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The risks and rewards of being an
adolescent in the digital age
Should we rethink our ever-growing concerns that smart
phones are terrible for teens?

By Madeleine J. George (http://www.apa.org/search.aspx?query=&fq=ContributorFilt:%22George, Madeleine
J.%22&sort=ContentDateSort desc) and Candice L. Odgers (http://www.apa.org/search.aspx?
query=&fq=ContributorFilt:%22Odgers, Candice L.%22&sort=ContentDateSort desc)

Adolescents are avid users of mobile devices. Close to 80 percent of adolescents
in the United States now own a mobile phone and they are using them to send, on
average, 60 text messages per day (Lenhart, 2012). As mobile devices become
ever-present in the adolescents’ lives, parents, educators and policy-makers are
asking about the potential downsides of this type of connectivity. Concerns over
how young people are spending their time are not new. Adults have long worried
about how exposure to various forms of past media, such as the radio, television,

video games and even comic books influence children. What is novel about recent concerns are:

It may be that adolescents’ high usage of new technologies, combined with their rapid cognitive,
physical and social development, makes them more vulnerable to ill effects of technology (over)
usage. Alternatively, the plasticity that characterizes this period may allow adolescents to optimize
their potential within the digital world. Research is just beginning to emerge regarding how mobile
technologies are influencing adolescents’ still developing brains, bodies and relationships. A few

1. Media consumption is at an all-time high — adolescents spend an estimated 7.5 hours per day
consuming media.

2. Mobile devices now provide almost constant connectivity to peers, social networks and
(increasingly) the media.

3. Much of what occurs online is public, or has the potential to be, raising concerns about privacy
and the lasting effects of information shared online on adolescents’ lives. 
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key — and some surprising — findings in this area are described below. 

E-relationships: The Good and the Bad 
As adults observe adolescents spending time ‘alone together’ (Turkle, 2011) — physically together
but each interacting with their mobile device — the concern is that young people are missing out on
opportunities to develop key social and relationship skills. Experimental research has shown that
simply placing a mobile phone on the table beside a pair of strangers decreases their closeness
and the amount of personal information they disclose (Przbylski & Weinstein, 2012). If the mere
presence of a mobile phone can influence the quality of conversations among adults, how are the
relationships of young people who are born into the digital world affected?

Interestingly, most research has not supported the idea the time adolescents spend on their mobile
devices is preventing them from developing or maintaining close relationships. While time spent
online does displace time spent with friends and family, for most adolescents frequent virtual
communication has been shown to strengthen the quality of existing relationships (e.g.,Davis, 2012).
In addition, network analyses of adolescents’ online communications illustrate substantial overlap
between online and offline peers (Bryant, Sanders-Jackson, & Smallwood, 2006), and fine-grained
analyses of the content of their exchanges have shown that most online communication involves
positive (or neutral) interactions between friends (Underwood, Ehrenreich, More, Solis, & Brinkley,
2014). Mobile devices also allow children and adolescents separated from close friends and family
to stay more closely connected, including, for example, with deployed military parents or non-
custodial parents.

Admittedly, mobile technologies have not had universally positive effects on young people’s social
relationships. That is, most adolescents have been involved in or witnessed online victimization and
bullying; this is important as involvement in cyberbullying is associated with a wide range of
negative outcomes (Kowalski, Giumetti, Schroeder, & Lattanner, 2014). While most research shows
that there is substantial overlap between adolescents who are bullies/victims online and offline,
mobile platforms can also exacerbate offline risks. For example, perpetrators can remain
anonymous and victimization may occur at any time of day or night. 

To summarize, there is significant overlap between online versus offline relationships and
communications among young people. For most adolescents, mobile devices have become a tool
for engaging in routine exchanges with friends and strengthening existing relationships. However,
mobile technologies have also introduced new tools for bullying — although not necessarily new
bullies or victims. 

Digital Natives: Tired, but Still Themselves in the
Digital World
Approximately 4 out of 5 adolescent mobile phone owners report sleeping with their phones in or



near their bed (Lenhart, 2012). The majority of adolescents text message after they go to bed and
many report keeping their phones under their pillows in order to avoid missing important messages
at night (Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). The use of mobile phones during the night
increases the odds of being ‘very tired’ by two to four-fold the following day (Van den Bulck, 2007)
and there is some emerging evidence that the light emitted from the screens of devices themselves
could interfere sleep, although future research on exactly how mobile devices may influence
adolescents’ sleep time and quality is needed.  

While mobile devices may be creating an additional distraction at night, they are also providing new
contexts for adolescents to access information, explore sensitive topics and develop their identity.
Adolescents use mobile technologies to get information for schoolwork, understand changes in
their health and sexuality, and learn about the news and current events (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, &
Zickuhr, 2010). Adolescents do not typically go online to ‘be someone else’, and instead tend to
experiment on online platforms to improve their social skills and strengthen their offline identity
(Valkenburg, Schouten, & Peter, 2005). Online spaces may be especially valuable for some
adolescents, such as shy adolescents using online tools to practice social skills (Bardi & Brady, 2010)
or for those wanting information on mental health problems they may be experiencing (Burns,
Durkin, & Nicholas, 2009). Thus, while mobile platforms may be keeping adolescents up at night,
they are also providing easily access to important information and a context for healthy identity
exploration and skill development.  

Do Mobile Devices Offer New Opportunities to
Connect with Adolescents?
Social scientists are struggling to keep pace with adolescents’ rapidly evolving online behaviors.
Creative approaches that go beyond the traditional reliance on self-report data are sorely needed
to understand adolescents’ online lives, and these studies are beginning to emerge. For example,
Underwood and colleagues (2014) have studied the social networks, content and meaning of online
exchanges among adolescents by samplings thousands of text messages in an ongoing longitudinal
study. Others are using ecological momentary assessment studies administered via mobile phones
for individualized assessments, unobtrusive monitoring of location, physiology and motion, and the
collection of a wealth phone-based data (for a review see: George, Russell & Odgers, in press). In
addition, mobile devices may help to connect with typically hard to reach populations, such as low-
income and ethnic minority adolescents who are adopting mobile technologies at an
unprecedented rate (Lenhart, Ling, et al., 2010).  

Many adults have expressed concerns over the high usage of mobile devices among adolescents
and the potential risks posed by the online world. However, adolescents’ online versus offline lives
and risks tend to look very similar. While some new risks have emerged in the area of cyberbullying
and sleep, for the most part, adolescents are using mobile devices as tools to strengthen their
existing relationships, skills and identities. Mobile devices do not appear to be a problem for
adolescents, but instead are a potential tool for better understanding and supporting their positive
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development.   
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