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Chil dren are in creas ingly hooked to their mo bile phones and the on line world – and par ents
are wor ried.

The rise in so cial me dia us age, in par tic u lar, has be come one of the big gest headaches of par -
ents, who fear their chil dren could be come screen ad dicts or, worse, fall prey to on line preda -
tors.
Yet, sim ply ban ning the use of de vices is not the an swer in an in creas ingly dig i tal world.
Screen time dur ing the Covid-19 pan demic soared due to on line learn ing and video-con fer -
enc ing.
As so ciate Pro fes sor Jiow Hee Jhee, a Me dia Lit er acy Coun cil mem ber who is from the Sin ga -
pore In sti tute of Tech nol ogy, says be ing dig i tally savvy should not be viewed nega tively.
“Our chil dren and teenagers are the �rst gen er a tion of dig i tal na tives who are ac cus tomed to
be ing sur rounded by tech nol ogy,” he says.
“They de pend on this tech nol ogy to stay in touch with their friends, con sume dig i tal con tent
and ex press their per son al i ties and opin ions. In many cases, they can even teach their par ents

As on line us age among kids in creases, par ents have to strike a bal ance be -
tween set ting lim its on screen time and not be ing over-con trol ling
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how to use cer tain plat forms or de vices.”
Google’s user ed u ca tion and out reach man ager Lu cian Teo points out that in its lat est sur vey,
more than three in four par ents re ported that their child had some school ing on line in the last
year, re sult ing in the ma jor ity of them hav ing to re lax house rules to In ter net ac cess.
But re cent sur veys have also high lighted the risks of on line spa ces, from cy ber bul ly ing to un -
wanted so lic i ta tions to ha rass ment.
Eight in 10 par ents in a re cent poll com mis sioned by The Straits Times ear lier this month said
they were con cerned about their chil dren’s use of so cial me dia.
Nearly half of those with se condary school chil dren feared that set ting lim its on so cial me dia
use would a� ect their re la tion ship or that they would be over-con trol ling their teenagers.
Mr Mike Wong, 46, who has a daugh ter in Se condary 1, says: “It’s like her phone is at tached
to her all the time ex cept when she’s sleep ing. As she gets older, it is more di�  cult to con trol
what she does. We have to rea son and ne go ti ate with her.
“I no tice a lot of her friends and cousins al most be hav ing like junkies, al ways con cerned
about their phone’s bat tery life and des per ately l ook ing for power banks to charge their de -
vices.”
Mr Wong, a man ager in the chem i cal in dus try, and his wife set a daily time limit of six hours
for their daugh ter’s de vice us age. He adds: “In this dig i tal era, we can’t re move de vices com -
pletely.”
His daugh ter got a scare last year when an older male stu dent mes saged her and a few other
girls on In sta gram, ask ing to ex change re veal ing pic tures of them selves.
“She ig nored the mes sages and blocked him, but found out that one of her friends was per -
suaded by the guy to send some pho tos,” says Mr Wong.
“This in ci dent was a learn ing point for her, so she knows the dan gers of the In ter net and
doesn’t get too car ried away.”
It’s like her phone is at tached to her all the time ex cept when she’s sleep ing. As she gets
older, it is more di�  cult to con trol what she does. We have to rea son and ne go ti ate with her.
’’
MR MIKE WONG, a man ager in the chem i cal in dus try, who has a daugh ter in Se condary 1, on
her us age of dig i tal de vices
Screen time among chil dren and youth dur ing the Covid-19 pan demic has soared, due to on -
line learn ing and video-con fer enc ing. But par ents can not sim ply ban the use of de vices in an
in creas ingly dig i tal world, so they have to man age the lim its on their chil dren’s on line us age.
1. UN DER STAND YOUR CHILD
Ms Carol Loi, founder of Vil lage Con sul tancy, which pro vides dig i tal-lit er acy ed u ca tion, says
teenagers go through changes such as pu berty, new class mates and teach ers, in creased
work load or co-cur ric u lar ac tiv i ties.
“All these de mands can cause stress in them and, when not man aged well, lead to un healthy
use of me dia and tech nol ogy as they seek ways to re lieve stress.”
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Show an in ter est in your child’s on line ac tiv i ties in stead of be ing dis mis sive or pass ing judg -
ment.
Google’s user ed u ca tion and out reach man ager Lu cian Teo says: “It goes a long way if par ents
show in ter est in the apps that their chil dren use and per haps ask them for a tour.
“En gage in con ver sa tion with chil dren about the videos they watch on line, the cre ators they
fol low and the peo ple they en gage with on so cial me dia.”
Mr Chong Ee Jay, a cy ber-well ness ex pert at Fo cus on the Fam ily Sin ga pore, says: “Try to un -
der stand the cul ture of plat forms like In sta gram and what videos or posts are trend ing. Ask
your child for his or her views.
“There’s no strict yes or no when it comes to fol low ing your chil dren’s ac counts – it de pends
on your re la tion ship with them. But if you do, do it re spect fully and ask them for per mis sion.”
One way, says As so ciate Pro fes sor Jiow Hee Jhee, a Me dia Lit er acy Coun cil mem ber who is
from the Sin ga pore In sti tute of Tech nol ogy, is for fam i lies to spend time to gether on line,
whether it is fol low ing an on line work out or tak ing up a TikTok dance chal lenge.
“This is a great op por tu nity for par ents to not only mon i tor what their chil dren are see ing
on line, but to also ac tively en gage with them and strengthen re la tion ships,” he says.
2. SET BOUND ARIES EARLY
Par ents should hold back on giv ing chil dren de vices as far as pos si ble, so they have a longer
run way to grow in ma tu rity.
Ms Loi says: “Hold ing our chil dren close – in the tsunami of in ap pro pri ate me dia con tent
eas ily avail able in many di� er ent forms, while help ing them to de velop con � dence and in de -
pen dence – re quires a tran si tional pe riod.
“With hold ing so cial me dia till the chil dren are 12 and then sud denly giv ing them full re spon -
si bil ity at 13 is not help ful to them.”
Set fam ily rules early – when chil dren get their �rst de vice or so cial me dia ac count, say ex -
perts.
Use parental-con trol soft ware like Fam ily Link or Qus to dio to mon i tor their us age, in clud ing
how much screen time they get and what con tent they can ac cess, es pe cially for younger chil -
dren.
YouTube Kids has fea tures to limit screen time and an op tion to switch o� the search func -
tion. The re stricted mode on the main YouTube app, for view ers 13 years and older, can also be
switched on to screen out ma ture con tent.
Rules can also be set for where chil dren can go on line, says Mr Teo.
For ex am ple, par ents can stip u late that on line con tent is watched only on the tele vi sion in a
com mon area at home.
3. BUILD TRUST
Hav ing open con ver sa tions with chil dren from a young age is also key to build ing strong re la -
tion ships, say ex perts, and parenting styles must adapt to the teenage years.
Prof Jiow ad vises par ents to com mu ni cate openly with chil dren the ex pec ta tions they have of
their dig i tal-de vice us age.
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Those with older chil dren and teenagers could dis cuss their sched ules, he says, and both sides
can come to a mu tual agree ment and work to gether to ad here to it.
Mr Teo adds: “Giv ing them space to make those de ci sions to man age their own screen time
and dig i tal be hav iour is cru cial even as we con tinue to pro vide a guid ing hand in their jour ney
to wards adult hood.”
For ex am ple, ad just parental-con trol lim its over time, he sug gests.
“I have known some very enterprising par ents to have di� er ent lev els of fam ily In ter net use
‘con tracts’ that pro gres sively pro vide the chil dren more in de pen dence as they prove them -
selves re spon si ble in keep ing the rules,” he adds.
Have reg u lar con ver sa tions dur ing meal times or out ings rather than long lec tures about top -
ics such as val ues and sex u al ity, says Ms Loi.
Ex perts also rec om mend o� ine ac tiv i ties that fam i lies can do to gether de pend ing on their
in ter ests – from sports and cy cling to bak ing and board games – so chil dren have al ter na -
tives for leisure.




