Children who have smartphones by age 12 are at increased
risk of health problems, new study finds
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Having a smartphone may be harmful for children younger than 12, according to a new study.

The study published Monday in the peer-reviewed journal Pediatrics found that owning a
smartphone during early adolescence is associated with increased risks of mental health issues
and obesity. As far as psychological impacts, it pinpointed higher incidences of depression and
insufficient sleep among children who owned smartphones by ages 12 or younger, compared with
others kids without the devices.

Researchers at Children's Hospital Philadelphia, the University of California at Berkeley, and
Columbia University arrived at those conclusions after analyzing data from more than 10,000
adolescents around the United States who participated in the Adolescent Brain Cognitive
Development Study (ABCD) between 2018 and 2020. That study, funded by the National Institutes
of Health, describes itself as "the largest long-term study of brain development and child health" in
the country.

According to researchers, 63.6% of the ABCD study's participants owned a smartphone, and the
median age they received them was at 11 years old. Using that data, the researchers determined
that younger children had greater risks than older participants of poor sleep or obesity linked to
smartphone ownership, with increasingly worse health outcomes reported for kids the younger
they were when they received their first smartphone.
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"We didn't even look at what the kids did on the phone," Ran Barzilay, the lead author of the study
and a child psychiatrist with the Youth Suicide Prevention, Intervention and Research Center at
the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told CBS News. "We basically asked one simple question:
does the mere factor of having one's own smartphone at this age range have anything to do with
health outcomes?"

The Pediatrics study also compared children who had obtained a smartphone by age 12 and
children who had not, and found that one year later, those without smartphones were experiencing
better mental health than those who had them.

"We did account for the fact that the kids may have had other technological devices like tablets or
iPads, and it did not change the results," Barzilay said in an interview on CBS News' "The Daily
Report."

In a separate statement, Barzilay said his study's findings suggest that parents should see
smartphones as having "a significant factor in teen health" and approach the decision to give
children a phone with care and consideration. He noted that smartphones "can play a constructive
role" in teens' lives by strengthening their social connections and helping them learn, adding that
some families see smartphones as necessary for their children's safety.

Going forward, Barzilay said the researchers behind the study hope to investigate which aspects
of smartphone use and ownership are connected with negative health effects for young people.
Researchers intend to study younger children, who acquired smartphones before age 10, in an
effort to understand who is most vulnerable to the detrimental impacts of smartphone use who and
who could most benefit from it. Ultimately, Barzilay said the goal is to identify ways to protect
children and adolescents who own smartphones from the consequences outlined in their findings.

In recent years, a growing number of experts have sounded the alarm about increased screen
time and the effect it has on kids and teens. In a 2023 advisory on social media use and mental
health, former U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek Murthy recommended creating "tech-free
zones" and encouraging kids to "foster in-person friendships." Meanwhile, several states have
taken steps to ban cellphones in schools.

According to Pew Research Center, 95% of teens between the ages of 13 and 17 owned a
smartphone in 2024. More than half of parents with children between the ages of 11 and 12 who
were surveyed by the research center at that time said their kids also owned smartphones. The
same survey found that nearly 30% of parents with children between 8 and 10 years old said their
kids owned smartphones, as did 12% of parents with children between 5 and 7 years old, and 8%
of parents with children younger than 5.
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