies matter just as much as 
connection with friends.

5. Adopt the Right 
Mindset: The Phone is a 
Tool, Not a Toy
Don’t give the phone as a gift: Avoid 
presenting the first phone as a birthday 
or Christmas present. This can make a 
child feel they own it.   

Keep ownership with the parent: Frame 
it as a family tool the child can use 
responsibly - like borrowing the family 
car or cooking in the oven.

Reinforce shared responsibility:  The 
child uses it, but parents oversee safety, 
maintenance, and rules.

2. Delay the First 
Smartphone if Possible
Does your child really need a phone yet? 
The longer you wait, the more time your 
child’s brain has to develop naturally.

Consider maturity: The frontal cortex 
– the part of the brain responsible for 
decision-making and impulse control - is 
not fully formed until adulthood. Is your 
child ready to make adult decisions?

Talk openly: Explain to your child that 
waiting helps them build healthy habits 
and confidence before taking on online 
responsibilities. Remind them that you 
are the decision maker in your home and 
it doesn’t matter if other parents make 
different decisions.

4. Prepare Together   
Before Buying

Research together: Look at different 
phone types and discuss what’s 
appropriate for their age and needs.

Agree on purpose: Is it for safety, school 
work or socialising? Knowing the ‘why’ 
helps set clear boundaries.

Create a family media plan: Write down 
agreed screen times, bedtime rules, and 
how to handle social media or gaming. 
Ensure the plan is in place before any 
phone shopping occurs.



6. Set Up the First 
Phone Safely
Use parental controls: Consider built in 
protections like HarmBlock or Safer 
SIM and turn on built-in safety tools 
like Apple Family Sharing or Google 
Family Link. Remember no filtering 
software is as safe as not owning a phone.

Adjust privacy settings: Make accounts 
private, disable location sharing, and 
review app permissions. This task needs 
to be repeated after any app updates.

Turn off automatic downloads: This 
prevents unwanted apps or content.

Install safety apps: Consider filters or 
monitoring tools that suit your family.

8. Model Good      
Digital Habits
Lead by example: Children notice how 
adults use phones. Keep your own use 
balanced and respectful. 

Be phone-free together: Create tech-free 
zones or times — like family dinners or 
walks. 

Praise responsible use: Acknowledge when 
your child makes good digital choices.

10. Keep the               
Conversation Going
Keep checking in: Even once your child 
is a young adult and using their phone 
independently, keep talking to them 
about what they are seeing online. 
Are they in an echo chamber about a 
certain issue? Do they understand how 
important it is to also hear alternative 
viewpoints? Are they tempted to 
repeat talking points they don’t fully 
understand, because they are bombarded 
online by that view?

Demystify the magic: Ensure your 
child understands how online content 
algorithms work - more of the same and 
ever more extreme. Algorithms never 
promote balance. Let them feel annoyed 
they are being manipulated!

Encourage critical thinking: Do they 
understand these concepts: propaganda, 
deepfake, voice cloning, authentication, 
AI detection, disinformation, 
misinformation, malinformation, media 
hacking, credibility, sock puppets, 
sponsored content, echo chamber, 
information cascade, contested ideology?

Don’t stop sharing: : Smartphone safety 
is an ongoing dialogue. Staying involved, 
curious, and supportive helps your child 
navigate the digital world confidently 
and safely.

7. Create Ground    
Rules Together 
Be clear and consistent: Talk through 
expectations before they start using the 
phone.

Consider including these basics: 

•	 Phones stay out of bedrooms at night. 

•	 No sharing personal information or 
photos without permission. 

•	 Always ask before downloading new 
apps.

•	 Treat others online as you would face-
to-face.

Keep communication open: Let your child 
know they can come to you if they see 
or receive something that makes them 
uncomfortable, and reassure them that 
you won’t be shocked or cross, even if 
they’ve made a mistake.

9. Check In and     
Adjust Regularly
Review settings often: Privacy tools and 
apps change — check them every few 
months. 

Talk about experiences: Ask what they 
enjoy online and what worries them.

Adapt as they grow:  Loosen rules 
gradually as your child shows 
responsibility and maturity.


