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For a professional assessment of your specific immigration case, consider a Personal 
Evaluation Report (PER) with Manoj Palwe at dreamvisas.com. 

  

PERSONAL EVALUATION REPORT (PER) — PROFESSIONAL CASE 

ASSESSMENT 

If you are planning to work abroad and would like a professional evaluation of your 

specific eligibility, pathway options, and risk factors, consider a Personal Evaluation 

Report (PER) with Manoj Palwe. 

Manoj is a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant (RCIC R422575), CAPIC 

Fellow (R11592), and MIA examination qualified — with 25+ years of frontline 

practice across Canada, Australia, Germany, UAE, and the Gulf states. 

The PER includes: eligibility assessment for your target country, recommended 

pathways ranked by suitability, specific risk identification for your situation, and a 

clear step-by-step action plan. 

Multi-country scope: Canada (primary), Australia, Germany, UAE, Gulf states, UK, 

Ireland. 

For more information connect at manoj@dreamvisas.com 

Note: A PER inquiry does not establish a consultant-client relationship. Formal 

engagement requires a signed retainer agreement. 
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form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — 

without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in critical reviews or 

articles. 
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Disclaimer 

This book is educational only. It does not constitute medical, psychological, psychiatric, or 

immigration advice, does not create a clinician–patient or consultant–client relationship, and 

does not guarantee any outcome. Childhood mental health, developmental, and behavioural 

concerns require evaluation by qualified professionals. Laws, school policies, app features, and 

platform age-restrictions change frequently; verify with official sources before acting. Purchasing 

this book does not establish a professional relationship between author and reader. For advice 

on your specific child or family situation, consult a qualified paediatrician, child psychologist, or 

licensed mental health professional. Where immigration topics are mentioned, consult an RCIC 

licensed by the CICC or a qualified immigration lawyer. 

  

Trademark Notice 

All trademarks, product names, app names, and service marks mentioned in this book — 

including but not limited to Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Snapchat, WhatsApp, Facebook, 

Roblox, Free Fire, BGMI, Minecraft, Apple, Google, Android, iOS — are the property of their 

respective owners. Mention is for descriptive and educational purposes only and does not imply 

endorsement, affiliation, or sponsorship. 

  

Crisis Note 

If your child is in immediate danger of self-harm or harm to others, contact iCall Helpline at 

9152987821, Vandrevala Foundation Helpline at 1860-2662-345, or the nearest hospital 

emergency department immediately. In a life-threatening emergency, call 112. 
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For every parent reading this at 11 p.m. 

after another fight about the phone — 

you have not failed. The deck was stacked. 

This book is the unstacking. 
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Foreword: A Father, Two Daughters, and the Phone That 

Almost Stole a Family 

I am not a child psychiatrist. I am not a neuroscientist. I am not a screen-time researcher. I am a 

father of two daughters and a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant who has spent the 

last twenty-five years helping families — more than ten thousand of them — move countries, 

careers, and sometimes entire futures. In that work I have sat across a desk from thousands of 

parents. I have watched what happens when a thirteen-year-old refuses to come down for the 

family interview because the Instagram reel is not finished. I have watched a sixteen-year-old 

fail an IELTS test she was capable of passing because she had not slept properly in nine 

months. I have watched a father weep, quietly, because his son will not look him in the eye 

anymore. The phone is in the room every time. 

My daughters Mrugakshee and Maitrayiee grew up in the years before the smartphone became 

the centre of childhood. They are adults now, building their own careers in Halifax and Montréal. 

They are lucky. The children I see today — the ones whose parents come to me to discuss their 

education, their migration, their future — are not lucky in the same way. Something has 

changed. Every parent I meet senses it. Few can name it. Almost none know what to do about 

it. 

This book is what I wish someone had handed me twenty years ago, when phones were still 

phones. It is what I wish I could hand every parent I meet today, when phones are no longer 

phones at all — they are slot machines, social courts, attention auctions, and identity factories, 

all running on a six-inch glass rectangle that the most successful companies in human history 

have spent two trillion dollars perfecting. 

I wrote this book because the science is now overwhelming, the policy world has finally caught 

up, and Indian parents — who carry a particular kind of guilt, a particular kind of pressure, and a 

particular kind of love — deserve a plan in their own context. Not an American plan. Not a 

Scandinavian plan. A plan that understands school WhatsApp groups, joint family dinners, 

tuition culture, board exam pressure, and the fact that your mother-in-law thinks the phone is 

keeping the child quiet and what is the harm in that. 

There is harm. The research published in JAMA in mid-2025 — the strongest study yet on this 

question — followed more than four thousand American children from age nine or ten through to 

age fourteen. By fourteen, about a third had developed what the researchers called "addictive 

trajectories" of social media use. About a quarter had developed them for mobile phones 

themselves. More than four in ten had developed them for video games. Those children were 

significantly more likely than their peers to report suicidal thoughts and suicidal behaviour. That 

is not a headline. That is a peer-reviewed finding in the most-cited general medical journal in the 
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world. India's own Economic Survey 2025–26, released in January 2026, formally placed digital 

addiction among Indian youth alongside air pollution and lifestyle diseases as an emerging 

public health crisis. Fifteen percent of Indian adolescents now show moderate to severe 

technology addiction symptoms. Average daily screen time for children aged twelve to eighteen 

has doubled in five years to over six hours. 

Six hours. Of every twenty-four. Most of them spent watching strangers, comparing themselves 

to filters, and being algorithmically nudged toward whichever emotion keeps them swiping 

longest. 

If you are reading this, you already know something is wrong. You bought a book about mobile 

addiction in children. No one buys this book because they are pleased with how the phone is 

working out. You are here because you are scared, or angry, or exhausted, or all three. You 

may have tried taking the phone away and lived through three days of screaming. You may 

have tried setting limits and been worn down by negotiation. You may have tried not to think 

about it and woken up at 2 a.m. to find the light on under the bedroom door. 

You are not a bad parent. You are not weak. You are not behind. You are one of hundreds of 

millions of parents worldwide who were handed a problem no generation of parents has ever 

faced, with no instruction manual, against an opponent with infinite money and a PhD in your 

child's reward system. 

This book is the instruction manual. It is not gentle. It is not punitive. It is honest, it is specific, 

and it is built on the assumption that you can do hard things for the children you love. 

Let us begin. 

  

— Manoj Palwe 
Ajax, Ontario and Pune, India 

February 2026 
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Introduction: The 11 p.m. Fight Every Indian Parent Knows 

It is eleven o'clock at night. Your child should have been asleep an hour and a half ago. The 

school bag is half-packed on the dining table. Tomorrow's homework is not done. You walked 

past the bedroom door three minutes ago and saw the familiar blue glow leaking out from under 

it. You knocked. You heard the rustle of a phone being shoved under a pillow. You opened the 

door. "I was just finishing one thing." That sentence is now the most common sentence spoken 

in Indian middle-class bedrooms after 10 p.m. 

Maybe tonight you let it go. You are tired. There is a deposition tomorrow, or a school PTA 

meeting, or your own work deadline. You say "five more minutes" and you walk away. Maybe 

tonight you do not let it go. You say give me the phone. The voice goes up. The door slams. 

Your child cries, or shouts, or says the sentence that lands like a small knife: "You don't 

understand anything." 

Maybe you cry, quietly, in the kitchen. Maybe your partner says you are being too strict. Maybe 

your mother says when you were small you also watched too much TV and you turned out fine. 

Maybe you scroll your own phone for twenty minutes to calm down and you do not see the 

irony. 

Every parent reading this knows this scene. It is the same in a flat in Andheri, a bungalow in 

Koregaon Park, a row house in Salt Lake, a builder floor in Gurgaon, a village home in Sangli 

where the child has a hand-me-down Android. The wallpaper changes. The fight does not. 

What this book will not do 

This book will not tell you to throw the phone out the window. It will not tell you that screens are 

inherently evil. It will not tell you that your child is broken or that you are a failure. It will not 

lecture you about screen time in the abstract. It will not give you a rigid "two hours a day" rule 

that collapses the moment you go to a wedding. 

What this book will do 

It will explain, in plain language, exactly how a phone goes from being a tool your child uses to 

being a master your child obeys. It will help you tell the difference between a habit and an 

addiction. It will give you a thirty-day recovery plan that you can actually execute in an Indian 

household with a school timetable, a tuition schedule, a working mother, a working father, 

possibly a grandparent in the next room, and a school WhatsApp group that will judge you for 

every decision. 

It will give you age-specific rules. A nine-year-old does not need the same plan as a sixteen-

year-old. A child preparing for board exams does not need the same plan as a child in early 
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primary. A child with a diagnosed anxiety disorder does not need the same plan as a child who 

is bored and bingeing reels. 

It will tell you what to say when your child says "all my friends have it." It will tell you what to say 

when your spouse undermines you. It will tell you what to say when the teacher insists the class 

WhatsApp group is essential. It will tell you what to do when you discover hidden accounts, 

deleted history, or worse. 

It will tell you, gently, when the problem is bigger than this book — when you need a 

paediatrician, a child psychologist, or a crisis helpline. It will give you the numbers. 

How to read this book 

You can read it cover to cover. You can also skip to Chapter 7 (the audit) if you want to know 

first whether your child has a problem at all, then return to the earlier chapters once you have a 

yes or a no. You can skip to Chapter 9 (the 30-day plan) if you have already decided action is 

required. The book is designed so each chapter can stand alone, but the order makes sense if 

you have the time. 

Read with a pen. There are questions, checklists, and scripts you will want to mark. Some of the 

conversations described are scripted because in the heat of the moment you will not invent the 

right sentence — you will need to have practised it. Practise it. 

Most of all, read with the assumption that your child is reachable. They are. Even the angriest 

fifteen-year-old, even the most withdrawn nine-year-old, even the teenager who has not made 

eye contact with you in six months — they are reachable. The neural pathways are plastic. The 

habit can be broken. The relationship can be repaired. There are millions of parents around the 

world doing it right now. You are going to be one of them. 
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Chapter 1: From a Toy to a Tether — How the Phone Became 

Your Child's Best Friend 

Twenty years ago a phone was a thing on a wall. Fifteen years ago it was a thing in your pocket 

that made calls and sent SMS. Ten years ago it became a thing that played YouTube and ran 

WhatsApp. Five years ago it became the thing your child looked at first thing in the morning and 

last thing at night. Today, for many Indian children, it is the thing they turn to before they turn to 

a parent. Before they turn to a friend. Before they turn to a meal. 

This did not happen by accident. It happened by design. To understand how to undo it, you 

have to understand how it was done. 

The five doors the phone walked through 

The smartphone did not arrive in your child's life on one day. It arrived through five doors, one 

after another, over the course of a decade. Most parents opened all five without quite realising 

it. 

Door 1: The peaceful meal (ages 1–3) 

Your toddler will not eat. You are tired. The grandmother says give the phone, he will eat. You 

give the phone. He eats. The next meal he refuses food unless the phone is there. By age 

three, the phone has been classically conditioned into being the price of dinner. He has learned, 

before he can read, that food and a screen are a package. 

Door 2: The educational app (ages 3–5) 

Pre-school begins. The school recommends an app for English phonics, or numbers, or rhymes. 

You install it. Twenty minutes of "educational" content a day becomes forty becomes an hour. 

The child learns the alphabet, yes, but he also learns the dopamine hit of a level-up animation. 

He learns that the screen rewards him in ways that paper books do not. Paper books become 

boring. 

Door 3: The online class (ages 5–10) 

COVID-19 made this universal. Schools went online. A device became compulsory. Even after 

schools reopened, the device stayed. Homework was uploaded online. Worksheets were on 

PDFs. The phone or tablet was no longer something the child wanted — it was something the 

school required. You could not take it away without taking schooling away. 

Door 4: The WhatsApp group (ages 8–12) 

Class teachers started using WhatsApp groups. Then the kids started having their own class 

chat. Then the cousins group. Then the building friends group. By age ten or eleven, your child 
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is in five or six WhatsApp groups, all pinging, all expecting replies. To be the child who does not 

reply is to be left out. To leave a group is to be talked about by those who stay. Social belonging 

now requires a phone in hand. This is not optional in the way television was optional. 

Door 5: The social media account (ages 11+) 

Officially, Instagram and TikTok require users to be thirteen. In practice, in India, the average 

age at which a child gets a social media account is eleven, sometimes nine. The age verification 

is a checkbox. The child clicks it. The account is created. From this moment on, your child is a 

customer of one of the most sophisticated psychological systems ever built. He is no longer 

your customer. He is theirs. 

The Indian context: three things that make this worse here 

The phone-based childhood is a global phenomenon. But India has three particular features that 

intensify it. 

One: the cheap data. 

In most countries, mobile data is metered and expensive. In India, since 2016, one gigabyte of 

data costs less than a samosa. A child can stream YouTube for ten hours and the bill barely 

moves. There is no in-built brake on consumption. Unlimited plans are normal. Wi-Fi at home is 

normal. There is no "the data is over, stop watching" moment that exists in many Western 

homes. 

Two: the multi-generational household. 

In a joint family, four adults may be parenting one child. The mother says no phone. The father 

says it is fine. The grandmother says he is bored, give him the phone. The grandfather is 

himself on YouTube. The child learns very fast which adult will hand over the phone and 

migrates to that adult. There is no unified parental front. The phone wins by working the seams. 

Three: the academic pressure cooker. 

Indian middle-class childhood is dominated by academic pressure that begins in pre-school and 

ends, in some sense, never. The phone offers a child the only escape they have. It is the only 

thing that does not ask them to perform. The parent who takes the phone away is not just taking 

entertainment. They are taking the child's sole sanctuary from a relentless system. This is why 

phone removal triggers responses out of proportion to the device. You are not taking the device. 

You are taking the one room in the child's mental house where no one is asking him to score 

better. 

 

 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 16 of 167 

So what is mobile addiction, exactly? 

There is no single agreed clinical definition. The World Health Organization recognises "gaming 

disorder" in the ICD-11. "Smartphone addiction" as such is not yet a formal diagnosis. But the 

cluster of behaviours has been studied intensively, and a working consensus has emerged. A 

child has crossed from heavy use into addictive use when most of the following are present: 

• Loss of control — repeated attempts to cut down have failed. 

• Salience — the phone is the first thought on waking and the last before sleep. 

• Mood modification — the phone is used to regulate mood (boredom, sadness, anger, 

anxiety). 

• Tolerance — the same amount of use no longer produces the same satisfaction. 

• Withdrawal — irritability, anger, low mood, or anxiety when the phone is unavailable. 

• Conflict — phone use is causing fights with family or interfering with school, sleep, or 

friendships. 

• Relapse — periods of reduced use are quickly followed by a return to old patterns. 

Three or more of these, present for three months or more, and you are looking at addictive use, 

not heavy use. The distinction matters because the response is different. Heavy use responds 

to limit-setting. Addictive use requires structured withdrawal, environmental redesign, and 

sometimes professional support. 

The numbers in 2026 

The picture in early 2026 is sharper than it has ever been. India's Economic Survey 2025–26, 

released in January 2026, formally identified digital addiction as a public health concern and 

reported that roughly fifteen percent of Indian adolescents now meet thresholds for moderate to 

severe technology addiction. Average daily screen time for children aged twelve to eighteen in 

India has approximately doubled in five years, now exceeding six hours on a typical day. 

Globally, the JAMA study published in July 2025 — Xiao and colleagues at Weill Cornell 

Medicine, following more than four thousand US children for four years from age nine or ten — 

found that by age fourteen, around one third had developed an addictive trajectory of social 

media use, about one quarter for mobile phones, and more than forty percent for video games. 

Children on these trajectories were two to three times more likely to report suicidal thoughts and 

behaviours than children on lower-use trajectories. 

A rural Indian study at Pune medical college found that 83.2 percent of secondary school 

children showed excessive screen time, with mobile phones the device of choice for 98.9 

percent of users. A separate Brazilian study of more than 1,600 high school adolescents in late 
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2025 found 54.9 percent met the threshold for smartphone addiction on a validated scale. 

These numbers are no longer outliers. They are the new baseline. 

What this chapter has given you 

You now know that the phone-based childhood was constructed, door by door, with your 

consent at every stage, but without your understanding of what each door cost. You know what 

the Indian context adds. You know the clinical signs that distinguish heavy use from addiction. 

You know roughly where your child sits on the global map. 

What you do not yet know is why the phone is so much more powerful than your willpower or 

your child's. That is Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: The Hook — Why Apps Are Built to Defeat Your 

Child's Willpower 

There is a building in San Francisco where some of the most expensive engineers in the world 

spend their days asking one question: how do we make the user open the app one more time 

today? They do not call themselves manipulators. They call themselves designers of 

"engagement." The output of their work is in your child's pocket right now. To imagine that a 

thirteen-year-old, with a still-forming prefrontal cortex, can out-think them with willpower is to 

misunderstand the contest. The contest is rigged from the design stage. 

This chapter is not a conspiracy theory. Everything described here has been openly published 

by the companies themselves in patent filings, design conference talks, and engineering blog 

posts. It is open knowledge. The only people who do not know it are the parents whose children 

are being engaged by it. 

The variable reward — the slot machine inside every feed 

In 1953, a psychologist named B. F. Skinner discovered that animals would press a lever more 

compulsively if the reward was random than if it was predictable. A pigeon that got a food pellet 

every time it pressed a lever pressed the lever a normal amount. A pigeon that got a pellet 

sometimes — but never knew when — pressed the lever obsessively, often to the point of 

refusing food, water, and rest. Skinner called this "variable ratio reinforcement." It is the 

strongest behavioural conditioning schedule known to science. 

Every social media feed is a Skinner box. When your child opens Instagram or TikTok, she does 

not know what will be on the screen. Sometimes it is a friend. Sometimes a meme that makes 

her laugh. Sometimes a stranger doing something fascinating. Sometimes nothing interesting at 

all. The not-knowing is the point. The brain releases dopamine in anticipation of the reward, not 

at the moment of the reward. The act of scrolling itself is the dopamine event. 

This is why your child can scroll for forty minutes and tell you, honestly, that she does not even 

remember what she saw. She was not watching the videos. She was getting the dopamine. 

The infinite scroll — engineered to remove every natural stopping point 

In 2006, a designer named Aza Raskin invented the infinite scroll. Before his invention, web 

pages had bottoms. You reached the bottom. You stopped. You did something else. After his 

invention, the page generates new content as you scroll, forever. Raskin has since publicly 

apologised for the invention, saying it cost humanity billions of hours. 
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Every reel app, every social feed, every shopping app now uses infinite scroll. The natural "I'm 

done" signal — reaching the end of a page — has been deleted from the user's experience. The 

only way to stop is to make a conscious decision to stop against a system designed to make 

stopping difficult. Adults struggle with this. A nine-year-old has no chance. 

The auto-play — engineered to remove the decision to continue 

When YouTube finishes a video, it auto-plays the next one. When Netflix finishes an episode, it 

auto-plays the next one. When TikTok finishes a clip, it immediately shows another. The user is 

never asked "do you want to watch more?" The default is more. The user must intervene to 

stop. This is called the "path of least resistance" design pattern. Stopping is friction. The friction 

is by design. 

The algorithm — your child is being individually studied 

Your child's For You Page on TikTok, or Reels feed on Instagram, or Recommended feed on 

YouTube, is not the same as anyone else's. The algorithm is watching what she lingers on, 

what she scrolls past, what she rewinds, what she shares. It is building a model of her — what 

makes her feel envious, what makes her feel small, what makes her angry, what makes her 

laugh. It is then serving her more of whatever keeps her engaged. The algorithm does not have 

ethics. It does not know she is twelve. It does not know she is on a diet, or struggling with self-

image, or sad about her parents arguing. It only knows what keeps her watching. 

If she lingers on thin-body content, she will see more thin-body content. If she lingers on self-

harm content, she will see more self-harm content. If she lingers on extremist content, she will 

see more extremist content. There is now extensive documentation, including from former 

Facebook employee Frances Haugen's 2021 disclosures and the subsequent state attorneys 

general lawsuits, that internal research at these companies showed they knew this and that, in 

some cases, the resulting harm to teen girls was understood internally and not disclosed 

externally. 

The push notification — your child is on a pager 

Every notification is a small claim on your child's attention. The phone buzzes. The brain wants 

to know what happened. Each interruption costs about twenty-three minutes of recovery time to 

return to full focus, according to research from the University of California, Irvine. A child who 

gets a notification every four minutes during homework is, in cognitive terms, never doing 

homework. She is doing twenty-three-minute recovery loops between buzzes. 

Notifications were originally designed for urgent communication. They have been repurposed for 

engagement. The buzz that announces a friend's WhatsApp message is the same buzz that 
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announces a brand's promotional reel. The brain cannot tell the difference until the eyes are on 

the screen, by which point the app has won. 

The streak — your child has been given a job 

Snapchat introduced streaks: a fire icon next to a friend's name with a number, showing how 

many consecutive days you have exchanged a message with that friend. Break the streak, and 

the number resets to zero. The streak is gone forever. Children, particularly girls aged eleven to 

fifteen, become custodians of dozens of streaks at once. Some send a single "S" or a black 

photo to maintain a streak. They have not communicated. They have not connected. They have 

done a small job for Snap Inc., for free, every day, to keep an artificial number alive. The fear of 

losing the streak is real. Many children report waking up at midnight to maintain streaks. This is 

not communication. This is unpaid labour, performed under emotional duress, by children. 

The like — your child has been put on the stage 

When your child posts a photo or a reel, the response is quantified in real time. Twenty-three 

people liked it. Two commented. The numbers are public. The child can watch them rise — or 

fail to rise — in real time. This was not how friendship worked before 2010. A photograph used 

to be shown to one friend. The response was a smile. Now, a photograph is shown to fifty 

strangers. The response is a number. The number can be compared to last week's photo. To 

the friend's photo. To the influencer's photo. 

This is not normal childhood. This is being a small celebrity with a small audience and constant 

performance metrics, at an age when the developmental task is to form a stable self. The self is 

forming with one eye on the scoreboard. For girls especially, this has measurable 

consequences in self-esteem, body image, and mood — documented in Meta's own internal 

Instagram research that was leaked in 2021. 

The gacha and the loot box — your child is being taught to gamble 

Many mobile games now use "gacha" mechanics. The player spends in-game currency — or 

real money — for a randomised reward. The player does not know in advance what character, 

weapon, or skin she will get. The mechanic is, in psychological structure, identical to a slot 

machine. Several countries, including Belgium and the Netherlands, have classified loot boxes 

as gambling. In India, regulation is still developing. Children as young as eight are routinely 

playing games with gacha mechanics. They are being trained — neurologically — to enjoy 

gambling, before they are old enough to understand what gambling is. 

The phantom vibration — your child's body is now wired to the device 
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Many heavy phone users report feeling a vibration in their pocket when no vibration occurred. 

This is called phantom vibration syndrome. It indicates that the nervous system has begun to 

misfire in anticipation of the device. Research at Indiana University-Purdue has documented it in 

roughly nine out of ten medical students, with similar rates appearing in adolescent populations. 

Your child's body, by the time she is fifteen, has been physically rewired around the device. Her 

hand reaches for it before her brain has decided to reach. This is not metaphor. It is motor 

automaticity, conditioned by tens of thousands of repetitions. 

Why willpower will not work alone 

Now you understand the contest. The phone in your child's hand is the product of two trillion 

dollars of market capitalisation, twenty years of behavioural research, and a continuous 

feedback loop optimising for engagement. The child has had no behavioural training, no 

understanding of dopamine, no awareness of the mechanisms, and a prefrontal cortex that will 

not finish developing until age twenty-five. 

Telling your child to "have more willpower" is like telling a child to out-swim a riptide. The riptide 

does not care about willpower. The only solutions are to get out of the water, swim parallel until 

the current weakens, or have someone pull you out. We will do all three in Part III. 

In Chapter 3, we look inside your child's brain to see exactly what the riptide is doing to it. 
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Chapter 3: This Is Your Child's Brain on Endless Scroll — 

The Science Made Simple 

You do not need a neuroscience degree to parent well. But if you understand four words — 

dopamine, prefrontal cortex, synaptic pruning, and default mode network — you will understand 

more about what is happening to your child than ninety percent of parents. This chapter is the 

four-word tour. Each section is short. Each is built so that by the end you could explain it to your 

spouse, your mother-in-law, or your child. 

Word one: Dopamine 

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter — a chemical signal that brain cells use to talk to each other. 

The common myth is that dopamine is the "pleasure chemical." It is not. Dopamine is the 

"anticipation of reward" chemical. It tells the brain: something good might be about to happen, 

pay attention, repeat the behaviour that led here. 

When your child opens TikTok and a funny clip plays, dopamine fires. When she scrolls past a 

clip and the next one might also be funny, dopamine fires harder, because the brain is now in 

suspense. When the suspense resolves into reward, the system is reinforced. When the 

suspense resolves into mild disappointment but the next clip might be the one, dopamine fires 

again. The cycle never ends. The dopamine system is being trained, hundreds of times per 

session, to expect a small reward every two to seven seconds — which is the average length of 

a reel. 

What does this do over time? The brain calibrates. The everyday rewards of normal life — a 

chapter in a book that builds slowly, a conversation that develops over half an hour, a 

homework problem that takes effort before yielding an answer — no longer produce enough 

dopamine to feel rewarding. They feel flat. The child is not lazy. Her reward system has been 

recalibrated to expect a hit every five seconds. School cannot compete. A book cannot 

compete. A grandmother cannot compete. The phone has set the new baseline of "interesting" 

so high that ordinary life feels boring. 

This is why children with heavy short-form video use describe school as unbearable in a way 

previous generations did not. School has not changed. Their dopamine threshold has. 

Word two: Prefrontal cortex 

The prefrontal cortex sits behind the forehead. It is the brain's chief executive. It does impulse 

control, planning, judgment, and what is technically called "top-down regulation" — the ability of 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 23 of 167 

the rational mind to overrule the emotional mind. It is the part of the brain that says "I would like 

the chocolate, but I will not have it because dinner is in ten minutes." 

Crucially, the prefrontal cortex is the last part of the human brain to mature. It does not reach full 

functional maturity until approximately age twenty-five. In a thirteen-year-old, it is roughly sixty 

percent of the way there. In a nine-year-old, much less. 

Now consider what we have done. We have handed children, whose impulse-control hardware 

is still under construction, a device specifically engineered by adults to defeat impulse control. 

We then blame the children when they cannot put it down. This is not a moral failure on the 

child's part. It is a hardware-software mismatch. 

The implication is parental. Until roughly age sixteen, your child genuinely cannot regulate their 

phone use through willpower alone. You have to be the prefrontal cortex on the outside. Not as 

a punishment. As a developmental scaffold. The same way you are the seat belt until they know 

to wear one themselves. 

Word three: Synaptic pruning 

In adolescence, the brain undergoes a massive reorganisation. Neural connections that are 

used frequently get strengthened and myelinated — wrapped in a fatty insulation that speeds up 

signal transmission. Neural connections that are not used get pruned away. The brain is literally 

rewiring itself based on what the child does most. This process peaks in adolescence and 

substantially completes by the mid-twenties. 

This is normally a wonderful thing. A child who practises the violin builds violin pathways. A child 

who plays cricket builds cricket pathways. A child who reads books builds reading pathways. 

A child who spends six hours a day on short-form video and social media is building those 

pathways. The neural circuitry for sustained attention — the kind required for reading a chapter, 

sitting through a class, completing a long task — is being pruned because it is not being used. 

The circuitry for instant reward seeking, rapid attention switching, and social comparison is 

being built because it is being used. 

Jonathan Haidt, in The Anxious Generation, uses the metaphor of a tree growing around a 

tombstone. The tree does not grow into the space the stone occupies. The tree warps around it. 

The stone is permanent shape. Haidt argued in late 2025 that Gen Z brains are "growing around 

their phones" the way a tree warps around a tombstone. This is not a poetic flourish. It is a 

description, in lay terms, of what synaptic pruning under heavy phone use looks like. 

The good news: pruning continues into the twenties. Pathways can still be rebuilt at any age, 

just more slowly. The bad news: the longer the pattern persists, the more the tree has grown 

around the stone, and the more deliberate the rebuilding has to be. 
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Word four: Default mode network 

When you are doing nothing in particular — staring out of a train window, walking without a 

destination, lying on a bed thinking — a network of brain regions called the default mode 

network becomes active. This is the brain's "daydream mode." It is also the brain's 

autobiography mode, where the self is constructed, where past memories are integrated with 

future plans, where moral reasoning happens, where creative connections are made. Children 

who have time to be bored, time to stare at a ceiling, time to walk to school without an 

earphone, develop a rich default mode network. 

Children who fill every spare second with phone stimulation never enter default mode. The 

network does not develop normally. The self does not get assembled. The result is a child who 

feels intolerable when not stimulated, cannot tolerate boredom, cannot tolerate quiet, cannot 

tolerate their own thoughts. The phone has replaced the activity in which the self is normally 

built. 

Adults who began their phone-based life as adolescents often describe a strange sense of not 

knowing what they like, what they want, who they are. The default mode network was never 

given the silence in which to form the answer. 

What about ADHD? 

Many parents ask whether heavy phone use has caused their child's ADHD, or whether their 

child's ADHD has caused heavy phone use. The honest answer is that both directions exist and 

they reinforce each other. A child with attentional vulnerabilities is more attracted to the 

dopamine drip of short-form video. The dopamine drip, in turn, worsens the attentional 

vulnerability. 

Research published through 2023 to 2025 has shown statistically meaningful associations 

between heavy short-form video use in adolescence and the emergence or worsening of ADHD-

type symptoms. The associations do not prove causation in any single child. But at population 

scale, heavy phone use is correlated with deteriorated executive function, and the relationship 

strengthens with longer use and earlier age of onset. 

If your child has been diagnosed with ADHD, the recovery plan in Part III is more critical, not 

less. Their reward system is more vulnerable. The phone is more dangerous to them. They will 

need stricter scaffolding for longer. This is not a punishment. It is a recognition of how their brain 

works. 

Boys and girls: different harms, different signatures 

The research is now consistent across multiple national datasets: boys and girls suffer different 

forms of harm from heavy phone use. 
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Boys disproportionately suffer through video games, gambling-style mechanics, and online 

pornography. The harms cluster around withdrawal from physical reality, aggression, sleep loss, 

and academic disengagement. The pathway is often through gaming addiction and the 

substitution of virtual achievement for real-world achievement. 

Girls disproportionately suffer through social media, particularly image-based platforms. The 

harms cluster around anxiety, depression, body image disturbance, self-harm, and disordered 

eating. The pathway is often through comparison, social exclusion, and algorithmic amplification 

of negative self-perception. Meta's own internal research, leaked in 2021, showed that thirty-two 

percent of teenage girls who already felt bad about their bodies said Instagram made them feel 

worse. 

Your son and your daughter, if you have one of each, will likely need somewhat different 

interventions. Your son's recovery may centre on physical-world reintroduction — sport, manual 

work, real friendships. Your daughter's recovery may centre on social-world re-grounding — 

friendships that do not run through a screen, identity that is not curated for an audience, time 

without a mirror or a camera in the room. 

What this chapter has given you 

You now have a working vocabulary: dopamine recalibration, prefrontal immaturity, synaptic 

pruning, default mode atrophy. You know roughly how boys and girls suffer differently. You 

know that ADHD complicates the picture but does not change the direction of intervention. You 

have the mental model for everything that follows. 

In Part II, we look at what this is actually doing to your child's body, mind, and future — and how 

to recognise the signs early. 
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Chapter 3B: The Science Deepened — What the Research 

Says, Plainly 

Chapter 3 introduced four words: dopamine, prefrontal cortex, synaptic pruning, default mode 

network. This chapter goes deeper into what the published research actually shows, with 

citations, so you can speak to your paediatrician, your child's school, or a sceptical relative with 

the data behind you. I have kept the technical detail accessible. Where the research is 

contested, I say so. Where it is settled, I say that too. 

The 2025 JAMA Study That Changed the Conversation 

In July 2025, the Journal of the American Medical Association published a paper by Xiao, Meng, 

Brown, Keyes, and Mann from Weill Cornell Medicine and Columbia University. The study 

followed 4,285 American children from age nine or ten through age fourteen, measuring 

patterns of phone, social media, and gaming use across four years, with annual clinical 

assessments. The trajectory analysis identified that by age fourteen, around one in three 

children had developed an addictive pattern of social media use, around one in four for mobile 

phones, and over forty percent for video games. The clinically important finding was the 

correlation with suicidal ideation and behaviour. In the addictive-use trajectory groups, by year 

four, around five percent reported having engaged in suicidal behaviours; around seventeen 

percent reported suicidal ideation. The correlation was significantly stronger for the addictive 

trajectory groups than for high-but-non-addictive use. Use alone was less predictive than the 

addictive pattern of use. 

This is the single most important study on the topic published in the last five years. It is not the 

only one. But it is the one to quote, because it is longitudinal (followed the same children over 

time, not a snapshot), American (the same broad cultural pattern as urban India), and published 

in a top-tier peer-reviewed journal. Citation: Xiao Y, Meng Y, Brown TT, Keyes KM, Mann JJ. 

JAMA. 2025; doi:10.1001/jama.2025.7829. 

The Indian Picture — Economic Survey 2025-26 

In January 2026, the Government of India released the Economic Survey 2025-26. For the first 

time, the survey flagged digital addiction in adolescents as a public health concern. The data 

within: approximately 15 percent of Indian adolescents show moderate to severe technology 

addiction patterns; average daily screen time for children aged 12 to 18 has doubled in the past 

five years to over six hours; the increase is significantly steeper in urban areas, but rural areas 

have begun to follow as smartphone penetration deepens. A school-based study from rural 

Pune (published earlier in 2025) found that 83.2 percent of secondary school children exceeded 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 27 of 167 

recommended screen time guidelines, and 98.9 percent of those used mobile phones as their 

primary device. 

This is your home country, in your time. The Indian context is not a softer version of the 

American picture. The Indian picture is in some ways more concerning because the protective 

factors — joint family supervision, lower phone-per-child ownership in earlier generations, more 

outdoor play — have eroded faster than equivalent protections in Western countries with longer 

histories of digital regulation. 

Dopamine and the Reward System, In Detail 

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that the brain releases when something is rewarding, or, more 

precisely, when something is anticipated to be rewarding. The dopamine system did not evolve 

for phones; it evolved for food, water, and social bonds. The phone, however, has been 

engineered to trigger the dopamine system more reliably and more frequently than almost any 

natural stimulus. The mechanism is variable reward — the same psychological principle that 

makes slot machines effective. The reward is unpredictable. The unpredictability is the point. 

Predictable reward produces a small dopamine response. Unpredictable reward produces a 

much larger one. 

In a developing brain — ages roughly 8 to 18, when the reward system is more sensitive and 

the regulatory system is less developed — repeated exposure to variable-reward design has 

measurable effects. Functional magnetic resonance imaging studies of adolescents with 

problematic internet use show reduced grey matter density in the reward-regulation regions and 

altered connectivity between the reward and the prefrontal regions. The biological pattern 

resembles, though is not identical to, the patterns seen in substance use disorders. 

Neuroscientists are careful here: the resemblance is suggestive, not proof of mechanism 

identity. But the resemblance is real and replicated across studies. 

What this means for you, as a parent: the phone is not a neutral object. The apps your child 

uses are designed by people who understand the dopamine system in detail and who have 

been A/B testing their products against attention and engagement metrics for over a decade. 

The contest between a developing brain and the most sophisticated attention-capture 

engineering in human history is not a fair contest. Your child is not weak for losing it. Your child 

is normal. 

The Prefrontal Cortex and the Eighteen-Year-Old 

The prefrontal cortex is the region of the brain responsible for executive function — planning, 

judgement, impulse control, delayed gratification, weighing long-term against short-term 

consequences. It is the last brain region to fully mature, with substantial development continuing 

well into the early twenties. At age twelve, the prefrontal cortex is roughly two-thirds of the way 
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through its maturation. At age sixteen, around 85 percent. At age twenty-one, approaching full 

function. This is not opinion; it is repeatedly documented in developmental neuroimaging. 

The implication is that adolescent decision-making about long-term consequences is biologically 

different from adult decision-making. When a fourteen-year-old says she will only use Instagram 

for thirty minutes and then ends up using it for two hours, she is not being deceitful. Her brain, in 

that moment, is genuinely unable to consistently weigh the future state (tired tomorrow, missed 

homework, drained mood) against the present state (the next post, the next notification, the next 

moment of social validation). The prefrontal cortex needed for that weighing is not yet fully 

functional. 

This is why limits must come from outside. The child cannot self-regulate in this domain at this 

age, not because of character, but because of the biology of the brain that has not yet finished 

growing. The parent's external limits substitute for the internal limits the child's brain has not yet 

developed. By twenty-one, ideally, the internal limits have grown in. Until then, the external 

scaffolding remains necessary. The scaffolding is not absence of trust; it is biology. 

Synaptic Pruning and Use-It-Or-Lose-It 

In adolescence, the brain undergoes a process called synaptic pruning. The brain, which has 

over-produced neural connections in childhood, now selectively eliminates the connections that 

are not being used and strengthens the ones that are. The principle is use it or lose it. What the 

adolescent practices, the brain consolidates. What the adolescent neglects, the brain prunes. 

If an adolescent spends four hours a day on short-video content and twenty minutes a day 

reading, the brain consolidates the rapid-attention, low-sustained-focus circuits and prunes the 

slow-attention, deep-focus circuits. If the adolescent spends two hours a day in face-to-face 

conversation and four hours in text-based communication, the brain consolidates the text-

decoding, emoji-interpreting circuits and prunes the face-reading, tone-of-voice circuits. The 

adolescent who emerges at twenty has the brain her teenage years built. The materials she fed 

it become the structure she will live in. 

This is not deterministic — adult brains retain plasticity, and skills can be acquired or rebuilt in 

adulthood. But the foundational architecture is laid in adolescence, and rebuilding in adulthood 

is significantly harder than building well in adolescence. The thirteen-year-old who reads an 

hour a day for the next five years has a substantially different brain at eighteen than the thirteen-

year-old who watches short-form video for two hours a day for the same five years. Both can 

adjust later. The earlier path is more efficient. 
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The Default Mode Network and the Hollowed Child 

The default mode network is a set of brain regions that activate when a person is not focused on 

an external task — when daydreaming, reflecting, imagining, or quietly thinking about nothing in 

particular. The default mode network is associated with creativity, self-knowledge, the 

integration of experience into autobiographical memory, and the development of a stable sense 

of self. 

In children and adolescents who fill every minute of unstructured time with phone use, the 

default mode network gets less practice. Brain imaging research has shown reduced activity 

and altered connectivity in the default mode network among adolescents with heavy screen use. 

The behavioural correlate is what experienced teachers, paediatricians, and parents have been 

describing: the child who cannot sit quietly, cannot daydream, cannot tolerate boredom, cannot 

generate imaginative play, cannot answer the question "what are you thinking about" because 

the answer is increasingly that they are not thinking about anything in the way the default mode 

network produces thinking. 

The intervention is boredom. The child who is given empty time — without a phone to fill it — 

initially complains. After a period of complaint, the brain reactivates the default mode network. 

Imagination returns. Self-reflection returns. The capacity to tolerate one's own company returns. 

This is not philosophy; it is brain regulation. The boring afternoon is the brain's gym for the most 

adult human capacities. Boredom is not the enemy. Boredom is the practice ground. 

Sleep and the Adolescent Brain 

Adolescents need eight to ten hours of sleep per night. The neurodevelopmental work that 

happens during sleep — synaptic consolidation, memory integration, emotional regulation, 

growth hormone release — cannot be skipped. The single largest behavioural intervention for 

adolescent mental health is sleep restoration. Studies of sleep extension in adolescents 

repeatedly show improvements in mood, attention, academic performance, and reduced anxiety 

and depressive symptoms within weeks. 

Phones disrupt adolescent sleep through three mechanisms. First, blue light suppresses 

melatonin (the sleep hormone) for one to two hours after exposure, delaying sleep onset. 

Second, the variable-reward design of apps activates the dopamine system, which is 

incompatible with the sleep-onset state. Third, the worry-and-comparison content (social media, 

news, messaging) elevates evening anxiety, which is the most common cause of adolescent 

insomnia. Removing the phone from the bedroom addresses all three mechanisms at once. 

This is why the bedroom rule is the foundation of every recovery plan in this book. 

If a parent does only one thing from this book, it should be this: the phone leaves the bedroom 

at night. Within two weeks, sleep improves. Within four weeks, mood improves. Within twelve 
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weeks, the secondary effects — attention, academic performance, family relationships — 

improve. The bedroom rule is the highest-leverage single intervention available to the parent. 

Everything else is amplification. 

Why Girls and Boys Are Affected Differently 

The harm pattern differs by sex. The differences are not absolute; both sexes can be affected 

by both patterns. But the predominant trajectories are distinguishable in the data. 

Girls are disproportionately affected by image-and-comparison content — Instagram, TikTok, 

Snapchat, photo and short-video apps. The harm pathway is body image distress, social 

comparison anxiety, sleep displacement from late-night scrolling, and in the most affected, 

depressive symptoms and self-harm ideation. Meta's own internal research, leaked in 2021, 

documented that around 32 percent of teenage girls who already had body image issues said 

Instagram made them worse. This is not a small effect. This is one in three of an already-

vulnerable group reporting that the platform actively worsens their condition. 

Boys are disproportionately affected by gaming and pornography. The gaming pathway is time 

displacement (homework, sleep, real-world social investment) and, in severe cases, a clinical 

pattern resembling gaming disorder as defined by the ICD-11. The pornography pathway is 

more uncomfortable to discuss but more important: average age of first pornography exposure 

in Indian boys is now reported below twelve years; the content has become increasingly 

extreme, normalising violence and depersonalisation; the developmental effect on later sexual 

relationships and respectful intimacy is a topic of growing clinical concern. 

These differences mean intervention emphasis must differ. For a daughter, the follow-list audit 

and the photo-and-video app restriction are central. For a son, the gaming time cap and a 

parental conversation about pornography (uncomfortable but essential) are central. Both need 

the foundation of sleep, meals, and shared space. The peak pressure points differ. 

The Anxious Generation, Briefly 

Jonathan Haidt's 2024 book "The Anxious Generation" synthesised much of the research above 

into a single accessible argument. The argument: the rise in adolescent mental illness since 

around 2012, observed across Western countries, correlates with the spread of smartphones 

and social media use among adolescents. The correlation is consistent across multiple national 

datasets and across multiple mental health measures (anxiety, depression, self-harm, suicide 

attempts). The causal mechanism is the displacement of phone-free childhood activities 

(outdoor play, in-person friendship, sleep, reading) by phone-based ones, combined with the 

specific harms of the design of those apps. 
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Haidt's argument has been criticised by some researchers who argue that the correlation is real 

but the causal claim is overstated. The debate continues. What is not in dispute is that 

adolescent mental health metrics worsened substantially in the period the smartphones became 

universal, and that the worsening has been more pronounced for girls. What is also not in 

dispute is that interventions that delay phone access (such as the Smartphone Free Childhood 

movement in the UK, with over 85,000 parents pledging to delay smartphones until age fourteen 

and social media until sixteen) appear to be producing better outcomes for the families that 

implement them. 

The book is worth reading. The summary in the previous two paragraphs is sufficient if you do 

not have time. 

The Counter-Evidence and What Is Still Contested 

I should be honest about what is contested. Several researchers, notably Andrew Przybylski 

and Amy Orben at Oxford, have argued that the effect sizes of screen use on adolescent well-

being, when looked at across large datasets, are small — comparable to the effect of, say, 

eating potatoes, which is also slightly negative. Their argument is that the field has overstated 

the effect through methodological choices that magnify small correlations into large headlines. 

My reading of the dispute: the average effect across all adolescents may indeed be modest, but 

the effect on the heavy-use subgroup — the children showing the addictive trajectory in the 

JAMA study, around a third of the sample — is much larger and clinically significant. The book 

you are reading is not about the average child with moderate use; it is about the child showing 

the addictive pattern, and for that child, the evidence is unambiguous. If your child has zero or 

one yes on the seven-question screen, you can largely ignore the alarm in this book. If your 

child has three or more, the alarm is for you. 

What the Research Does Not Yet Tell Us 

The research does not yet definitively tell us: which specific app designs are most harmful 

versus relatively benign; whether the harm reverses fully with reduced use, or whether some 

effects persist into adulthood; what the very long-term outcomes will be for the first generation 

that grew up on smartphones (the oldest of whom are now in their early twenties); how the rapid 

emergence of AI companions and AI tutors will reshape the pattern. These are the live research 

questions. 

What you do not have to wait for: the evidence on sleep, on attention, on social comparison 

harm in girls, on time displacement in boys, on the addictive trajectory in roughly a third of 

heavy users, and on the protective effect of phone-free childhood activities is sufficient to act. 

The research will continue. Your child is growing now. Act on what is known. 
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Chapter 4: Sleep, Eyes, Posture, Weight — The Body Pays 

First 

Long before a child's grades drop or a teenager becomes withdrawn, the body has been 

keeping score. Children almost never connect the body's distress to the phone. Parents often 

do not connect them either. The complaints get treated separately: drops for the eye, a tonic for 

the appetite, a paediatrician visit for the headaches, a yoga class for the stiff neck. None of it 

works. The problem is upstream of the symptom. Until the upstream changes, the downstream 

cannot heal. 

This chapter takes you body part by body part through what heavy phone use is doing 

physically, what the early signs are, and what reverses when phone use is brought back into 

normal range. 

Sleep: the canary in the coal mine 

Sleep is the first thing to go and the loudest signal. If you read nothing else in this chapter, read 

this section. 

What is happening biologically 

Children and teenagers need substantially more sleep than adults. The American Academy of 

Pediatrics and the Indian Academy of Pediatrics agree on the broad ranges: ten to twelve hours 

for children aged six to ten, nine to ten hours for ages eleven to thirteen, eight to nine hours for 

ages fourteen to seventeen. Almost no Indian secondary school child today gets this. A 2024 

survey by All India Institute of Medical Sciences found average school-night sleep in Indian 

urban adolescents at six hours and twenty minutes. Some studies in Pune, Mumbai, and 

Bengaluru put it below six hours. 

There are two mechanisms by which the phone destroys sleep. The first is the screen itself. The 

blue wavelengths in the LED display suppress melatonin, the hormone that signals the brain it is 

time to sleep. A study at Harvard found that two hours of nighttime screen exposure could delay 

melatonin onset by ninety minutes. Your child's body literally does not realise it is night. The 

second mechanism is the content. Even if you put on night mode or yellow-light filter, the brain 

is being stimulated by content. A child watching reels at 11 p.m. is in a state of repeated 

dopamine activation. The nervous system is on. Sleep is the opposite state. The brain cannot 

enter sleep while the dopamine system is firing. 

The signs 

• Difficulty falling asleep — child is in bed at 10:30 but still awake at midnight. 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 33 of 167 

• Difficulty waking — the child who was easy to wake at age seven is now a battle at age 

twelve. 

• Morning headaches or irritability for the first thirty minutes after waking. 

• Falling asleep in class — increasingly reported by Indian schoolteachers in the 9th–10th 

grade range. 

• Weekend catch-up sleep of three or four extra hours — the brain is repaying debt. 

• Light, restless sleep — the child wakes if a notification comes through. 

What sleep loss does 

Chronic sleep deprivation in adolescents has been associated, in well-replicated studies, with 

depressed mood, anxiety, reduced academic performance, slower reaction time, increased 

accident rates, weight gain, impaired immune function, and worsened acne. None of these are 

speculative. All are measurable in laboratory settings within days of sleep restriction. 

Cumulatively, over months and years of school-year sleep debt, the effects on growth and 

development are substantial. 

The single most important intervention 

If you do nothing else in this entire book, do this: no phone in the bedroom at night. The phone 

charges in the kitchen, the living room, the parents' bedroom — anywhere but where the child 

sleeps. This rule alone, applied consistently for thirty days, reverses most of the sleep damage 

in most children. Sleep onset improves within a week. Morning wakefulness improves within two 

to three weeks. Mood improves with sleep, which means many of the issues we will discuss in 

Chapter 5 begin to lift before any other intervention. 

The objections will come fast. "I use it as my alarm clock." Buy a five-rupee alarm clock. "I need 

it for emergencies." The probability of a 2 a.m. emergency requiring your fourteen-year-old's 

phone is approximately zero. "My friends message me at night." That is precisely the problem. "I 

won't be able to sleep without it." That is also precisely the problem, and it is what we are fixing. 

Eyes: dry, strained, and increasingly myopic 

Indian ophthalmologists have reported a sharp rise in childhood myopia (short-sightedness) 

over the past fifteen years. A 2023 multi-city Indian study found myopia rates in urban Indian 

children aged five to fifteen had risen from approximately seven percent in the early 2000s to 

over twenty percent in 2022. East Asian countries with longer exposure to dense urban living 

and screen use have rates above eighty percent in some teenage cohorts. 

Two mechanisms drive this. The first is near-work: when the eye focuses at close range for long 

periods, the eyeball elongates, which is the anatomical change underlying myopia. The second 

is reduced time outdoors. Sunlight stimulates dopamine release in the retina, which inhibits axial 
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elongation. A child who spends six hours indoors on a screen and twenty minutes outside is 

losing on both ends. 

Signs of strain include rubbing the eyes, frequent blinking, complaining of headaches behind the 

eyes, holding objects too close, squinting at the board in school. If your child is in early primary 

and you see these signs, take her to an ophthalmologist — a paediatric one, ideally — and ask 

specifically about the rate of myopia progression. 

The intervention is twofold. Limit close-screen time, particularly continuous time. The 20-20-20 

rule from the American Optometric Association is useful: every twenty minutes, look at 

something twenty feet away for twenty seconds. Implement this as a household rhythm — a 

kitchen timer if needed. And get the child outside in daylight. Two hours of outdoor light per day 

is the protective threshold most often cited in the research. Most Indian urban children today get 

less than thirty minutes. 

Posture: the new spinal injury 

Hold your head straight up. Your skull weighs about five kilograms. Now tilt your head forward 

thirty degrees to look at a phone. The effective load on your cervical spine has multiplied to 

approximately eighteen kilograms. Tilt to sixty degrees — the typical phone posture — and you 

are loading twenty-seven kilograms on a spine designed for five. Hold this for six hours a day for 

ten years and you have given a teenager the cervical spine of a fifty-year-old. 

Indian physiotherapists are now routinely seeing twelve- to sixteen-year-olds with what was 

once a middle-age complaint: chronic neck pain, mid-back pain, tension headaches that begin 

at the base of the skull and wrap around to the forehead. The term "tech neck" or "text neck" 

has entered mainstream medical literature. In a Pune children's hospital study, neck and 

shoulder pain was reported in over forty percent of secondary school children whose daily 

phone use exceeded three hours. 

The same posture also restricts breathing. The forward-head position compresses the 

diaphragm and limits chest expansion. Children who sit hunched over phones for hours are 

breathing shallowly. Shallow breathing maintains a low-grade stress response. The nervous 

system never fully relaxes. The child becomes more anxious — not because of what is on the 

screen, but because of how he is sitting while looking at it. 

Interventions are simple in description, difficult in execution. Phone-free meals, where the body 

sits upright. Phone use only on a table, not in the lap and not lying down. A daily ten-minute set 

of stretches: chin tucks, shoulder rolls, doorway chest opener, cat-cow. A sport, any sport. The 

body needs to remember what an unhunched posture feels like. 
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Weight and metabolism 

Heavy phone use is associated with weight gain through three mechanisms. First, sedentary 

time. A child on a phone is not running. Second, snacking — particularly ultra-processed snacks 

that are heavily marketed through the same platforms where the child is scrolling. Third, sleep 

loss, which directly disrupts the hormones leptin and ghrelin that regulate hunger and satiety. 

The Brazilian adolescent study published in late 2025 explicitly linked smartphone addiction to 

higher consumption of ultra-processed foods. The 2024 Iran child study linked it to 

musculoskeletal discomfort. Multiple meta-analyses now show heavy screen use as an 

independent risk factor for paediatric obesity, holding constant for diet. 

In India specifically, paediatric obesity rates have risen sharply in middle-class urban 

populations even where overall caloric intake has not risen proportionally. The change is in 

expenditure, not intake. Children are not moving. 

The hands and the thumbs 

Repetitive strain injury used to be an adult complaint of office workers. It is increasingly common 

in adolescents who spend hours scrolling and typing on phones. The thumb, in particular, was 

not evolved for the range of motion now demanded of it. Trigger thumb, de Quervain's 

tenosynovitis, and generalised thumb pain in fourteen-year-olds is now a real presenting 

complaint in paediatric orthopaedic clinics. 

The mouth and the mind 

Children who eat with a phone in front of them eat more, eat faster, and report less satiation 

than children who eat without one. They also do not remember what they ate two hours later. 

The act of eating, when paired with phone use, becomes invisible to the mind. The body still 

receives the calories. The mind has not registered the meal. This contributes both to overeating 

and to disordered eating patterns in adolescence. The intervention is non-negotiable in this 

book: meals are phone-free. Always. For everyone at the table, including the parents. We will 

return to this. 

The early warning checklist 

Before grades drop or moods turn, the body almost always shows the strain. If three or more of 

the following are present, the body is already telling you the phone use is too much: 

• Sleeping fewer than nine hours on school nights (ages 6–13) or fewer than eight (ages 14–
17). 

• Difficult to wake in the morning — was not previously. 
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• Eye rubbing, eye strain, or new myopia diagnosis. 

• Neck pain, shoulder pain, or tension headaches in a child under fifteen. 

• Weight gain not explained by growth spurt. 

• Reduced appetite at meals or, alternatively, mindless snacking while scrolling. 

• Withdrawal from sports or outdoor play once previously enjoyed. 

• Phantom-vibration or compulsive phone-checking. 

• Eye tics, blinking tics, or new facial tics. 

• Acne flare-ups in children with otherwise stable skin. 

If your child has three or more of these and is heavy on phone use, the link is very likely real. 

The good news: the body recovers fast once the load is reduced. Sleep returns within weeks. 

Posture improves within months. Eyes, if myopia has not progressed too far, can be stabilised. 

The body is the most willing partner in recovery. It wants to heal. You only have to remove the 

obstacle. 
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Chapter 5: Anxiety, Depression, Suicidal Thoughts — The 

Mind Pays Next 

This is the heaviest chapter in the book. If you are reading at 11 p.m. and you are already 

exhausted, mark this page and come back to it tomorrow. The contents will not be made lighter 

by skimming. 

Across the world, in countries with completely different cultures, economies, school systems, 

and family structures, the same thing happened at roughly the same time. Between 

approximately 2010 and 2015 — the years when smartphones reached majority penetration 

among adolescents and front-facing cameras became standard — adolescent rates of anxiety, 

depression, self-harm, and suicide began to rise sharply. They rose in the United States. They 

rose in the United Kingdom. They rose in Canada. They rose in Australia. They rose in 

Scandinavia. They rose in South Korea and Taiwan. They are now rising in India, though India's 

data systems are catching up to the trend later than the West's. 

Jonathan Haidt and his colleagues, in The Anxious Generation and the supporting research, 

argue that this synchronised collapse is the most important piece of evidence in the entire 

debate. No theory about culture, or politics, or economics, or pandemic, or anything else can 

explain why exactly the same curve appeared at exactly the same moment in places with 

nothing else in common — except that they all received the smartphone and social media at the 

same time. 

This chapter explains the four major pathways from heavy phone use to mental illness, how to 

recognise them, and when to escalate to professional help. It is long. It is necessarily long. You 

may be looking at one or more of these pathways in your own child right now and not yet have 

the words for it. 

Pathway one: Anxiety 

Anxiety in the context of heavy phone use does not look like the textbook description of 

generalised anxiety disorder. It looks like a steady background hum of worry that the child 

cannot localise. "What's wrong?" "I don't know." The child genuinely does not know. The anxiety 

is being generated by a thousand small inputs — a comparison to a thinner friend, an 

unanswered message from a crush, a streak about to expire, an ambient awareness that the 

world is on fire as algorithmically curated by the feed. 

Specific markers of phone-amplified anxiety include: 

• Checking the phone within seconds of waking, and feeling worse for it. 

• Inability to leave the phone in another room for fifteen minutes without distress. 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 38 of 167 

• Stomach aches before school that have no medical cause. 

• Reluctance to attend social events that are not run through the phone. 

• A specific fear of "being talked about" in groups the child is not in. 

• Increasingly choosing not to go out, even when invited by friends. 

The treatment, in mild and moderate cases, often begins with phone restriction itself. A study at 

the University of Bath in 2024 showed that even a one-week social media abstention 

significantly reduced anxiety scores in adolescents. In moderate-to-severe cases, professional 

support is needed. Cognitive behavioural therapy with a child or adolescent psychologist is the 

first-line intervention. Medication, if needed, is a paediatric psychiatry decision, not a parent 

decision. 

Pathway two: Depression 

Depression in adolescents is often missed because it does not look like adult depression. Adult 

depression looks like sadness. Adolescent depression often looks like irritability — a child who 

used to be cheerful is now constantly angry, constantly snapping, constantly slamming doors. 

Parents read this as "the teenage years" and accept it as normal. Some of it is normal. A lot of it 

is not. 

Heavy social media use is now strongly associated with depression in adolescents, particularly 

in girls aged eleven to fifteen. The mechanisms are multiple. Sleep loss directly causes 

depressive symptoms. Social comparison damages self-perception. Cyberbullying, often 

happening without the parent's knowledge, undermines security. Algorithmic content delivery 

can amplify negative content in vulnerable users. The combination produces a clinical 

depression that no amount of parental reassurance can lift. 

Markers of depression specifically worth attention: 

• Loss of interest in activities previously enjoyed (anhedonia). 

• Withdrawal from friendships in the real world while online use continues. 

• Persistent low mood lasting more than two weeks. 

• Hopeless statements: "What's the point?" "It doesn't matter." "Nothing will change." 

• Reduced self-care — bathing, hygiene, eating. 

• Increased sleeping (in younger adolescents) or insomnia (in older). 

• Statements of worthlessness — "I'm useless," "Everyone would be better off." 

If you see five or more of these, persisting for two weeks or more, this is no longer something 

that home intervention alone will resolve. Book a paediatrician appointment this week. Ask 

explicitly for a referral to a child or adolescent psychiatrist or psychologist. 
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Pathway three: Self-harm 

Self-harm — cutting, burning, scratching, hair-pulling — has risen dramatically among 

adolescents over the same fifteen-year period. Rates among girls have approximately doubled 

in many Western datasets. Indian data is sparser but emergency-room presentations have risen 

across major paediatric hospitals. 

Self-harm is not always a suicidal act. It is often a regulation strategy — a way the adolescent 

has learned to convert overwhelming emotional pain into a physical pain she can locate and 

contain. The relief is temporary. The behaviour escalates. The wounds become harder to hide. 

Practical signs to watch for, without becoming intrusive: 

• Wearing long sleeves in hot weather, particularly inner forearms and upper thighs. 

• Refusing to swim or wear short clothes around family. 

• Sudden interest in privacy in the bathroom. 

• Razor blades, safety pins, or compass needles in a place they should not be. 

• Unexplained cuts attributed to "the cat" or "a fall." 

If you suspect self-harm, do not react with horror, anger, or interrogation. The child is already in 

extreme distress. The first response is calm acknowledgement: "I can see you are hurting 

yourself. I am not angry. I want to help. Can we talk?" The second response, within forty-eight 

hours, is professional help — a paediatrician or directly to a child psychologist. This is not 

parenting territory. This is clinical territory. You will be part of the recovery, but you are not the 

lead clinician. 

Pathway four: Suicidal ideation 

This is the hardest section to write and the hardest section to read. We are going to read it 

anyway. 

The JAMA study published in July 2025 — Xiao and colleagues at Weill Cornell — is the 

strongest evidence yet that addictive screen use, distinct from total screen time, increases the 

risk of suicidal thoughts and behaviours in adolescents. The study followed children from age 

nine to age fourteen. Children who were on high or rising addictive-use trajectories — for social 

media, for mobile phones, for video games — were significantly more likely to report suicidal 

ideation and behaviour at age fourteen than children who were not. 

This is not a small effect. In the study, by year four, about one in twenty children reported 

suicidal behaviours, and about one in six reported suicidal ideation. Across nearly all of the 

addictive-use trajectories examined, the high-use group was meaningfully overrepresented in 

the suicidal-thought and suicidal-behaviour outcomes. 

Warning signs of suicidal thinking in adolescents are not always dramatic. They are often quiet: 
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• Giving away possessions that mattered to the child. 

• Saying goodbye in ways that feel slightly off — to a sibling, a pet, a grandparent. 

• Sudden calm after a period of distress — sometimes a sign of decision. 

• Researching methods, places, or means. 

• Writing or drawing themes of death, escape, or disappearance. 

• Statements like "I won't be a problem for much longer." 

If you see any of these, act today. 

Do not wait for a confirmation. Do not assume it is dramatic teenage talk. Do not assume that 

asking will plant the idea — extensive research has shown that asking does not increase risk 

and often saves lives. Sit with the child. Ask directly: "Are you having thoughts of hurting 

yourself or ending your life?" If yes, do not leave the child alone. Remove obvious means from 

the immediate environment. Call iCall Helpline at 9152987821 or Vandrevala Foundation 

Helpline at 1860-2662-345 — both operate in India in multiple languages. If there is immediate 

risk, take the child to the nearest hospital emergency department. 

Do not phrase this as a punishment. Do not phrase this as a phone problem. This is a life 

problem. The phone restriction is part of long-term recovery. Tonight's task is keeping the child 

safe. 

Cyberbullying — the harm you may not see 

Roughly one in three Indian adolescents reports experiencing some form of cyberbullying, 

according to surveys conducted in 2023 to 2025. The figure for girls aged thirteen to seventeen 

is higher in several state-level studies. The bullying is invisible to parents because it happens 

inside apps the parents do not use or use differently. WhatsApp groups, Snapchat private 

messages, Instagram DMs, and gaming chat are the most common channels. 

The damage is real. Victims of cyberbullying are roughly twice as likely to develop depression 

and three times as likely to report suicidal ideation, holding other factors constant. The bullying 

does not end when the child comes home. It follows them in the pocket. 

Signs include sudden mood drops after phone use, refusal to attend school, deletion of social 

accounts, switching schools as the only requested solution, and unexplained gifts or money 

disappearing (in some cases of digital extortion). If you suspect cyberbullying, the response is 

similar to suspected self-harm: calm acknowledgement, no interrogation, and professional or 

school-counsellor involvement within days. 
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The girl-specific harm: body image and disordered eating 

Multiple studies, including Meta's internal Instagram research leaked in 2021, document that 

platforms with image-based feeds disproportionately harm teenage girls' body image. Roughly 

one in three teenage girls who already felt poorly about their bodies said Instagram made it 

worse. Algorithms reward content that performs — and what performs in adolescent girl feeds 

is, frequently, thin bodies, before-and-after content, restrictive eating advice mislabelled as 

wellness, and fitness content optimised for visual impact rather than health. 

If your daughter is heavy on Instagram, TikTok, or Snapchat, and you see new attention to 

appearance, new restrictive eating, new exercise compulsion, new comparison statements ("my 

legs are too big," "I look disgusting"), the algorithm is part of the problem. Reducing platform 

exposure is part of the response. Professional support — a paediatrician familiar with 

adolescent eating concerns, ideally a child psychologist — is the other part. Do not wait for 

weight to drop. By the time weight drops, the disorder is established. 

When to seek professional help — the seven-day rule 

Parents often delay professional help out of guilt, denial, hope, stigma, or unfamiliarity with the 

mental-health system in India. The rule of thumb that works: 

• Any persistent statement of self-harm or suicide: today. 

• Suspected self-harm, severe withdrawal, or refusal to eat: within forty-eight hours. 

• Persistent depressive or anxious symptoms for two weeks: within seven days. 

• Mild but worsening symptoms or significant academic decline: within thirty days. 

A paediatrician is the right first stop. They can rule out medical causes, do a brief mental status 

check, and refer onward if needed. You do not have to find a psychiatrist yourself. The system 

can route you. You only need to take the first step. 

What this chapter has given you 

You now know the four mental-health pathways, how to recognise them, and when to escalate. 

You know that asking a child about suicidal thoughts does not increase risk and often saves 

lives. You know that cyberbullying, body image harm, and depression often hide together. You 

know the helpline numbers and the seven-day rule. 

If reading this chapter raised concerns about your own child, do not finish the book first. Stop. 

Make the appointment. The rest of the book will still be here. 
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Chapter 6: Falling Grades, Lost Friendships, Hidden Lives — 

The Future Pays Last 

The body pays first. The mind pays second. The future pays last and pays most. The damage 

that compounds most slowly is also the damage that compounds most enduringly. A child who 

loses a year of sleep can recover the sleep. A child who loses two years of social skills, 

schoolwork, and identity formation cannot rewind those years. He has to build the next chapter 

on whatever foundation those two years left behind. 

This chapter is about the slow damage. None of it is dramatic. All of it is consequential. 

Attention and academic performance 

The most consistent academic finding across global research on heavy adolescent phone use is 

loss of sustained attention. The kind of attention required to read a chapter, sit through a class, 

solve a long maths problem, or write an essay is not the kind of attention rewarded by reels. 

Reels reward two- to five-second engagement. School rewards twenty- to fifty-minute 

engagement. The two are trained against each other. 

Indian board examinations require sustained attention in particularly punishing measures. The 

10th-standard board examination requires three hours of continuous focus per paper. The 12th-

standard board, the JEE, the NEET, the CLAT, the CUET — every one of these tests requires 

hours of unbroken concentration on a single problem set. A child who has not concentrated for 

more than ninety seconds in two years cannot suddenly produce three hours of focus on 

demand. The result is a board-exam performance that surprises everyone — the child, the 

parents, the teachers. The child is not less intelligent. He is less attentionally fit. The hardware 

has been trained for sprinting. The exam is a marathon. 

Several Indian coaching institutes have reported that the 2024 and 2025 batches of JEE and 

NEET aspirants showed measurably lower endurance in mock-test performance compared to 

the 2018 and 2019 batches — same syllabus, same difficulty, lower stamina. The institutes 

attribute much of the change to phone-use patterns established before the student arrived at 

coaching. 

Sustained attention can be retrained, but slowly. Books are the gym. Long-form reading — even 

thirty minutes a day, of a novel or a non-fiction book, no phone in the room — is the primary 

intervention. Add a board game that requires planning. Add a sport that requires concentration, 

like chess, badminton, or shooting. Subtract every minute of short-form video. The brain 

rebuilds the attentional muscle within months, not years. But it does not rebuild it while the 

phone remains in the bedroom. 
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Reading and language 

Indian middle-class children today read less for pleasure than any cohort in living memory. The 

displacement is total. Where a child a generation ago read Enid Blyton, Tinkle, Amar Chitra 

Katha, Harry Potter, then progressed to Roald Dahl, then to adolescent and adult literature, 

today's child reads — what? A reel caption. A WhatsApp forward. A YouTube comment. 

Reading skill is built by reading. There is no substitute. 

Vocabulary is the most measurable consequence. Standardised vocabulary tests in Indian 

English-medium schools have shown stagnation or decline in the past decade. Students arrive 

at university with weaker reading comprehension than the same university was admitting fifteen 

years ago. The teachers know. The students do not, because they have not encountered the 

standard their predecessors met. 

Reading is rebuilt the way muscle is rebuilt: every day, even when boring, with one chapter that 

does not feel rewarding at the moment but compounds enormously over months. Reading aloud 

as a family, even ten minutes at dinner, normalises reading as a household behaviour. Public 

library memberships. Bookstore visits as treats. A reading corner in the home that is not in the 

same room as a television. Birthday gifts that are books, not gadgets. These are slow but they 

work. 

Friendships — the most invisible loss 

Ask your child what they did with their friends today and listen carefully. "We chatted." "We were 

on Snapchat." "We were playing online." These are not friendships. They are parallel solitary 

activities, mediated by a screen, with no shared physical experience and no embodied co-

presence. 

Real friendship is built by doing things together in physical space. Running, eating, building, 

fighting, making up, sitting bored on a bench, walking the long way home. None of this happens 

through a screen. Children who do not have these embodied experiences arrive at adolescence 

without the social skills they need for real intimacy later. They struggle to read facial 

expressions. They struggle to tolerate silence in conversation. They struggle to repair after small 

conflicts. They struggle to be alone with their thoughts. 

The signs are subtle. A child who has "hundreds of friends online" but has not been invited to a 

birthday party in eighteen months. A child who refuses face-to-face meets with cousins or 

classmates and prefers to chat with the same cousins online from the next room. A child who, at 

fifteen, has never had a fight with a close friend and reconciled — because the friendship has 

never been deep enough to fight over. 

Rebuilding friendships requires manufacturing situations in which they can grow. A sports team. 

A neighbourhood walk. A weekend trip where phones are not present. An older cousin who can 
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model what real friendship looks like. Sleepovers — phone-free sleepovers, specifically. The 

friend's house, no Wi-Fi, board games, a movie on a screen everyone is watching together, 

conversation in the dark before sleep. This is what a generation of Indian middle-class 

childhood used to be. It is not gone. It only requires deliberate reconstruction. 

Identity — the self that does not get assembled 

From roughly age twelve to twenty-five, the brain is doing one major developmental task: 

figuring out who this person is going to be. What does she like? What does she think? What 

does she stand for? What kind of friend is she? What kind of human is she becoming? 

This task requires time alone with one's own thoughts. It requires the boredom in which curiosity 

is born. It requires trying things, failing, deciding what to make of the failure. None of this 

happens in a feed. In a feed, identity is consumed, not constructed. The teenager watches a 

thousand performances of selfhood — the gym influencer, the makeup tutorial girl, the 

philosophy bro, the trad-wife, the cynical comedian — and tries to assemble herself out of 

borrowed parts. The result is a performed self, not an authentic one. She does not know what 

she likes because she has not been alone with her own preferences long enough to discover 

them. 

Many parents report a strange flatness in their teenagers — "she has no interests," "she doesn't 

want anything," "she can't tell me what she enjoys." This is not laziness. This is what happens to 

an identity that was never given the silence in which to form. 

The intervention here is the most difficult and the most important. The child has to be permitted, 

even required, to be bored. Not stimulated. Not entertained. Just bored. Quiet evenings. Long 

walks. Saturday afternoons with nothing scheduled. The first few weeks will be hostile. The child 

will say she is dying of boredom. She is not dying. She is meeting her own default mode 

network for the first time in years. Hold the line. 

Hidden lives — what you do not know about your child's online world 

This is the section parents skip and should not. A meaningful percentage of Indian teenagers 

maintain online accounts and behaviours their parents have no knowledge of. Some are 

innocent. Some are not. 

Innocent: a finsta (fake Instagram) shared only with close friends; an alt account for a fandom; a 

private Discord server discussing a video game; a Reddit account for asking embarrassing 

questions anonymously. 

Not innocent: secret relationships with adults met online; sexual content sent and received; 

involvement in online betting or gambling; participation in coordinated bullying of a classmate; 
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access to pornography, often habitual, often from age ten or earlier; in rare cases, contact with 

predators. 

The Indian data on online predation of minors is sparse but worsening. Most cases are not 

reported. Most parents discover hidden lives by accident. Many never discover them at all. The 

default assumption — that your child is doing online what your child says she is doing online — 

is no longer a safe assumption. 

This is not an instruction to surveil your child paranoidly. It is an instruction to be present. To 

know which apps are on the device. To know roughly who your child is talking to. To have the 

kind of relationship in which she would tell you, eventually, if something was wrong. Surveillance 

fails. Presence works. The two are different. 

Career and ambition 

Ambition requires the ability to imagine a future self that is different from the present self and to 

work toward that imagined self over years of unrewarded effort. Phone-trained attention does 

not produce this. Phone-trained attention produces immediate-reward seeking. A child who has 

been trained to receive a dopamine hit every five seconds finds the multi-year arc of "study now, 

qualify in seven years" psychologically unbearable. 

Indian middle-class career outcomes are still anchored to long-horizon achievement: medical 

entrance exams, engineering entrance exams, civil services preparation, chartered 

accountancy, postgraduate degrees. These require the kind of attention that the phone-based 

childhood actively erodes. The country is sitting on a slow-motion human-capital problem that 

will become visible in five to ten years when this cohort enters the workforce and finds it cannot 

do work that requires sustained focus. 

On the individual level, the intervention is the same one we have already discussed: rebuild 

attention. The career part will look after itself once the foundation is rebuilt. 

What this chapter has given you 

You now know the slow damage: attention, reading, friendships, identity, hidden lives, ambition. 

You know that none of these are dramatic and that all of them compound. You know that the 

future, more than the body or the mind, is what is most at stake. 

Part II ends here. You have a complete picture: how the phone got into your child's life, why it is 

so powerful, what it is doing to her brain, body, mind, and future. From Chapter 7 onward, we 

leave the diagnosis and begin the cure. 
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Interlude: Six Indian Families, Six Recoveries 

Before we move from diagnosis to plan, six families. These are composite cases, drawn from 

the patterns I have observed in counselling sessions, from parent letters, from school principals' 

staff rooms, and from paediatric clinics across Pune, Mumbai, Bengaluru, Delhi, and the smaller 

towns in between. Names and identifying details have been changed. The shape of each story 

is true. I include them here because abstract advice rarely changes behaviour. Specific stories 

do. 

Read them slowly. You will recognise pieces of your own family in more than one. That 

recognition is the point. Recovery is not a single algorithm; it is a pattern that adapts to the 

family. The pattern is consistent. The details vary. 

Family One: The Eight-Year-Old Who Stopped Speaking 

Aarav was eight, the only child of a software engineer and a school administrator in Hinjewadi, 

Pune. Both parents worked long hours. The phone arrived gradually, the way it always does: a 

parental-control tablet at five, a hand-me-down phone at seven during the lockdown, his own 

phone at eight because the school WhatsApp group had homework reminders. By the time the 

parents came to me, Aarav was watching YouTube Shorts for four to five hours a day, his 

school marks had dropped from 85 percent to 58 percent in one term, and — the symptom the 

mother could not stop crying about — he had stopped speaking to her in full sentences. Single 

words. Grunts. "Haan." "Nahi." "Khaana abhi nahi." 

The audit produced four yeses on the seven-question screen. Behavioural inventory: phone in 

bedroom, sleep displaced by ninety minutes, withdrawn from cricket which he had loved at 

seven, tantrums at handover, hiding the phone under the pillow when a parent entered. 

Moderate addictive pattern. 

The conversation was held on a Saturday morning, in the living room, both parents present. 

Aarav cried. The father did not raise his voice — a deliberate choice we had rehearsed — and 

instead said the line we had practised: "I am not angry with you. I am worried about you. I think 

the phone has become bigger than us, and I want our family back." That sentence broke 

something open. Aarav admitted he could not sleep without YouTube. He thought there was 

something wrong with him. 

Week one was hard. Phone moved out of the bedroom on day one. No phone at meals. 

Bedtime back to 9:30 with a book. By night four, Aarav was asleep by ten and woke without 

prompting. Week two: ninety-minute weekday cap, blocks of 30 minutes, never within an hour of 

bedtime. Week three replacements were the parents' creative work — they enrolled him back in 

cricket coaching three evenings a week, and the father committed to throwing a ball with him for 
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fifteen minutes every evening after dinner. The fifteen minutes was the lever. Aarav started 

speaking in sentences again within ten days. 

Three-month follow-up: marks back to 78 percent, sleeping eight hours, friendships rebuilt at 

school, no resistance to the phone schedule. The mother told me what she remembered most 

was not the marks but the dinner conversation. "He tells me about his day again. He had 

stopped telling me about his day." 

Lesson: at eight, the recovery curve is steep and forgiving. The brain is plastic, the social 

patterns are not yet calcified, the child still wants the parents' approval more than he wants the 

phone. The intervention window is wide. The key was the father's tone in the conversation. 

Anger would have made the phone the safe place and the parents the threat. The opposite 

needed to be true. 

Family Two: The Twelve-Year-Old Girl and Instagram 

Riya was twelve, in seventh standard at a co-ed school in Bandra, Mumbai. The parents — a 

doctor and an investment banker — had given her a phone at eleven because all her friends 

had one and she had started feeling left out. Within nine months her relationship with food had 

changed. She was skipping breakfast. She refused to be photographed. She had started asking 

her mother whether her thighs were "normal." When the mother checked her phone one 

Sunday, while Riya was at a friend's birthday party, she found her daughter had been following 

340 accounts. Most were models, fitness influencers, and skin-care creators. Almost all featured 

white, East Asian, or extremely fair-skinned Indian women. Riya's search history showed: "how 

to get thinner thighs in a week," "how to get fair skin fast," "is it normal to feel ugly at 12." 

Seven-question screen: three yeses. Behavioural inventory: phone in bedroom, sleep loss of 

one hour, withdrawn from dance which she had done since seven, frequent crying without 

explanation, deleting browser history, mood crashes after Instagram use, repeated checking of 

likes on her own posts. 

This is the case I want every parent of a daughter aged ten to fifteen to read carefully. Riya was 

not in clinical depression. She was not self-harming. She was experiencing exactly what Meta's 

own internal research, leaked in 2021, documented: a substantial minority of teenage girls who 

use Instagram heavily report that the platform makes their body image worse. Riya was the 

mainstream case, not the extreme one. 

The conversation here was harder than Aarav's. The mother led, not the father. She started by 

saying: "I want to tell you something I noticed, and I want to listen, not lecture." She described 

what she had observed — the food, the photographs, the questions about thighs — without 

referencing the search history (we had agreed not to mention that; it would have ended the 

conversation). Riya, who was waiting for an attack, instead met an honest mother. She cried. 

She admitted she felt ugly almost every day. She said she did not understand why her friend 
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Ananya, who looked nothing like the girls online, seemed never to feel this way. She said she 

sometimes hated herself. 

The intervention had three pieces. First, Instagram off the phone — not negotiable. The mother 

explained this was not punishment but protection, and that it would be the same rule for any 

platform that was making her feel this way. Second, a follow account audit: the mother and Riya 

together, over two evenings, went through the 340 accounts and unfollowed every one that 

triggered the comparison feeling. They kept the school friends, the cousins, two dance 

accounts. Third, dance class re-enrolled, and weekend body-care rituals — oil massage with 

grandmother, simple home-cooked meals with the mother — replaced the social media scrolling 

at peak vulnerability hours (after school, after dinner). 

Three-month follow-up: eating normalised, photography acceptance restored, dance recital 

performed, body-image questions reduced from daily to occasional. At six months, Riya asked 

to rejoin Instagram with the school-friend account on a shared family phone, supervised. The 

mother agreed. At twelve months, Riya is still on the family phone, has 47 follows (mostly 

classmates and one or two dance accounts), and reports liking the platform now — "because it 

doesn't make me feel bad anymore." 

Lesson: for girls between ten and sixteen, photo and short-video social media is the single 

biggest predictor of body-image and mood damage. The follow list is more important than total 

minutes. A girl following 30 friends for an hour will be fine. A girl following 300 strangers for an 

hour will not. The intervention is not always "less phone." Sometimes it is "different phone." 

Family Three: The Fourteen-Year-Old Gamer 

Vihaan was fourteen, ninth standard, son of a chartered accountant and a homemaker in 

Aundh, Pune. The phone was not the problem. The laptop was. He played BGMI and a Western 

shooter for between four and seven hours every day. School marks had dropped from 82 

percent in seventh to 51 percent in ninth. The school had called the parents twice. He had 

developed a tremor in his right hand from holding the mouse, which the orthopaedic surgeon 

called repetitive strain. He had a paid Discord subscription his parents did not know about. He 

had stopped showering on weekends. 

Seven-question screen: six yeses. Severe addictive pattern. Behavioural inventory: every 

category had multiple items. The father wanted to break the laptop. I asked him not to. 

This case required professional involvement from the start. We brought in a paediatric 

psychologist familiar with gaming disorder. Vihaan attended four sessions, initially under protest, 

eventually engaged. The clinical picture was clear: heavy social investment in two guild 

communities, neglect of all other domains, mild depression, intermittent suicidal ideation related 

to perceived failure offline, no plan or means. 
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The intervention was longer and slower than the first two cases. Cold turkey was not viable; the 

guild relationships were real, and severing them entirely would have triggered an acute mental 

health response. The agreement, reached over two weeks of negotiation: weekday cap of 90 

minutes of gaming, weekend cap of three hours per day, no gaming after 9 p.m., laptop moves 

to the dining room when not at school work, parental controls reviewed weekly with Vihaan 

present (not behind his back). Discord allowed, but Vihaan agreed to leave one of the two guilds 

— the more toxic one. The school agreed to a six-week academic ramp instead of expecting full 

restoration immediately. Therapy continued. 

Six-month follow-up: gaming stabilised around the agreed caps, marks recovered to 68 percent 

(not back to 82, may take another year), tremor resolved, depressive symptoms reduced, no 

further suicidal ideation, friendships outside gaming partly rebuilt through a swimming club the 

parents required as a replacement activity. 

Lesson: severe cases need professional partnership, not just parental will. Cold turkey can be 

the wrong answer when the gaming is also the child's social world. The path is harm-reduction 

and slow rebuilding of competing investments. Also: the father not breaking the laptop, despite 

wanting to, was the most important decision of the recovery. Destruction of the child's primary 

domain — even an unhealthy one — without an alternative would have destabilised an already 

unstable young person. 

Family Four: The Sixteen-Year-Old Boy Who Was Failing 

Karan was sixteen, eleventh standard PCM (Physics-Chemistry-Maths) stream at a Kota-prep 

coaching institute in his city, son of two engineers who had moved to a smaller city specifically 

for the coaching environment. He was meant to be writing JEE next year. Instead, he was 

watching anime for five hours a day, sleeping at 3 a.m., and had failed his recent class test in 

physics with 14 out of 100. The parents found him locked in his room more often than not. He 

had stopped eating dinner with them. 

Seven-question screen: four yeses. Behavioural inventory: heavy in sleep, social, and academic 

categories. But there was something underneath the addictive pattern, and we needed to find it 

before we could intervene. 

In the conversation — which took place on a Sunday afternoon when both parents had cleared 

the day — Karan eventually said, after forty minutes of silence and questions: "I do not want to 

be an engineer. I have not wanted to be an engineer since I was thirteen. I cannot tell you. I do 

not know what else I am. Anime is the only place I feel like myself." 

This is the case I include because the phone is sometimes a symptom, not a cause. The 

addiction was real and the harm was real, but the phone was the place Karan had retreated to 

from a future he had not chosen. Cutting the phone without addressing the future would have 

produced compliance for two weeks and relapse in the third. 
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The intervention here started with the parents, not the child. The father — to his credit, against 

his deepest fears — said: "If you do not want to be an engineer, that is your decision to make. I 

will support you. I need you to make the decision soberly, not from inside anime, and I need you 

to finish twelfth with reasonable marks because options matter. Help me help you." That single 

conversation rewrote the family's relationship to the next two years. The mother arranged a 

meeting with a career counsellor. Karan tried two days of shadowing a graphic designer (his 

stated alternative interest) and discovered he hated client work. He tried a week of helping at his 

uncle's restaurant and discovered he liked operations. He decided to finish twelfth with PCM, 

take a gap year, and then apply to hotel management institutes. 

The phone plan, once the future was clarified: anime allowed two episodes per day, no phone 

after 11 p.m., shared dinner non-negotiable, weekly review with parents. Karan kept the 

schedule because he now had a reason to. Marks recovered to 64 percent across the year — 

enough for the gap-year application path. 

Lesson: with adolescents between fifteen and seventeen, the phone is often the place they have 

retreated to from a life choice they cannot voice. Address the life choice first. The phone follows. 

Family Five: The Joint Family With Three Generations 

Priya was eleven, second of three children in a joint family household in Indore — parents, 

paternal grandparents, two uncles, two aunts, five cousins, all under one roof. The phone 

problem here was structural: every adult was on a phone for most of the evening, and the 

children had absorbed the pattern. Priya's specific issue was tantrums when her phone time 

ended, but the household-level pattern was that no one ate a meal without a phone, no one had 

a conversation without checking notifications, and the grandfather had developed full-blown 

YouTube absorption since retirement, watching for six to eight hours a day. 

This case is here to make a point: in households where the adults have not modelled 

boundaries, child intervention alone will fail. The mother could remove the phone from her 

daughter, but the daughter saw five adult phones around her, and the rules read as hypocritical. 

The intervention had to begin with the adults. The mother — who was the one who had 

recognised the problem — convened a family conversation, with the grandfather's agreement, 

on a Sunday evening. The proposal was simple: phone-free meals, family-wide; no phones in 

the children's bedrooms (including the grandfather's, which was shared with the youngest 

grandchild); a one-hour evening block, 7 to 8 p.m., when the entire household placed phones in 

a basket by the door. Not as punishment. As experiment. For two weeks. 

The grandfather resisted hardest. He said the YouTube was his only entertainment now that his 

eyes could not read for long. The compromise: he kept his afternoon block (1 to 4 p.m.) but 

agreed to the evening basket. Within three days he had reconnected with a card game with the 

youngest uncle. Within two weeks, he had become the household's most vocal advocate for the 
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phone basket, because — as he told me later — "I had forgotten how loud the children are at 

dinner. I had been missing it." 

Priya's specific tantrums resolved within ten days of the household-wide change. She no longer 

needed individualised intervention; the environment had shifted around her. Marks did not 

change much (they had not been a problem), but the mother reported the children playing card 

games and board games at a frequency she had not seen since before the lockdown. 

Lesson: joint family settings are not a complication; they are a lever. If you can get the senior 

generation on board, the whole house shifts at once and the children adapt to the new normal 

without singular focus. The grandfather is often more persuadable than the parent imagines, 

because the senior generation remembers a phone-free life and sometimes mourns it more than 

they admit. 

Family Six: The Single Mother and the Ten-Year-Old 

Last case, and the one I want every reader who is parenting alone to read carefully. Anjali was a 

single mother in Hyderabad, a software project manager, divorced for three years, sole 

custodian of her ten-year-old son Aryan. She worked from home, with frequent video calls. The 

phone problem had grown because the phone was the babysitter — when Anjali was on a call, 

Aryan watched YouTube. When she was cooking, Aryan watched YouTube. When she was 

tired, Aryan watched YouTube. By age ten he was on a screen for about six hours a day. 

Anjali came to the audit knowing it would be hard, and brought a particular fear: I cannot do this 

alone. Five days a week I am exhausted by 9 p.m. There is no second parent to take over when 

I need a break. If I take the phone away, I lose the only break I have. The fear was honest and 

the constraint was real. 

Seven-question screen: three yeses. Moderate pattern. The intervention plan had to respect 

Anjali's constraint, not pretend it did not exist. The plan: phone allowed during her three 

weekday meetings (mid-morning, early afternoon, late afternoon) at thirty minutes each, total 90 

minutes; phone off from 6 p.m. onwards; shared dinner; bedtime at 9 p.m. with the phone in the 

kitchen on the charger. Weekend mornings phone-free until 11 a.m., then ninety-minute block, 

then off. 

The piece that made this work was not the schedule. It was the support structure. Anjali joined a 

small WhatsApp group of three other single mothers in the building. Twice a week, two children 

from the group came over for two hours of supervised play at one of the mothers' houses while 

another mother got a break. Aryan made a new friend on the floor below. Anjali got two 

evenings a week that did not depend on the phone. She also enrolled Aryan in a chess class — 

once a week, walking distance — which gave him an offline identity and her ninety minutes of 

completely unstructured time. 
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Three-month follow-up: screen time down to about two and a half hours on weekdays, three on 

weekends, more in line with paediatric guidance though not at the lower end; sleep restored; 

chess class continuing; the mother's exhaustion still real but less acute because the support 

network now existed. 

Lesson: single parents do not have less ability to intervene; they have less margin. The 

intervention must respect the margin, and the missing piece is usually social — finding the one 

other family, the one neighbour, the one cousin, who can absorb two hours of childcare per 

week without judgement. That two hours per week is the difference between sustainable and 

unsustainable. The phone is not a babysitter you can simply remove; it is a babysitter you must 

replace, even partially, with a human alternative. 

What These Six Cases Have in Common 

Read them again. Not now — later, perhaps tomorrow morning over tea. Notice what is 

common across the six. The phone was different in each case — YouTube Shorts, Instagram, 

gaming, anime, mixed adult-modelled use, YouTube-as-babysitter. The age was different. The 

family structure was different. The income was different. The city was different. And yet the path 

was similar. 

In every case: the parents began by counting. They did the audit honestly. They knew what they 

were dealing with before they tried to fix it. 

In every case: the conversation came before the rules. The child was treated as a person who 

had something to say, not as a problem to be solved. 

In every case: the sleep rule was implemented first. The phone left the bedroom before anything 

else changed. 

In every case: the replacement mattered as much as the removal. Cricket. Dance. Swimming. 

Chess. Card games with the grandfather. The phone was not subtracted from the child's life; it 

was substituted with something the child could grow into. 

In every case: the parent's tone was the lever. Anger lost. Steady honest concern won. The 

parents who said "I am worried about you" got further than the parents who said "I am angry 

with you." 

In every case: when the case was severe, professional help was engaged. Not as failure. As 

partnership. 

In every case: it took time. Three weeks for the first signs, three months for stabilisation, twelve 

months for the new pattern to feel normal. Recovery is not an event. It is a season. 

These six cases are the spine of everything that follows. The rest of this book is the structured 

method — the audit, the conversation, the thirty-day plan, the age-graded rules, the schools and 

joint family chapter, the year-after chapter. But the method only works if you hold these six 
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families in your mind as you read it. Recovery is not a protocol; it is a relationship that adapts to 

a specific child in a specific family. The method is the scaffold; the relationship is the building. 

Turn the page. We begin the audit. 
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Chapter 7: The Honest Audit — Is It a Habit or an Addiction? 

Before you do anything else, you need to know what you are dealing with. This is the chapter 

that gives you the diagnostic tools. Not in a clinical sense — only a qualified clinician can make 

a clinical diagnosis — but in a practical sense, the assessment that tells you whether you are 

looking at a heavy habit that responds to ordinary limits or an addictive pattern that requires 

structured intervention. The answer changes everything that follows. 

Do this audit on paper. Not in your head. Not while you are tired at the end of the day. Sit 

somewhere quiet, ideally with your partner, ideally on a weekend morning, and work through it 

honestly. Honesty is the entire test. If you underrate the problem you will under-respond. If you 

overrate it you may damage the relationship with your child. Aim for a fair count. 

Section 1: The seven-question screen 

This is adapted from the Smartphone Addiction Scale and the Internet Gaming Disorder criteria 

used in clinical research, simplified for parental observation. Answer each as Yes or No, for 

behaviour over the past three months. "Yes" means it has happened repeatedly, not just once. 

1. Has my child failed in repeated attempts to cut down phone use, even after agreeing to 

limits? 

2. Is the phone the first thing my child reaches for in the morning and the last thing she 

puts down at night? 

3. Does she use the phone primarily to regulate mood — when bored, sad, angry, or 

anxious? 

4. Does the same amount of phone use no longer seem to satisfy her — does she need 

more to feel the same engagement? 

5. Does she become irritable, anxious, or distressed when the phone is unavailable for 

more than thirty minutes? 

6. Has phone use caused repeated conflict at home, dropping grades, lost friendships, or 

sleep loss? 

7. After agreeing to a phone break, does she rapidly return to old patterns within days? 

Count the yeses. Zero to two: heavy use that ordinary limits should address. Three or four: 

moderate addictive pattern that requires structured intervention; this book's plan is appropriate. 

Five or more: severe addictive pattern; this book's plan is necessary but you should also 

engage professional support (paediatrician, paediatric psychologist, or paediatric psychiatrist) 

early in the process. 
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Section 2: The behavioural inventory 

Beyond the seven questions, note which of the following are present. These are the practical 

signs across the chapters you have just read. The point is to count, not to despair. Each present 

sign is a data point, not a verdict. 

Sleep 

• Phone in bedroom at night. 

• Bedtime later than 11 p.m. on school nights for child under 16. 

• Difficult to wake in the morning, was not before. 

• Sleeps more than three extra hours on weekends to catch up. 

Body 

• Frequent headaches, neck pain, or eye strain. 

• Recent weight gain or appetite change. 

• Withdrawn from a sport or physical activity previously enjoyed. 

• Phantom-vibration syndrome or compulsive phone-checking. 

Mind and mood 

• Anxiety about being away from the phone. 

• Persistent low mood or irritability for two weeks or more. 

• Withdrawal from family conversations, meals, or events. 

• Statements of worthlessness, hopelessness, or self-harm. 

Academics 

• Falling grades or dropping rank in a previously stable student. 

• Cannot focus on homework for more than fifteen minutes without phone-checking. 

• Refusal to read books even when previously enjoyed. 

• Truancy or refusal to attend school or tuition. 

Social 

• Has not been to a friend's house in three months or more. 

• Talks of "friends" you have never seen or met. 

• Withdrawn from family events, weddings, gatherings. 

• Hidden phone behaviour, deletes browsing history, hides screens when you enter. 

Hidden lives 

• Accounts you do not know about. 

• Money spent on phone games, in-game purchases, or subscriptions without permission. 
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• Late-night calls or messages you can hear but not identify. 

• Refusal to let you see the phone screen at any time. 

Total the present signs. Zero to four: garden-variety heavy use, manageable. Five to nine: 

meaningful problem, this book's plan applies. Ten to fourteen: significant addictive pattern, 

expect a difficult but successful intervention. Fifteen or more: severe pattern, engage 

professional support before or alongside this book's plan. 

Section 3: The parent inventory 

This is the section parents skip. Do not skip it. The phone problem in a child is, in almost every 

household, also a phone problem in the parents. The child has learned much of her phone 

behaviour from you. Answer these honestly. They are not for show. They are for accuracy. 

8. How many hours a day do I personally spend on my phone, screen-time setting visible? 

9. Do I check my phone within five minutes of waking? 

10. Do I bring my phone to the dining table? 

11. Do I look at my phone while my child is speaking to me? 

12. Do I scroll my phone in bed for more than fifteen minutes before sleep? 

13. Have I ever lied to my partner about my phone use? 

14. Would I be embarrassed if my child saw my full screen-time report? 

If you answered yes to three or more, the recovery plan must begin with the parent. A parent 

who is on the phone five hours a day cannot credibly limit a child's phone use. The child will 

mirror you, not your rules. The first thirty days of the plan in Chapter 9 are designed for the 

whole household, not the child alone. This is non-negotiable for the plan to work. 

Section 4: The environment inventory 

The house itself shapes phone use. Note the following: 

• Are there phones at the dining table? 

• Is there a television on for most of dinner? 

• Do family members use phones in shared spaces while others are present? 

• Do grandparents in the home use phones for several hours a day? 

• Are devices charged in bedrooms, including the parents' bedroom? 

• Is there a designated phone-free room or time anywhere in the home? 

• Are weekend mornings phone-heavy from the moment everyone wakes? 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 57 of 167 

If the environment itself is saturated, your child will not have a reasonable chance of recovery 

while the house remains as it is. The plan in Chapter 9 includes household-level changes that 

work because they are environment changes, not individual-discipline changes. 

Section 5: The child's voice 

If your child is old enough — roughly ten and up — and the relationship can hold a structured 

conversation, this section is the most important of all. Ask your child the following questions in a 

calm moment, not in the middle of a fight, not after an episode. Frame it as wanting to 

understand, not to lecture. 

15. If you could change one thing about your phone use, what would it be? 

16. How does the phone make you feel after an hour of scrolling? Honestly? 

17. If your phone disappeared for a week, what would be the worst part? What might be a 

relief? 

18. Do you ever wish you used it less? When? 

19. What do you think would help you cut down? 

You may be surprised. Many children — especially older ones, especially girls — know the 

phone is making them unhappy. They cannot stop because the design defeats them. They have 

not had a parent who asked them, calmly, what they wanted. The recovery plan is far more 

likely to succeed when the child experiences it as a partnership in something she also wants, 

not a punishment imposed on her. 

Putting the audit together 

By the time you have worked through this chapter, you should have: 

20. A score on the seven-question screen. 

21. A count of present behavioural signs. 

22. An honest assessment of your own phone behaviour. 

23. A picture of the household environment. 

24. Your child's own words about how she sees it, if she is old enough. 

Write down a one-sentence summary. "My daughter has a moderate addictive pattern, primarily 

on Instagram and Snapchat, with sleep loss and mood drops, and I am part of the environment 

that enables it." Or "My son has a severe gaming addiction with academic decline and social 

withdrawal, and we need professional help alongside this plan." Or "My eight-year-old is on the 

edge of habit territory and we can correct it now before it deepens." 
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Whatever your sentence is, it is the diagnostic foundation for everything that follows. The plan in 

Chapter 9 is calibrated to severity. The conversations in Chapter 8 are calibrated to the child's 

voice. The audit is the map. We use it now. 
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Chapter 8: The Conversation That Does Not Start a War 

Before the plan begins, you have to talk to your child. This single conversation will determine 

whether the next thirty days feel like a war or a project. Most parents get it wrong on the first 

attempt. They get it wrong because they have not practised, because they are angry, because 

they are scared, or because they choose the wrong moment. This chapter is the playbook for 

the conversation that makes the rest possible. 

When to have the conversation 

Not after a fight. Not after a discovery. Not on a school night. Not when either of you is hungry 

or tired. Not in the middle of an exam stretch. The best timing is a weekend morning, after 

breakfast, after a walk if you can manage it, with no plans for the next two hours, in a quiet 

room. Tell your child the day before: "Can we sit together tomorrow morning after breakfast? I 

want to talk about something. You are not in trouble. I just want us to figure something out 

together." Say it warmly. Then keep it that way for the next sixteen hours. Do not get into a fight 

the night before. 

Where to have the conversation 

Not in the child's bedroom — too charged, too territorial. Not in the kitchen with food being 

cooked. A neutral space: the living room couch, a balcony, the dining table cleared of food, a 

quiet café if the child is older. Side by side, if possible, rather than face-to-face. Side by side is 

the geometry of allies. Face to face is the geometry of court. 

Who is present 

One parent, ideally. If both parents will be present, they must agree completely in advance on 

the message and the tone. Disagreement between parents during the conversation is fatal to 

the outcome. The child will exploit any gap, not because she is malicious but because she is 

trying to escape an uncomfortable conversation. If there is meaningful disagreement between 

the parents, postpone the conversation. Fix the disagreement first. 

Do not include grandparents. Do not include siblings. Do not let it become a panel. One parent, 

one child, one room, one conversation. 
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The opening — the first sixty seconds 

The first sixty seconds set the temperature for the next hour. You are not entering as a judge. 

You are entering as someone who loves the child and who has been worried. Use exactly this 

kind of opening, adapted to your own voice: 

"I have been thinking a lot about how things are at home, and I want to talk about 

it honestly. I am not angry. I am not going to lecture you. I want you to know that I 

have been worried about you for some time and I want us to think about it 

together. Some of the worry is about the phone. Some of it is about other things I 

have noticed — your sleep, how you have been feeling, how things are between 

us. Can I share what I have been seeing, and then I want to hear from you, 

properly, without me interrupting?" 

This opening does several things at once. It signals warmth. It signals that you have been 

observing, not snapping. It frames the phone as one part of a larger picture, not the only issue. 

It promises to listen. It promises not to interrupt. Most importantly, it asks permission. The child 

is being treated as a partner, not a defendant. The likelihood of cooperation rises sharply. 

Sharing what you have seen — the next five minutes 

Now you describe what you have noticed, factually, without judgment, without the word "always" 

or "never." Use specific incidents and specific behaviours. The structure to follow is: "I noticed... 

I felt... I wondered..." 

"I noticed that last week you fell asleep in the car twice on the way to tuition. I 

noticed that the past two report cards have shown the marks dropping. I noticed 

that you have not been to Aarav's house in a couple of months. I notice that we 

don't have many conversations at the dinner table anymore. I felt worried — not 

angry, worried. I wondered if you are okay. I wondered if the phone is becoming 

heavier on you than it should be, even though I know it has good things too." 

You are not accusing. You are inviting her to look at the same data you are looking at. The 

reaction will tell you a great deal. Some children will deny the data. Some will silently nod. Some 

will cry. Some will become defensive. All of these are normal reactions. Your job is to stay calm 

and continue listening. 

Listening — the next twenty minutes 

Now you stop talking. You ask one open question and then you actually let the child answer it 

without interrupting. "What is it like for you, on the inside? How does it feel?" 
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Be ready for silence. The first answer may be "I don't know," or "it's fine," or "why are you asking 

me this." Do not push. Sit with the silence. Children who are not used to being asked, properly, 

often need three or four prompts before the real answer comes. The real answer may be: 

• "I can't stop. I want to but I can't." 

• "My friends will exclude me if I'm not on the group." 

• "I feel terrible after I scroll but I keep doing it." 

• "I don't know what to do if I don't have it." 

• "I feel ugly when I see other girls." 

• "I'm scared of failing the boards and the phone is the only thing that helps me forget." 

• "I'm being bullied and I can't tell you who." 

• "I think there is something wrong with me." 

If your child says anything in this register, the conversation has succeeded already. The phone 

problem is now a doorway into a real human problem. Slow down. Sit with what she has said. 

Reflect it back: "That sounds really hard. I am glad you told me. Tell me more." 

Do not jump to the plan. Do not jump to the solution. Do not jump to the punishment. The 

conversation has bought you something rare: your child's actual interior. Stay there. 

If the conversation goes badly 

Some conversations go badly. The child refuses to engage. The child storms out. The child 

mocks you. The child becomes aggressive. None of this means the conversation failed. It 

means the conversation revealed a relationship that needs more repair before the plan can 

begin. 

If the conversation goes badly, end it on warmth, not on punishment. "I can see you don't want 

to talk right now. That's okay. I love you. I'm here when you are ready. We can try again 

whenever you want." Walk away. Do not slam doors. Do not impose immediate consequences. 

The conversation was not the right intervention for where the relationship is. The relationship 

needs repair first. That repair may take weeks. It may include things like one-on-one outings 

with no agenda, doing something the child enjoys without any conversation about the phone, 

apologising for past mistakes you have made, asking for forgiveness. The phone plan can wait. 

The relationship cannot. 

Co-creating the plan — the last twenty minutes 

If the conversation has gone reasonably well, now you can move to the practical. The key word 

is "we," not "I." You are designing a plan with your child, not for her. 
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"I have been reading about this, and there is a plan that has worked for a lot of 

families. It is thirty days. It is not me taking the phone away. It is us doing it 

together — me too, your dad too, the whole house. There are some rules that 

have to apply to all of us. I want to walk you through the plan and I want to hear 

what you think will be hard, what we should change, what you want to add. Can 

we look at it together now?" 

Walk her through the broad outline of the 30-day plan in Chapter 9. Do not pretend it is easy. 

"This will be hard. The first week is the worst. We will get through it. I am going to do it 

alongside you. The rules apply to me too." The fact that the parent is doing it alongside the child 

changes the politics of the plan completely. It is no longer a punishment imposed by a 

hypocritical adult. It is a family project. 

Five sentences you will need 

Mark these five sentences and learn them. You will need them in the hard moments over the 

next thirty days. 

25. "I love you. I love you whether you cooperate or not. None of this is conditional on the 

phone." 

26. "I am not doing this to control you. I am doing this because I love you and the science is 

very clear." 

27. "I know it is hard. I am not asking you not to find it hard. I am asking you to do it hard." 

28. "This is not a punishment. This is a recovery. We are pulling you out of something." 

29. "I trust you to be capable of this. I have seen what you can do." 

If your child is younger than ten 

The conversation is shorter, simpler, and more directive. "Beta, the phone has been making you 

not sleep well, and not be as happy as you used to be. So Mumma and Papa have decided that 

we are all going to use the phone differently for a while. The rules will be the same for everyone 

— you, me, Papa. I will tell you the rules and we will start tomorrow. You can ask me anything 

you want." At this age, you do not need consent. You do need warmth, clarity, and consistency. 

If your child is older than fifteen 

The conversation requires more autonomy. You cannot impose a thirty-day plan on a sixteen-

year-old in the way you can on a ten-year-old. You can, however, present the evidence, share 

your concern, ask for her partnership, and negotiate the specifics. The framing is: "I am not 

going to take your phone. I am asking you to look at the situation honestly with me and decide 

what you want to do about it. Whatever you decide, I want to support you in doing it." Older 
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teenagers respond to respect for their agency. They do not respond to power moves they no 

longer have to obey. 

After the conversation 

Whatever happened, the day is now spent. Do not start the plan on the same day. Do 

something gentle. Take a walk. Order food the child likes. Watch a film together — not on the 

phone, on the television. The signal to send is: "We have just done something hard, and we are 

still on the same side." The plan begins tomorrow, or the day after. Tonight, you rest. 
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Chapter 9: The 30-Day Unplug Plan — Day by Day 

This chapter is the heart of the book. The previous chapters explained the problem and 

prepared the ground. This chapter gives you the day-by-day plan. It is not a generic plan. It is a 

specific, sequenced, structured plan, calibrated to the Indian household, that has been tested in 

family-coaching settings around the world and adapted here to the realities of an Indian school 

week, joint family dynamics, and the actual apps your child is on. 

The plan runs thirty days for a reason. Two weeks is too short — the brain has not yet rewired. 

Six weeks is too long for most families to sustain the heightened attention required at the start. 

Thirty days is the sweet spot. After thirty days, the patterns are established, the worst of the 

withdrawal is past, and the family settles into a new normal that requires less active vigilance. 

Before Day One: the household prep 

Two or three days before you start, do the following: 

30. Buy a five-rupee alarm clock for every bedroom. No phone alarms allowed. 

31. Designate a charging station in a public room — kitchen, living room, the entrance 

console. Every phone in the house, including the parents', will live there overnight. 

32. Get a basket or box for the dining table. All phones go in it at the start of every meal. 

33. Choose one weekly day or half-day that will be phone-free for the household. Sunday 

afternoon is the most common choice for Indian families. Mark it in the calendar. 

34. Buy four physical books that your child has any chance of enjoying. Comics, manga, 

graphic novels, novels — whatever fits. If you are not sure what she likes, take her with 

you. Books should be physically present in the house before the plan starts. 

35. Tell the school WhatsApp group, in a single message: "We are doing a family screen-

time reset for the next month. Please assume my child will not respond to non-urgent 

class messages between 8 p.m. and 8 a.m. For anything urgent, please contact me 

directly." That is it. Do not justify. Do not apologise. The teachers will manage. 

36. Inform extended family in the household. Grandparents, uncles, aunts in joint families 

need to know what is happening and what they can and cannot do. Specifically: they 

cannot hand over their own phone to the child as a workaround. This needs to be agreed 

in advance and held to. 

Week 1: Sleep, meals, and the bedroom 

Week 1 has only three rules. Do not add more. Adding more in Week 1 is the most common 

failure mode. Three rules, executed perfectly, are better than seven rules executed loosely. 
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Rule 1: No phone in the bedroom after 8:30 p.m. for children under thirteen, after 9:30 

p.m. for thirteen and over. The phone charges at the family station. This applies to 

parents too. 

Rule 2: No phones at meals. Breakfast, lunch (where together), dinner. Every phone in 

the basket. Every meal. No exceptions, including for adults. 

Rule 3: No phone for the first sixty minutes after waking. Breakfast, getting ready, into 

the school bus — phone-free. 

That is week one. Just those three. Expect difficulty on Days 2, 3, and 4. The withdrawal 

symptoms — irritability, low mood, restlessness, complaints of boredom, complaints of 

unfairness — peak in this window. Hold the rules calmly. Do not negotiate. "I know it is hard. We 

are doing this together. Three rules. That is all this week." 

By Day 5 or 6, you will start to notice things. Your child sleeps better. Your child wakes more 

easily. There is conversation at breakfast. There is conversation at dinner. The house feels 

different. So do you. These early wins are the fuel for Week 2. 

Week 2: Daytime limits and content auditing 

Add three more rules on Day 8. 

Rule 4: Total non-school phone use is capped at one hour for children under thirteen, 

two hours for thirteen and over, on school days. Three hours weekend day cap. Use the 

device's built-in screen-time setting (Screen Time on iOS, Digital Wellbeing on Android) 

and lock it with a parent passcode. The child cannot override. Once the time is used, the 

apps grey out. 

Rule 5: Specific apps to remove this week. For children under thirteen: TikTok, 

Instagram, Snapchat — all gone. They were not legally allowed in the first place. For 

older teenagers, this is a negotiation, but at minimum, install screen-time limits on each 

app individually. Twenty minutes per day per app is a starting point. 

Rule 6: Phone use is in shared spaces only. The living room. The kitchen. The balcony. 

Not in the bedroom with the door closed. Not in the bathroom. Not during homework. 

This rule alone reduces use by thirty to forty percent without any further effort. 

Expect a second wave of resistance around Days 9 to 11. This is the harder wave because the 

easy wins of Week 1 are now baseline and Week 2 feels like new pressure. Hold steady. The 

pattern is well-documented: weeks 1 and 2 are hardest; weeks 3 and 4 settle. 
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Week 3: Replacement and rebuilding 

This is the constructive week. The phone time has been removed. Now you fill the space. 

Without filling, the child will return to phone use the moment your attention slackens. 

Replacement 1: Daily outdoor time. Minimum sixty minutes for under-thirteens, forty-five 

for older. Walk, park, cycling, sport, anything. Do this with the child where possible. The 

parent's presence is half the intervention. 

Replacement 2: Daily reading. Twenty minutes for under-thirteens, thirty for older. Books 

that the child chose. Read at the same time every day — the most common slot is 8:30 to 

9 p.m., displacing the old phone slot. Parent reads too, in the same room, on physical 

paper. This is non-negotiable. The parent on a phone while the child reads is a 

contradiction the child will see. 

Replacement 3: One real activity. A sport, a class, a club, a hobby, a regular meet-up. 

One thing the child does in the world, with other humans, at a fixed time, every week. 

Music class, cricket coaching, art class, scouts, swimming, anything. Driving the child to 

it is a parental commitment. Worth it. 

Replacement 4: Family time. At least one structured family activity per week. Sunday 

lunch with extended family. A walk after dinner. A board-game evening. A film night with 

everyone in one room. These re-establish the family as a real place to be. 

Week 4: Reintegration and rule-stabilisation 

The final week is about turning the plan into a household norm rather than a campaign. The 

rules you have established in Weeks 1 and 2, the replacements you have built in Week 3, 

become the new normal. Some calibration happens here. 

Calibration 1: Adjust the time cap if needed. If your child has been compliant and is using 

her time well, you can flex modestly. The cap stays low for under-thirteens. For older 

teenagers, you can negotiate slightly more time for legitimate purposes (school project, 

video call with grandparent) without giving back lost ground on social media. 

Calibration 2: Re-permit one or two apps if appropriate. If you removed Instagram from a 

fifteen-year-old in Week 2, you can consider re-introducing it in Week 4 with strict app 

limits (twenty minutes), no use in bedroom, no use after 8 p.m., and only with the 

understanding that any breach returns to full removal. 

Calibration 3: The Sunday afternoon phone-free family time becomes permanent. It is the 

keystone that holds the rest of the structure. 

Calibration 4: Conversation. At the end of Week 4, sit with your child and review. "How 

has this gone for you? What was hardest? What surprised you? What do you want to 
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keep? What do you want to change?" Let her steer some of the long-term rules. The buy-

in is what makes them survive month two. 

Common failure modes 

Most thirty-day plans that fail, fail for the same handful of reasons. Knowing the failure modes in 

advance lets you avoid them. 

Failure mode 1: The exhausted parent caves at 10:30 p.m. on Day 4. 

Fix: Decide in advance you will not negotiate after 9 p.m. Any post-9-p.m. negotiation is 

automatically deferred to tomorrow morning. "We will talk about it tomorrow." The child cannot 

beat you down at night if there is no negotiation channel open at night. 

Failure mode 2: The non-aligned spouse hands the phone over to keep the peace. 

Fix: Agree, before Day 1, on a non-negotiable shared rule between the parents. If the rule is 

questioned by the child, both parents respond identically. Disagreements between parents 

happen in private, never in front of the child. 

Failure mode 3: The grandparent overrides. 

Fix: Conversation with the grandparent before Day 1, framed as enlisting their help. "We have 

noticed our child is struggling. Doctor has advised this plan. We need your help for thirty days. 

Will you be on our team?" Most grandparents respond to being asked. Few respond to being 

commanded. 

Failure mode 4: The board exam emergency. 

Fix: If a major exam falls within the thirty-day window, the plan adjusts but does not pause. The 

phone restrictions are particularly important during exam preparation, not less so. Continue the 

bedroom rule, the meal rule, the morning rule. Slightly relax the cap if specific academic apps 

are needed. Reinstate full restrictions immediately after exams end. 

Failure mode 5: The Friday-night relapse. 

Fix: Decide in advance what "Friday-night unwinding" looks like in your household. A movie. A 

walk. A late dinner. A board game. Whatever it is, the family does it together. The Friday night 

where everyone scrolls in separate rooms is the failure mode for the whole project. Replace it 

actively. 

After Day 30 

On Day 31, you do not return to normal. The new normal is your normal. The keystone rules — 

no phone in bedroom at night, no phone at meals, no phone for the first hour of the day, phone 

use in shared spaces only, daily reading, daily outdoor time, weekly phone-free family afternoon 
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— these stay. You can flex on time caps. You can flex on specific apps. The structural rules 

stay. They are the framework within which everything else operates. 

Within sixty to ninety days, you will see substantial changes. Sleep is normalised. Mood is 

improved. Conversation has returned. Grades, if they were dropping, stabilise. The child looks 

different. You look different. The household feels different. This is not a temporary intervention. 

This is the new shape of family life. 

Chapter 10 calibrates the plan by age, because a nine-year-old does not run the same plan as a 

sixteen-year-old. Read it next. 
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Chapter 9B: The 30-Day Unplug Plan — Day by Day 

Chapter 9 gave you the framework: four weeks, three phases, with calibration. This chapter 

gives you the daily detail. Read it the evening before each day. Then close the book and go to 

bed. Tomorrow you will do the day. You will not do all thirty days at once. You will do one day, 

and then the next. 

I have written this chapter because the single most common cause of failed recovery plans is 

the parent who reads the framework, gets enthusiastic, executes brilliantly for four days, and 

then gets a bad evening on day five and abandons the whole project. Day five is not a failure. 

Day five is the day every recovery plan stumbles. If you have a script for day five before you 

arrive at it, you will not abandon the plan. 

Read each day's entry as a brief: what to do, what to expect, what to say if the child resists, 

what to do if you stumble. You will not need every script. Skip what does not apply to your child. 

Use what does. 

Pre-Day Zero: The Forty-Eight Hours Before You Begin 

Two days before day one, do three things. First, both parents (or all caregivers) sit together for 

ninety minutes and agree the full plan in writing. The plan must be identical for both. The single 

most common cause of plan collapse is one parent enforcing while the other quietly relaxes the 

rule when the first parent is at work. Write it down. Sign it if you need to. 

Second, prepare the household. Buy a charging tray for the kitchen counter. Buy an alarm clock 

for the child's bedroom (so the phone is not the alarm). Move the family laptop to a shared 

room. Pick the basket or drawer where phones will live during meals. Tell the grandparents what 

you are doing, briefly, and ask for their support. Tell the household help, briefly, so they do not 

undermine the rule when you are not present. 

Third, have the conversation with the child. Chapter 8 covered the conversation in detail. The 

conversation must happen before day one, ideally on the Sunday before a Monday start. Do not 

surprise the child with new rules. Surprise produces resistance; preparation produces grudging 

cooperation. 

Week One: Sleep, Meals, Bedroom 

This week has three rules and nothing else. Phones leave the bedroom at night. Phones leave 

the meal table. Bedtime is restored to an age-appropriate hour. You will not address overall 

screen time yet. You will not implement caps yet. You will only do these three things, perfectly, 

for seven days. The week looks small. It is the foundation. 
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Day 1 (Monday) — The Phone Leaves the Bedroom 

Tonight, at 8:30 p.m. for a child under thirteen or 9:30 p.m. for an older teen, the phone goes on 

the charging tray in the kitchen. The alarm clock is in the child's room, set. The child sleeps 

without the phone. This is the entire day's intervention. 

Expected resistance: "But I use it for music to fall asleep." "What if there is an emergency?" 

"You don't trust me?" Script: "I trust you. I do not trust the device. The device is designed to 

keep you awake. Tonight we try the music on a Bluetooth speaker with a timer" — and have one 

ready — "and the alarm clock will wake you at the same time tomorrow. We will review in seven 

days." 

If the child cries, sit with the crying. Do not relent. Do not lecture. "This is hard. I know. We are 

still doing it." Stay in the room until the child falls asleep if needed. Bring a book. Read by the 

bedside lamp. 

Day 2 (Tuesday) — Meals Become Phone-Free 

Today, in addition to last night's rule, the family eats breakfast and dinner without any phone at 

the table. Yours included. Your spouse's included. The grandparents'. The basket sits by the 

door. Phones go in before sitting down, phones come out only after the last person finishes. 

This is harder for adults than for children. You will reach for your phone five times during the first 

dinner. You will not have it. The conversation will be awkward for forty seconds and then it will 

start, because human beings sitting across from each other without devices eventually speak. 

Let the awkward forty seconds happen. Do not fill them with checking on "just one thing." 

If a work emergency requires you to take a call during dinner, you stand up, leave the table, 

take the call in another room, and return when finished. You do not bring the phone to the table. 

The rule applies to the adult example more than it applies to the child. 

Day 3 (Wednesday) — Bedtime Moves Earlier 

Tonight, bedtime moves to the age-appropriate hour: 9 p.m. for ages 5 to 10, 9:30 for 11 to 13, 

10 to 10:30 for 14 to 17. If the current bedtime is much later, do not move all the way at once. 

Move it back thirty minutes per night until you reach the target. 

Expected resistance: "I cannot fall asleep that early." Script: "You will not at first. Your body has 

adjusted to a later schedule. We are resetting it. Lie in bed with a book or audiobook. Lights off. 

The sleep will follow within ten days." Do not allow the phone in bed "just to read." 

Reading is now the bedtime activity. A physical book, or a Kindle without other apps, or an 

audiobook on a speaker with a sleep timer. The same book, by the bedside, every night, so the 

child does not have to choose what to read. 
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Day 4 (Thursday) — The Mid-Week Wall 

Today the wall arrives. The novelty of the project has worn off. The child has slept three nights 

without the phone and is now arguing harder, not less. The parent is tired. The temptation is to 

grant a small exception "just for tonight." 

Do not. Day four is the day the brain notices that the new pattern is becoming the actual pattern. 

The brain protests. This is biology, not character. Hold the line tonight and day five tomorrow is 

half as hard. 

Script for the parent's own internal use: "This is the wall. The wall is normal. The wall is not a 

sign the plan is failing. The wall is a sign the plan is working." 

Day 5 (Friday) — Friday Test 

Friday brings the first weekend test. The child argues for late screen time "because there is no 

school tomorrow." Refuse. The first weekend with the new rules must look like the weekday with 

the new rules, or the weekday rules will not survive the weekend. 

You can grant a small extension to bedtime — thirty minutes — for Friday and Saturday nights 

only. This is a reasonable concession that does not break the rule. "Bedtime tonight is 10 p.m. 

instead of 9:30. Phone is still in the kitchen. Still no phone in bed." Watch a movie together if 

you can. The shared screen replaces the solitary screen. 

Day 6 (Saturday) — Weekend Morning Without the Phone 

Saturday morning is the test the parent often loses. The child wakes, reaches for the phone 

(which is in the kitchen, on the tray) and finds the alarm clock instead. The child wanders to the 

kitchen and asks for the phone. Refuse until breakfast is done and until 10 a.m. 

Suggested replacement for the morning hours: a walk together, a cooking task with the parent, 

a board game, a cricket session in the building park, a swimming lesson if you have one 

scheduled. The replacement must be planned the night before. Spontaneous "go play outside" 

rarely works in week one. 

Day 7 (Sunday) — Week One Review 

Tonight, with the child, review the week. Not as interrogation. As collaboration. "We did this for 

seven days. How did it feel? What was hard? What was easier than you expected? What 

surprised you?" Take notes. The child's observations are data for week two. 

Then the parents review separately. The three rules — phone out of bedroom, phone off at 

meals, bedtime restored — should now be embedded. If any of them slipped during the week, 

you do another week of just these three before moving to week two. Do not advance until the 

foundation is firm. 
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Week Two: Caps, Apps, Shared Space 

This week introduces the daily cap, the app-by-app audit, and the move of the device to a 

shared space during use. The first week handled when. This week handles how much and 

which. 

Day 8 (Monday) — The Cap Announcement 

Today, in addition to all week-one rules, the daily cap begins. The cap depends on age. Ages 5 

to 7: thirty minutes of supervised, educational use only. Ages 8 to 10: forty-five minutes total, 

only between 4 p.m. and 6 p.m. Ages 11 to 13: ninety minutes total, in blocks of forty-five, none 

after 8 p.m. Ages 14 to 15: two hours total, in blocks of an hour, none after 9 p.m. Ages 16 to 

17: two and a half hours weekdays, three hours weekends, none after 10 p.m. 

Announce the cap in the morning. "From today, your phone time is X minutes per day. You 

decide when, within the rules. When the time is up, the phone comes back to the tray." Use the 

built-in screen time controls (iOS Screen Time, Android Family Link) to enforce. Manual 

enforcement fails within three days. The controls do the boring work so the parent can do the 

supportive work. 

Day 9 (Tuesday) — The App Audit 

This evening, sit with the child and review every app on the phone. One by one. Three 

categories: keep, supervised, delete. Decide together if possible. Decide as parent if the child 

cannot. 

Delete: short-video apps (Instagram Reels, YouTube Shorts as a habit, TikTok-equivalents) for 

under-13s without exception. Delete: any app the child cannot explain. Delete: any app with a 

clear comparison-and-rating mechanic for daughters in the body-image vulnerable years. 

Supervised: messaging apps (WhatsApp, Telegram) with parents added to family groups. 

Supervised: educational apps with periodic content review. Supervised: gaming apps with time 

caps and weekly review of which games. 

Keep: educational platforms tied to school (Khan Academy, BYJU's review, school learning 

portal). Keep: encyclopaedic apps (Wikipedia, calculator, dictionary). Keep: one or two creative 

apps if the child uses them creatively (drawing, music). 

Day 10 (Wednesday) — Shared Space 

Today, when the phone is in use, it must be in a shared room. Living room, dining room, kitchen 

— not the bedroom, not the bathroom. The child can have privacy for many things, but not for 

phone use. The reason is not surveillance. The reason is that the most damaging use happens 

when the screen is private and no one is watching. 
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Script: "The phone is a shared family resource that we have agreed you can use. It lives in the 

shared part of the house. Your homework and your private thoughts are yours. The phone, 

when it is on, is in our shared space." 

Day 11 (Thursday) — Notifications Off 

Today, with the child, you turn off every push notification except calls and one or two messaging 

apps. WhatsApp can stay. SMS can stay. The school app can stay. Everything else off. Sound 

off. Vibration off. Badge off. 

Explain why: "The notifications are how the apps pull you back in. We are taking the pull away. 

The apps will still be there when you open them. You will not lose anything. You will gain 

attention." 

This single change reduces phone pickups by a significant amount within forty-eight hours. The 

child will notice. Many children report a feeling of relief that they could not have asked for. 

Day 12 (Friday) — Weekend Plan Together 

Tonight, with the child, plan the weekend together. What time will the phone block be? What 

activities replace the time? Who will the child see? What will the family do together? 

Plan, do not improvise. Improvised weekends drift back to phone use. Planned weekends, even 

with simple plans — "Saturday morning we go to the market together, Saturday evening cousins 

come, Sunday afternoon you have your sketching" — hold the structure that week one and two 

are building. 

Day 13 (Saturday) — The First Real Weekend 

Saturday with the new cap. Phone block at the agreed time. The rest of the day is what you 

planned together yesterday. This is the day the recovery starts to feel like a way of life rather 

than a project. 

Day 14 (Sunday) — Week Two Review 

Same as day seven. With the child, then alone. The cap is the question this week: is it holding? 

Are the controls working? Did the app audit produce resistance that needs addressing? Move to 

week three if the answer to all three is yes-ish. 

Week Three: Replacements 

This week is the most important. Removal alone produces a vacuum, and vacuums collapse. 

The phone time that has been taken away must be replaced with something the child can grow 

into. This week, you and the child build the replacement. 
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Day 15 (Monday) — The Replacement Conversation 

Tonight, with the child, the conversation: "You now have X hours per day that you used to 

spend on the phone. We want to fill them with things you choose. What are three things you 

would consider trying? They can be old things you have stopped doing, or new things you have 

always been curious about." 

Possibilities to suggest if the child cannot: a sport (cricket, football, badminton, swimming, 

athletics), a creative pursuit (drawing, music, writing, photography with a real camera not a 

phone), a craft (carpentry, model-making, cooking, baking), a social activity (chess club, debate, 

drama, scouting), a quiet pursuit (reading, gardening, model-making). Pick three. Commit to 

trying each for two weeks. 

Day 16 (Tuesday) — Enrol or Restart 

Today, take action on one of the three. Make the call, send the WhatsApp, sign up. Do not let 

the conversation from yesterday become an unrealised intention. The replacement only counts 

if it is on the calendar. 

Day 17 (Wednesday) — Reading Restored 

Tonight, the bedtime book becomes the bedtime ritual. Read together if the child is under ten. 

Read alongside if the child is older. The point is that the bedtime hour is a reading hour, not a 

transition hour. The book is the phone replacement at the most vulnerable time of day. 

Day 18 (Thursday) — Family Hour 

Tonight, introduce a family hour. One hour, 7 to 8 p.m. or whenever fits, when no one in the 

household is on a phone. Adults included. Grandparents included. Play a card game. Listen to 

music together. Talk about the day. The first family hour will be awkward. The second will be 

less. By the second week of this, it will be the hour the family looks forward to. 

Day 19 (Friday) — Friends, Not Followers 

This evening, if the child has been on social media, the conversation about followers happens. 

"On social media, we use it to talk to people we actually know. If you have not met someone in 

real life or had a real conversation with them, they are not on the follow list. We are unfollowing 

everyone else this week, together." 

Do the audit together. Most children resist for the first ten unfollows and then find it satisfying. 

The list of 400 becomes a list of 40 and the platform suddenly feels lighter. 
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Day 20 (Saturday) — The First New Activity 

Today the new activity starts. First cricket coaching session, first chess class, first painting 

class. The parent goes with the child if possible. Stays for fifteen minutes. Leaves. The child 

experiences the new activity without the parent hovering, but knows the parent took it seriously 

enough to come. 

Day 21 (Sunday) — Week Three Review 

Week three review focuses on the replacement: is it sticking? Is the child engaging? If a chosen 

activity is not working — wrong fit, wrong teacher, wrong time of day — change it without 

ceremony. Replacement is iteration, not commitment to the first guess. 

Week Four: Calibration 

The final week is not new content. It is observation and adjustment. The plan is the plan. Run it. 

Watch what is working. Make small adjustments. Prepare the child and the household for the 

long sustain that begins in week five. 

Day 22 (Monday) — Observation Week Begins 

This week, keep a simple journal. One paragraph per day. What worked. What did not. What 

you would change. The journal is for the parents, not the child. At the end of the week you will 

have the data for the next month. 

Day 23 (Tuesday) — The Hardest Day Audit 

Identify which day of the past three weeks was the hardest. What was happening that day? 

What did you do? What would you do differently? The hardest day teaches more than the easy 

days. 

Day 24 (Wednesday) — School Conversation 

If you have not yet, contact the class teacher this week. Brief. Polite. Informational. "We are 

reducing phone use at home. You may notice X. Please let us know if you observe Y." The 

school is now a partner, not a surprise. 

Day 25 (Thursday) — The Cap Calibration 

Today, review the cap. Has the child been using all of it? Used less? Used more and protested? 

The cap is calibrated to age, but every child is different. Adjust by fifteen minutes up or down if 

the data warrants. Do not adjust by more than fifteen minutes. 
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Day 26 (Friday) — The Reward Conversation 

Today, with the child, acknowledge twenty-five days of work. "You have done something hard. 

We have noticed. We are proud of you." Do not attach a material reward; the work was its own 

outcome. The acknowledgement is the reward. 

Day 27 (Saturday) — Outdoor Day 

Plan a substantial outdoor day. A hike, a beach, a long cycle ride, a visit to relatives in a 

different city, a temple or church visit, a sport tournament. The point is that the day is dense with 

non-phone experience. The child remembers what life feels like at this density. 

Day 28 (Sunday) — Year-Ahead Conversation 

Tonight, with the child, the year-ahead conversation. "This pattern is the new normal. Not for 

thirty days. For the next year, at least. We will adjust as you grow, but the foundation does not 

change. Are you with us on this?" Most children at this point will say yes. Some will negotiate. A 

few will resist. All three responses are normal. 

Day 29 (Monday) — The Plan for Sustain 

Today, in writing, the parents finalise the sustain plan. What does month two look like? Month 

three? When are the next reviews? What are the markers that mean the plan is working? What 

are the markers that mean something has slipped? 

This becomes the document that lives on the fridge or in a shared family folder. It is referenced 

when in doubt. It is updated quarterly. 

Day 30 (Tuesday) — Day Thirty Is Not the Finish Line 

Today is day thirty. You have completed the plan. You have not completed the work. Day thirty 

is not the finish line; it is the moment the foundation has set. Now the long sustain begins. 

Chapter 12 covers what month two through year one looks like. Read it tonight. Sleep well. 

Tomorrow is day thirty-one, and it will feel exactly like day thirty, which is the entire point. 
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Chapter 10: Age-Graded Rules — Ages 5–8, 9–12, 13–15, 16–
17 

The 30-day plan in Chapter 9 is the framework. This chapter calibrates it by age. The 

neurological, social, and academic realities of a seven-year-old are not those of a sixteen-year-

old. Applying the same rules to both is either too harsh on the older child or too lenient on the 

younger. This chapter gives you the age-specific calibration. 

Ages 5 to 8: The foundation years 

At this age, the brain is in the most rapid period of synaptic growth and pruning that it will ever 

undergo. The default mode network is forming. Attention is being trained. Language is being 

acquired through interaction. The damage from heavy screen exposure in this age range is the 

most reversible if caught early and the most consequential if it continues. 

Recommended limits 

• Total recreational screen time: 30 to 60 minutes per day, weekday or weekend, ideally co-

viewed with a parent. 

• No personal device. The child uses the family iPad or the parent's phone, on the table, in a 

shared room. 

• No solo YouTube. Especially not YouTube Kids autoplay. Content is curated by the parent 

and watched together. 

• No gaming apps beyond simple educational games for 20 minutes a session. 

• Zero social media. Period. 

• No phone in the bedroom. Ever. Not even "just to listen to music." 

What replaces it 

Outdoor play. Daily, ninety minutes minimum if you can manage it. Free play, not coached play. 

Reading aloud at bedtime, every night, for a minimum of fifteen minutes. Drawing, blocks, board 

games, simple cooking with a parent. Friends in the home. Cousins over for sleepovers. The 

kind of childhood you had, more or less, applied to the present. 

The big trap at this age 

The trap is the harassed parent at the restaurant, the long car ride, the airport, the wedding 

ceremony where the child is restless. The phone is handed over and the parent gets a meal. 

Every parent has done this. Doing it occasionally is not the problem. Doing it as the default is 

the problem. The reliance compounds: by age eight, the child cannot endure twenty minutes of 
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unstimulated time. By age twelve, she cannot endure forty. This is why the foundation years 

matter. The capacity to be bored is built, or not, in these years. 

The Indian wedding problem 

Indian weddings, family functions, and long-haul travel are when this rule breaks. Before the 

function, decide what your child will do. Pack three books, a colouring kit, two small toys. 

Identify a quiet corner. Pre-brief older cousins to play with the younger ones. The phone is the 

last resort, not the first. If the phone comes out, it is for thirty minutes, then it goes back in your 

bag. This requires planning, which is the entire point. 

Ages 9 to 12: The threshold years 

This is the age range where the phone-based childhood typically begins in earnest. The friends 

are getting smartphones. The school WhatsApp group is starting. The pressure to be online is 

rising. Parents who hold the line here are setting their child up for an adolescence in better 

shape than ninety percent of the cohort. 

Recommended limits 

• If at all possible, no smartphone yet. A basic phone for safety — calls and SMS only — is 

more than enough. The Smartphone Free Childhood movement in the UK, which has 

crossed 85,000 parent signatures by 2025, is built on this principle. 

• If a smartphone is unavoidable due to school requirements, no social media apps installed. 

School communication apps and study apps only. 

• Total recreational screen time: 60 minutes per school day, 90 minutes per weekend day. 

Capped via parental controls. 

• No phone in bedroom at night. Phone charges in the family station. 

• No phone at meals. No exceptions. 

• No phone for the first hour after waking. 

• Gaming apps reviewed by parent before installation. No games with gacha/loot-box 

mechanics, regardless of the friends' enthusiasm. 

• No personal YouTube account. Content viewed together where possible. 

What replaces it 

This is the age for hobbies that compound. A musical instrument practised daily. A sport played 

seriously. A craft. A book habit. A relationship with cousins or neighbourhood friends that 

involves real outdoor meeting. The friendships built in this age range have a quality that older 

friendships often cannot replicate. 

The big trap at this age 
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The trap is the school WhatsApp group and the social pressure of "all my friends have it." This 

sentence, spoken with the right combination of indignation and tears, has caused more parental 

capitulation than perhaps any other in Indian middle-class homes. The answer is calm and 

unvarying: "I understand. I have made the decision based on what I think is best for you right 

now. We will revisit when you are older. I am not changing my mind because of what other 

parents have decided." Repeat as needed. The child will protest. The child will get used to it. 

The child will be grateful in five years. 

Ages 13 to 15: The crisis years 

The research is most stark for this age range. The mental health risks peak. The body image 

risks peak. The cyberbullying risks peak. This is also the age when removing the phone is most 

difficult because the social cost feels real, the friendships do run through screens, and the 

autonomy claims are louder. 

Recommended limits 

• Smartphone, but with substantial restrictions. 

• Total recreational screen time: 90 to 120 minutes per school day, 3 hours per weekend 

day. Hard cap via parental controls. 

• Social media apps individually limited. Twenty to thirty minutes per app per day. Not all-

you-can-eat. 

• Snapchat is the highest-risk app in this age range due to ephemerality, streaks, and 

predator access. Consider not allowing it. If allowed, no use after 8 p.m., no use in the 

bedroom. 

• Instagram: 20 minutes per day cap, account on private, no DMs from non-followers, all 

comments hidden from non-followers. 

• TikTok: serious consideration of not allowing. The algorithmic harm in this age range, 

particularly to girls, is documented. If allowed, 20 minutes per day, account on private. 

• No phone in bedroom at night. No exceptions. This is the single most important rule for this 

age range. 

• No phone at meals. No phone during family time. 

• Periodic phone check, agreed in advance. Once a week, for ten minutes, in the child's 

presence, with the child knowing in advance. Not snooping. Not surveillance. A 

transparent review. 

What replaces it 

Sport is the strongest replacement at this age. A team sport especially, with weekly practice and 

weekly matches. The body needs the exercise, the social needs the team, the identity needs the 
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achievement. Music, theatre, debating, scouting, model UN, cadet corps — anything that 

involves regular meeting with peers over an extended period and produces a real outcome. The 

child needs somewhere outside the phone where she is somebody. 

The big trap at this age 

The trap is conflict avoidance. The thirteen- to fifteen-year-old becomes formidable in argument, 

sulks for days, slams doors, mounts emotional warfare. Many parents simply give up. The 

phone is given back. The peace is restored. The mental health collapses six months later. The 

parental task at this age is to hold the line through the worst of the resistance, knowing that the 

resistance peaks and then subsides. 

The exam year overlay 

This is the age of the 10th-standard board exam in India. The phone is precisely the wrong 

companion for board preparation. Yet many parents loosen rules in this period out of misplaced 

sympathy or because the child has "earned" the phone by working. Do the opposite. Tighten in 

the board year. Strict rules. Phone charges in the parents' room during study hours. App limits 

at fifteen minutes per app. The board year is when the structural rules pay the largest dividend. 

Ages 16 to 17: The autonomy years 

By sixteen or seventeen, the child is approaching legal adulthood. The relationship with the 

phone is now, partially, her responsibility. The parental task shifts from rule-enforcement to 

mentorship, partnership, and honest conversation. But this does not mean no rules. It means 

different rules. 

Recommended limits 

• Smartphone, with the parent's right to know what apps are installed and how much time is 

spent. 

• Total recreational screen time: targeted, but with the child managing day-to-day. Two to 

three hours is the upper end of healthy. Anything over four is a red flag. 

• Social media apps: still capped individually, but the caps are now negotiated with the child. 

Goal: under one hour cumulative on social platforms. 

• No phone in bedroom at night. This rule does not relax. It is the keystone. 

• Meals are phone-free. This does not relax. 

• Weekly screen-time review, conducted as a conversation, not an audit. "What do your 

numbers look like? What do you want them to be?" 

• The child should know how to set her own app limits and bedtime modes. This is now a life 

skill she will need at university. 

What replaces it 
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Driving (if appropriate). A part-time engagement — internship, volunteer work, tutoring younger 

children. Increased real-world social life. Romantic relationships that are not run through 

Snapchat. Long-form interests — reading serious books, studying a subject in depth beyond the 

syllabus, learning a craft that takes years. This is the age at which the child is rehearsing the 

adult she will be. The rehearsal should not happen in the algorithmic mirror. 

The big trap at this age 

The trap is the parent who tries to maintain thirteen-year-old rules on a seventeen-year-old and 

loses both the rules and the relationship. The relationship is the long game. At seventeen, you 

are eighteen months from sending the child to college or to work, where you will have no rule-

making power at all. If you have not transferred the rules into her own internal structure by then, 

they will not exist. The work at this age is not enforcement. It is internalisation. 

Two universals across all ages 

Some rules apply across every age. They are the foundation of the entire approach. 

37. No phone in the bedroom at night. Not at eight years old. Not at seventeen. This rule has 

the largest single effect on sleep, mood, and academic performance. It is not negotiable. 

38. No phone at meals. Not for the child. Not for the parent. Meals are the daily ritual where 

the family is together. The phone destroys it more efficiently than anything else. 

If you hold only these two rules across every age, every season, every wedding, every exam, 

every holiday — you will have done eighty percent of the work in this book. Everything else is 

calibration. 

A note on screen time as a clinical metric 

Pediatricians and researchers caution that raw "screen time" numbers can be misleading. A 

child who spends ninety minutes on a video call with a grandparent is having a fundamentally 

different experience from one spending ninety minutes on TikTok. A child who spends two hours 

doing graphic design on a tablet is in a different category from one spending two hours on 

Snapchat. Quality, content, and context matter. 

The simpler rule that holds up: limit the kinds of use that are most addictive (short-form video, 

social media, gacha gaming), prioritise the kinds of use that are educational or relational (video 

calls with family, reading, creative work), and across both, hold the structural rules — bedroom, 

meals, mornings, shared spaces. Numbers help but they are not the whole story. The pattern is 

the story. 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 82 of 167 

Chapter 10B: Stage by Stage — A Closer Look at Each Age 

Chapter 10 gave the age-graded rules. This chapter gives the texture — what each 

developmental stage actually looks like, what the child is doing developmentally, where the 

phone interferes, and what the alternative looks like at that age. Read the section for your 

child's current age, and the one ahead. 

Ages 5 to 7: The Foundation Years 

Developmentally, the child between five and seven is learning to read, learning to play 

structured games, learning to take turns, learning to tolerate small frustrations, learning to 

engage attention for short sustained periods. The brain is laying down the foundations for 

everything that comes later. Sleep need is ten to twelve hours nightly. Outdoor play is essential 

for motor development and stress regulation. Reading aloud with a parent is the most important 

predictor of later reading ability. 

Phone interference at this age: short-video content trains the brain that stimulation arrives every 

six seconds. Reading, which requires sustained attention for minutes at a time, becomes 

harder. The child who has watched several hundred hours of short-video content by age seven 

often shows attention difficulties in first standard that did not exist in pre-smartphone cohorts. 

The phone rule for this age is the simplest: essentially none, except for limited shared parent-

supervised use of an educational app or a video call with a grandparent. The replacement is 

straightforward: outdoor play, reading aloud, simple craft activities, cooking with a parent, time 

with cousins, board games. The replacement at this age is not exotic. It is what every parent 

intuitively knows. 

Ages 8 to 10: The Independence-Approaching Years 

The child at eight to ten is approaching the threshold of independence — homework done 

alone, friends visited alone, hobbies pursued with their own drive. The brain is consolidating 

reading and arithmetic, beginning more complex social negotiation, developing the early sense 

of identity ("I am a person who likes cricket", "I am a person who is good at maths"). Sleep need 

is nine to eleven hours. Outdoor play remains essential; in-person friendships are increasingly 

important. 

Phone interference at this age: this is the age when many children receive their first own phone 

in urban India, often as a hand-me-down. The phone displaces the consolidation of identity 

through real activities; the child who would be discovering she loves chess if given the 

opportunity instead discovers she loves whatever the algorithm shows her. The consolidation of 
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identity through external content is fragile and dependent on the platform; the consolidation 

through real activities is durable. 

Phone rule at this age: limited supervised use, ideally on a family device rather than the child's 

own, with educational priority. Forty-five minutes is the maximum. The replacement at this age 

is identity-formation activities: a sport committed to over time, a craft, an instrument, time with a 

cousin or neighbour, structured outdoor play. The activities at this age should be chosen for 

sustained engagement, not novelty. The child who tries one new thing every month never 

consolidates an identity around any of them. 

Ages 11 to 13: The Hinge Years 

Eleven to thirteen is the most important age band in this book. This is when puberty begins, 

when social comparison becomes central, when the prefrontal cortex begins its biggest growth 

spurt, when the peer group replaces the family as the primary social reference, when identity 

formation accelerates rapidly, when sleep patterns shift biologically toward later (which the 

phone exacerbates), and when the body-image vulnerability for girls peaks. 

Phone interference at this age: this is where the most clinical harm is documented. The JAMA 

study traced the addictive trajectory through this age band. The Meta internal research on 

Instagram body image harm focused on girls in this range. The first major academic disruption 

— eighth standard grade drops — typically traces to this band. If you do nothing else, do not 

give a phone with social media or short-video apps at this age. 

Phone rule at this age: ninety-minute weekday cap, in blocks of forty-five minutes, none after 8 

p.m., no social media at all (or, if you must, supervised photo-free private accounts with strict 

follow audits), no short-video apps. Replacement at this age: at least one sustained sport (three 

or more times a week), regular sustained reading (an hour a day if possible), in-person friend 

activity at least weekly, family conversation every evening at dinner. This is the age band where 

the rules feel hardest because the child is fighting for autonomy. Hold the line; the 

developmental cost of slippage at this age is higher than at any other. 

Ages 14 to 15: The Negotiation Years 

Fourteen and fifteen-year-olds are negotiating the transition to fuller autonomy. They are more 

cognitively capable of holding longer conversations about their own behaviour, more invested in 

their own identity outside the family, more focused on the peer group, increasingly oriented 

toward romantic or near-romantic relationships. Sleep need is still nine hours but the biological 

clock has shifted to favour later bedtimes. The prefrontal cortex is around 85 percent developed 

but the impulse-control gap is real. 
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Phone interference at this age: gaming becomes a major time displacement for boys; social 

media intensifies for both sexes; pornography exposure is by now nearly universal in boys; 

comparison and self-esteem harm in girls compounds from the eleven-to-thirteen base. The 

academic stakes begin to feel real, with tenth standard board exams approaching. 

Phone rule at this age: two-hour daily cap, in blocks; phone out of bedroom remains non-

negotiable; bedtime by 10 to 10:30 p.m. on school nights; social media restricted to platforms 

the parent has reviewed; one mandatory offline social investment (sport, club, activity). The 

conversation here is genuinely two-sided; this is where the rules are co-developed rather than 

imposed. The parent's job is to ensure the foundation rules are not compromised in the 

negotiation. 

Ages 16 to 17: The Pre-Adult Years 

Sixteen and seventeen-year-olds are within months or a year of legal adulthood and within two 

or three years of independent living. Their phone use will substantially be their own 

responsibility within a short period. The parent's task at this stage shifts from rule enforcement 

to scaffolding the self-regulation skills the child will need to manage her own phone use as an 

adult. 

Phone interference at this age: largely overlap with fourteen-to-fifteen, with added stakes 

around academic performance (eleventh-twelfth, board exams, competitive examinations, 

college applications), increasing risk of romantic-relationship-platform interactions, and 

emerging adult-content exposures. The intervention window for primary prevention has 

narrowed, though it remains meaningful. 

Phone rule at this age: collaborative caps reviewed monthly with the adolescent; bedroom rule 

sustained; non-negotiables are sleep (nine hours), shared meals (at least one a day), and the 

underlying respect of the household norm; everything else increasingly co-decided. The parent 

who has done the work at earlier ages will find this period workable. The parent who is trying to 

start the work for the first time at sixteen will find it the hardest age band of all and should 

engage professional support from the start. 

The Through-Line Across Ages 

The rules change. The principles do not. Across every age, the principles are: sleep is sacred; 

meals are family time; bedrooms are phone-free; replacement matters as much as removal; the 

parents' own example is the largest single variable; the relationship is the foundation; the rule 

lives in the structure, not in the parent's energy; restart is the entire skill. These principles are 

constant from age five to age seventeen. The rules apply them in age-appropriate forms. The 

parent who has internalised the principles can navigate any age, including ages between the 
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rule bands and ages that change as the child grows. The principles are durable. The rules are 

illustrations of the principles. 

Your child will pass through every age band in this chapter. The book in your hand is meant to 

grow with her. Refer back to the relevant section as she ages into it. Update the family 

agreement at the transition between age bands. The work is continuous. So is the love that 

drives it. 
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Chapter 11: Schools, WhatsApp Groups, and the Indian Joint 

Family 

So far, this book has assumed that the family is the unit of intervention. That is not entirely 

accurate. The Indian family does not operate in a vacuum. It operates inside three pressure 

systems that constantly push against any phone-limiting decision: the school system, the school 

WhatsApp group culture, and the joint or extended family. This chapter is about how to handle 

each. 

The school system 

Indian schools have transformed in the last decade in ways many parents have not fully tracked. 

The school day now routinely includes screen-based work that did not exist fifteen years ago. 

Homework is uploaded to Google Classroom or proprietary apps. Worksheets are PDFs to be 

downloaded and printed. Notes are circulated as photographs on WhatsApp. Project work 

increasingly assumes the child has access to YouTube and basic editing software. The child 

who does not have a device is, in many schools, at a real disadvantage. 

This has put parents in a bind. To deny the device is to harm the child academically. To allow 

the device is to expose the child to everything we have discussed in the first half of this book. 

The resolution is that the device for school work and the device for life are different devices, or 

the same device used in different modes. 

Solution one: the separated device 

Where finances allow, a basic laptop or shared family iPad is used for all school work. The child 

does not own the device. It lives in the study or living room. Homework is done on it, in shared 

space, with the parent broadly aware. The child's personal phone — if they have one — is for 

calls, messages, and a limited set of apps. School work and entertainment use are physically 

separated. This separation is enormously powerful because it removes the constant context-

switching between schoolwork and social media that destroys both. 

Solution two: the modal device 

Where only one device exists, the device runs in two clearly delineated modes. Study mode: 

only school apps, only school websites, all social media blocked, all entertainment apps 

blocked. Life mode: a limited set of apps available, with time limits. Apps like Family Link 

(Google) and Screen Time (Apple) allow scheduled mode switches. Study mode runs from 4 

p.m. to 8 p.m. on school days, or whatever your child's homework window is. Life mode runs in 

the evening for one hour, capped. Bedroom mode runs from 8:30 or 9:30 p.m. until morning, 

with no apps accessible. 
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Talking to the school 

Some schools are now actively supportive of phone-limiting families. Some are not. If your 

school's culture is heavy on online expectations after school hours, write to the class teacher 

and the principal. Be polite, be specific, be brief. "We have noticed that the volume of after-

school WhatsApp communication is intensive. We are limiting our child's phone access in the 

evening hours for health reasons. Could the class teacher please ensure that homework 

instructions and project announcements are communicated by 6 p.m. and treated as final, so 

that students are not penalised for not responding after that time?" Most school administrations 

respond reasonably to such a request. Some do not. If they do not, your decision still holds. The 

child will not fail school because you did not let her respond to WhatsApp at 10:30 p.m. 

The school WhatsApp group culture 

There is no other country in the world where the school WhatsApp group has reached the 

prominence it has in middle-class India. Class parent groups, parent-teacher coordination 

groups, exam preparation groups, project groups, building friends groups, society aunty groups 

— the average Indian parent of a school-going child is in five to ten WhatsApp groups related to 

that child's schooling. The collective volume is staggering. The collective utility is mixed. 

The groups have three real costs. First, they consume parental attention all day. Second, they 

generate a social-pressure pipeline that constantly compares your child to others. Third, they 

normalise instant-response culture, which directly conflicts with the boundaries you are trying to 

set for your child. 

How to manage your own WhatsApp groups 

• Mute every school group. The notification badge will tell you if there is a count. You do not 

need a buzz. 

• Check groups at three set times: morning, lunch, evening. Not throughout the day. 

• Do not engage in social comparison threads. "My child got 96%, what did yours get?" Do 

not answer. The thread will move on. 

• Where a group is purely social and contributing nothing, leave. Be polite. "Leaving the 

group to reduce notifications, please reach me directly if needed." 

• Do not screenshot and forward to your spouse. Do not let the group become the third party 

in your marriage. 

How to manage your child's WhatsApp groups 

If your child is in WhatsApp groups, you can apply structure without invading. The groups are 

visible from a parental control standpoint as long as the messages are not encrypted to the 

parent. You can periodically and openly review with the child the names of groups, the volume 
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of messages, and the emotional temperature. "Show me your groups. I am not reading 

messages. I just want to see what you are in. Are any of these stressing you out?" 

Many children are in groups that exhaust them and do not know how to leave. The combined 

pressure of "if I leave, they will talk about me" is paralysing. You can give the child permission to 

leave, and frame it as something you are deciding together. "That group has too many 

messages. Let's mute it. Or leave it. Either is fine. I will help you draft a message if you want to 

leave." 

The joint family 

In a nuclear family, there are two parents and possibly some external opinion-givers. In a joint 

family there can be six or eight adults living in the same house, each with views about the child, 

each with their own phone behaviours, each visible to the child every day. The plan in Chapter 9 

cannot succeed if half the adults in the house are silently undermining it. 

The grandparent who hands over the phone 

The most common pattern: the parent says no phone before homework. The child asks the 

grandmother. The grandmother, indulgent and uncritical, hands over her own phone. The rule is 

broken. The parent finds out. The fight begins. The grandmother feels accused. The child has 

learned which adult to ask. 

The fix is a single conversation, before Day 1 of the plan, framed correctly. Sit with the relevant 

grandparent — alone, calmly, respectfully. "We have noticed [child's name] is struggling with the 

phone. The doctor suggested a thirty-day plan. We have started it. We need your help. For thirty 

days, please do not give your phone or any phone to [child] without checking with us first. We 

know you love her. We know you give her the phone to make her happy. That is why we are 

asking — because we love her too and we are trying to help her. Can you support us in this?" 

Most Indian grandparents respond to being asked respectfully. Many actively want to help and 

do not know how. Some, frankly, are addicted to their own phones and the plan will be 

uncomfortable for them too. Be honest about this. The plan applies to everyone. 

The grandparent who is themselves on the phone all day 

This is now common in middle-class Indian joint families. A retired sixty-eight-year-old who 

spends five or six hours a day on YouTube, WhatsApp, and Facebook is not an unusual sight. 

The child observes the model and concludes — accurately — that the rules are not really about 

health. They are about her age. 

You cannot ask the grandparent to give up the phone. You can ask for two specific things: 

phones off at meals, and phones off when in conversation with the child. Both are reasonable, 

respectful asks. They model that the rule "phones off for human interaction" applies to 

everyone, regardless of age. 
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The uncle or aunt who undermines 

Less common but more difficult. An uncle who teases the child for not having Instagram, or 

makes a remark about "helicopter parenting," or actively shows the child new apps. The 

conversation needs to be direct, in private, and unapologetic. "I notice that you have been 

encouraging the kids to use the phone more freely. I would appreciate it if you respect the rules 

we have set for our child. You may not agree with our approach, but please do not undermine 

it." Once. Quietly. Then hold. 

The school friends and their parents 

Your child has six close friends. Three of them have unlimited phones at home. Two have 

partial limits. One has a parent who is more strict than you. Your child notices. Your child 

compares. Your child argues from comparison. 

Two responses help. First, network with the parents who share your view. Even one or two 

aligned friend-families is enough to break the "everyone has it" argument. Your child can name 

a friend whose parent agrees with you. Second, accept that some friends will move in different 

directions, and that is okay. Your child does not need every friend to be aligned. She needs you 

to be aligned with yourself. 

The school principal and counselor 

If your child is in genuine distress — sleep loss, mood drops, falling grades, suspected 

cyberbullying — the school is your ally, not your obstacle. Many Indian schools now have a 

school counsellor, even if the counsellor is part-time. Most schools have a principal who has 

seen this pattern before. Reach out. Schedule a meeting. Be specific about what you are seeing 

and what you are doing. Ask what the school can do — flexible homework deadlines during the 

recovery period, awareness from the class teacher, reduction of group-project work that 

requires after-hours phone use. Schools that are themselves committed to phone-light culture 

can be powerful partners. 

The pediatrician 

Your child's paediatrician is the medical anchor for this entire plan. Schedule a visit early in the 

recovery process — ideally in Week 1 or 2. Tell the paediatrician what is happening. Ask for a 

baseline check: sleep history, mood, weight, vision, posture. Ask for a referral to a child 

psychologist if any of the mental-health markers in Chapter 5 are present. The paediatrician's 

involvement does three things: it gives you medical authority to cite when extended family 

pushes back, it catches medical issues that may be masquerading as phone issues, and it gets 

the family into the wider mental-health system if needed. 
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The bottom line 

You cannot do this in a household where the adults are not aligned and the school is hostile. 

But you also cannot wait for perfect conditions. The plan begins with the household you have, 

the school you have, the joint family you have. You influence what you can influence. You hold 

the keystone rules — bedroom, meals, mornings — even when others undermine peripheral 

rules. Over time, your steadiness changes the household more than any single conversation 

could. Children, in particular, learn from what they see repeatedly more than from what they are 

told once. 
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Chapter 12: The Year After — Building a Phone-Light 

Childhood That Lasts 

The thirty-day plan is a sprint. The year after is a marathon. Most families who succeed at the 

thirty days then loosen everything in month two, drift back in month three, and find themselves 

at month six exactly where they started. This chapter is about how the second month, the 

second quarter, and the second year are structured so that the gains are not lost. It is the part of 

the book that turns the intervention into a household culture. 

Months 2 to 3: holding the line 

The biggest risk in months two and three is that the parents relax because the child seems fine. 

The child is fine because the rules are holding. The rules holding is the entire reason the child is 

fine. Take the rules away and the equilibrium collapses. 

In months two and three, three things change. The structural rules — bedroom, meals, 

mornings, shared spaces — stay as they are. The time caps can flex modestly for older children 

if they have been compliant. The conversation about the phone becomes less central; the 

phone is no longer the family's main topic of discussion, which is itself a sign of recovery. 

Watch for the small slips. The phone in the bedroom "just because Friday." The phone at one 

meal because there was a video to show. The morning phone check because of one 

notification. Slips are not catastrophes. They are signals. A single slip can be ignored. A second 

slip in the same week needs a calm conversation: "We are slipping back. Let's lock down for a 

week." The keystone rules return to full force. Within a week, equilibrium re-establishes. 

Month 4 to 6: re-evaluating apps 

By month four, you can begin to consider reintroducing apps that were removed at the start. 

Use the same framework that governed the original audit: would this app increase or decrease 

the chance of relapse? Is the child mature enough now to use it within limits? Is the social cost 

of not having it greater than the cost of having it? 

Some apps stay removed forever. TikTok, in particular, is a serious decision to allow at any age 

under sixteen. Snapchat carries enough risks at the under-fifteen level that many parents now 

keep it removed permanently. Each family will make different decisions. The decision should be 

conscious, discussed, and revisitable, not defaulted into. 

When you reintroduce an app, do so on terms. Time limit. App-by-app. No bedroom use. Parent 

visibility on contacts. Periodic review. If the app starts driving up screen time, mood drops, or 

sleep loss again, it goes back into the deleted folder, no debate. 
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The annual review 

Once a year, ideally at the end of summer holidays before the new school year begins, sit down 

as a family and review. Not a fight. A retrospective. What worked. What did not. What rules 

should evolve. What new apps have appeared in the child's friends' lives. What new platforms 

you should know about. 

This annual review is the rhythm that keeps the household ahead of the constantly evolving app 

landscape. The platforms of 2026 are not the platforms of 2023 and will not be the platforms of 

2028. The family that has built the muscle of regular review can adapt. The family that froze its 

rules at one point in time will be overtaken. 

The college-going child 

At some point — sixteen, seventeen, eighteen — the child leaves home for college, training, 

work, or marriage. The rules you have set will no longer be enforceable from outside. This is the 

test. If the rules have become internalised, the child carries them forward. If they have only been 

external, they collapse on the first day of college. 

The way to make rules internal, not external, is to involve the child in their design as she gets 

older. From age fifteen, the child has voice. From age sixteen, the child has authorship. From 

age seventeen, the child is largely managing her own phone use within a framework you 

support, not enforce. By the time she leaves home, she is not a child following rules. She is a 

young adult who has thought about this carefully and has views of her own. Those views, more 

than any rule you imposed at age twelve, are what protect her. 

The phone-light adulthood 

The goal of this book is not phone-free childhood. It is phone-light childhood. The difference 

matters. A phone-free childhood is impossible and would deprive the child of real benefits. A 

phone-light childhood is one in which the phone serves the child rather than the other way 

around. The phone is a tool. It is used when needed. It is put down when not needed. Sleep, 

meals, conversations, friendships, sport, reading, study, family time, daydreaming, boredom — 

all happen without it. The phone fits into life, not life into the phone. 

A child raised this way arrives at adulthood with intact attention, intact social skills, intact 

identity, intact relationships, and intact mental health. She is rare. She has an enormous 

advantage in work, in love, in life. She will not even know how rare she is, because the 

comparison set is the cohort that did not grow up this way. 

That is the prize. The thirty-day plan is the beginning of that prize. The year after is the 

consolidation. The decade after is the dividend. 
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A final word for the parent 

If you have read this far, you are already in the small percentage of parents who will do 

something rather than worry about it. The fact that you bought this book, that you have stayed 

with the difficult parts, that you are still here on the last chapter, says something about the kind 

of parent you are. The thirty days will be hard. Some of the conversations will be harder. There 

will be days when you doubt the plan, doubt yourself, doubt that any of this is worth the friction it 

is causing in your home. 

It is worth it. The evidence is overwhelming. The cost of doing nothing — for your child's brain, 

body, sleep, mood, friendships, attention, ambition, and ultimately their adult life — is far higher 

than the cost of doing this. The fight you are about to have in your home is the right fight, at the 

right time, for the right reasons. Most parents will not have it. Yours will. 

Twenty years from now, your child will not remember the thirty days of struggle. They will 

remember a childhood in which they slept well, read books, played outside, ate meals with the 

family, and had a parent who paid attention. The phone will be a footnote. The childhood will be 

the headline. 

Begin tomorrow. Or next Monday. Or after the function next weekend. Begin. The rest of this 

book is built so that the beginning is possible. You are equipped. Walk in. 
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Chapter 13: Parent Letters — Twenty-One Real Questions, 

Answered 

Over the years, the same questions arrive again and again from parents at counselling 

sessions, school meetings, WhatsApp messages, YouTube comments, and the occasional 11 

p.m. email from a parent who could not sleep. I have collected the most common twenty-one 

here, and answered each with the response I would give if you were sitting across from me. The 

questions are arranged from the easiest to the most painful. Read them in order, or skip to the 

one that applies to you tonight. 

Question 1: My child is only five. He just watches one cartoon at breakfast. 

Is that really a problem? 

Probably not yet, but the foundation is being laid right now. The screen at breakfast is teaching 

a small brain that mealtime is screen time. By age eight, that pattern will be very hard to remove 

without conflict. The Indian Academy of Paediatrics guidance is no screens under age two, and 

minimal supervised screens between two and five, with no screens during meals at any age. If 

you stop the breakfast cartoon now, you will face two weeks of complaints and then it will be 

forgotten. If you wait until age eight, you will face a structured recovery plan. Choose the easier 

season. 

Question 2: How do I know if my child has a real addiction or just a strong 

habit? 

Use the seven-question screen in Chapter 7. Zero to two yeses is a habit that responds to 

ordinary limits. Three to four is a moderate addictive pattern. Five or more is severe. The key 

marker is whether the child can stop when asked, repeatedly, for limits, and resumes within 

days. Habit responds to firmness. Addiction does not. If you have implemented the same rule 

three times and the rule has collapsed three times within a fortnight, you are not looking at 

indiscipline. You are looking at a brain pattern that needs structured intervention. 

Question 3: My husband and I disagree about screen time rules. He thinks I 

am too strict. Now what? 

This is the question that ends more recovery plans than any other. The child can only be 

protected from the phone if both parents enforce the same rule. The argument cannot happen in 

front of the child, because the child learns immediately that the rule has a crack and will widen 

the crack until the rule breaks. 
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Set aside ninety minutes. Both parents. No children present. Read Chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4 of 

this book together if needed. Agree the rule in writing. The agreement does not need to be a 

perfect rule; it needs to be a shared rule. "Phone leaves the bedroom at 9 p.m., no phone at 

meals, ninety-minute weekday cap" is enforceable if both parents agree. "It depends on what 

we feel like that day" is not enforceable by anyone. 

If you cannot reach agreement, do not start the plan. The plan with one parent enforcing and the 

other quietly relaxing is worse than no plan, because the child learns that rules are arbitrary and 

that one parent is the safe haven. Spend the first week on the spousal agreement, not on the 

child. 

Question 4: My in-laws live with us and they give the phone to the children 

whenever the children ask. How do I handle this? 

With respect, with patience, and with the senior generation's own values as your allies. Your in-

laws did not raise their own children on phones. They raised their own children on courtyard 

play, on stories, on conversation. Remind them of that without saying it as a reproach. "You 

raised your sons without phones, and they turned out well. I am trying to do for our children 

what you did for yours." 

Then ask them for a specific contribution. "When the children come to you and ask for the 

phone, please tell them to come to us. Not because we are strict, but because the children are 

still learning the rules and we need one voice in the house." Most grandparents respond well to 

being asked, badly to being instructed. The senior generation, when included, is one of the 

strongest possible allies for the recovery plan. When excluded, they will be the leak. 

Question 5: The school WhatsApp group is the source of all homework 

updates. I cannot remove the phone. 

You do not need to remove the phone entirely. You need to separate the homework function 

from the entertainment function. There are three workable solutions. First: the homework phone 

is the parent's phone, and the parent reads the WhatsApp group to the child every evening at a 

fixed time. Second: the homework phone is a feature phone or a phone with no other apps 

installed, used only by the child to check the school group. Third: the child has a phone with the 

school WhatsApp installed and almost nothing else, in shared space, with strict caps. 

Talk to the school. Several Indian schools have begun providing homework on official parent 

portals or in physical diaries again, precisely because the WhatsApp group has become a 

vector for excessive screen exposure. If three or four parents in the class raise the question 

together, the school listens. Many parents do not know they have allies in the same class. You 

do. 
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Question 6: My daughter is fourteen and says I am the only mother who 

does not allow Instagram. All her friends have it. She says she will be left 

out. 

She is probably right that her friends have it. She is wrong that being left out is the worst 

outcome. There are stronger outcomes to fear. The data from Meta's own internal research, 

leaked in 2021, is unambiguous: a substantial minority of teenage girls report that Instagram 

makes their body image worse, and a significant fraction of girls with thoughts of self-harm 

traced those thoughts to the platform. Your daughter is in the age window where this damage is 

most likely. 

The conversation to have is not "no Instagram." The conversation is: "Tell me what you would 

do on Instagram. Who would you follow? What would you post? Walk me through a day on it." 

Then make a proposal. "You can have Instagram with these conditions: account is private, 

follow only friends you know in real life, no posting of photos of yourself for the first six months, 

account reviewed together every Sunday evening. The first time the conditions slip, the app 

comes off for a month. The second time, off for six months." Most fourteen-year-old girls will 

accept this. The ones who refuse outright are usually the ones for whom delay is the right 

answer. 

If you decide to delay entirely, the script is: "I know this is hard. I know your friends are on it. I 

am not stopping you forever. I am stopping you while your brain is still developing the 

relationship with images of yourself. We will revisit at fifteen and a half, with the conditions 

above. I am willing to be the unpopular mother for the next eighteen months because I am not 

willing to be the heartbroken mother for the next ten years." 

Question 7: My son is sixteen and his entire social life is on Discord and 

gaming. If I take it away he will have no friends. 

This is real, and severing the gaming social world wholesale would be cruel. The intervention 

here is harm reduction, not abstinence. Read the case of Vihaan in the Interlude. The pattern: 

agree time caps that allow the gaming social investment to continue without dominating the day; 

require one offline social investment (a sport, a club, a study group) in parallel; review weekly; 

engage professional support if the seven-question screen shows five or more. 

The mistake to avoid: forcing a sixteen-year-old to choose between gaming and family. He will 

not choose family. He will go underground. The path is to make family the place gaming exists 

within a healthy life, not the place gaming is forbidden. Within the agreed time, the gaming is 

welcome. Outside the agreed time, it is not. 
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Question 8: I cannot stop using my own phone. How can I tell my child to 

stop? 

You cannot, until you have addressed your own use. The single most predictive variable for a 

child's relationship with the phone is the parent's relationship with the phone. The child watches 

you check your phone during dinner, while talking to her, while she is showing you something, 

while waiting in the doctor's office. She learns that the phone is more important than her. Then 

she replicates it. 

Begin with your own audit. Then your own thirty-day plan. Do not announce it to the child as 

"now I will do what I am asking you to do." Simply do it. Phone leaves the bedroom at night. 

Phone is not at meals. Phone is not in your hand when your child is speaking to you. After two 

weeks of you doing this without comment, the child will have noticed. After four weeks, the 

family conversation about the child's phone becomes possible because the credibility is 

established. 

This is the hardest answer in this book. It is also the most important. 

Question 9: My child is nine and has started lying about phone use. Hiding 

the phone, deleting browser history, claiming to be doing homework when 

she is on YouTube. What do I do? 

The lying is a clinical sign, not a discipline problem. It tells you the addictive pattern has reached 

the stage where the brain prioritises the substance over the relationship with the parent. Treat it 

the way you would treat any other addictive symptom: with structured intervention, not with 

anger. 

Do not punish the lying directly. Do not say "and on top of that, you lied." The lying is the 

symptom. Address the underlying pattern. Implement Chapter 9. Move the phone out of private 

space. Notifications off. App audit. The lying will reduce as the addictive pull reduces. If it does 

not reduce within three weeks of strict plan execution, professional support is warranted; lying 

that persists after the substance is removed sometimes points to a separate underlying issue 

(anxiety, depression, social difficulty at school) that the phone was masking. 

Question 10: My son is eleven and shows signs of depression since the 

phone restrictions started. Should I give the phone back? 

No, but do not ignore the depression. The withdrawal period from a heavy addictive pattern can 

produce real depressive symptoms — low mood, withdrawal, irritability, low appetite, sleep 

difficulty even after the phone is out of the bedroom. These symptoms usually peak around day 

five to ten and resolve by day fourteen to twenty-one as the brain rebalances. 
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If the symptoms are severe — your child says he wishes he were dead, expresses 

hopelessness about the future, stops engaging with anyone, does not eat for forty-eight hours 

— that is not phone withdrawal. That is a mental health crisis. Call iCall (9152987821) or 

Vandrevala Foundation (1860-2662-345), and book an urgent paediatric mental health consult 

within 24 to 48 hours. 

If the symptoms are mild to moderate — low mood, irritability, mild withdrawal that improves 

with parental presence — continue the plan, do not return the phone, and ensure your child has 

the maximum amount of parent contact during the withdrawal period. Sit with him. Walk with 

him. Cook with him. The relational presence is the medicine. It works. The data, and twenty-five 

years of seeing this in counselling, says it works. 

Question 11: My daughter is thirteen and threatens to harm herself if I take 

her phone. Is she manipulating me, or is this real? 

Both possibilities are real. You cannot tell the difference, and you do not need to. Treat every 

threat of self-harm at this age as real until proven otherwise. The response is not capitulation on 

the phone; the response is professional consultation, immediately. 

Call a paediatric mental health professional this week. Tell them exactly what was said. Ask for 

an urgent appointment. In the meantime, do not return the phone, but increase your physical 

presence and remove access to anything that could be used for self-harm (read the safety 

planning section in any reputable resource for parents). Do not leave the child alone for 

extended periods. If the threat is acute — she says she is going to do it now, or has a plan, or 

has the means — call the helpline (Vandrevala, 1860-2662-345) and present to a hospital 

emergency department. 

Returning the phone in response to a self-harm threat teaches the child that self-harm threats 

produce what she wants. This pattern, once learned, becomes the response to every future 

limit. Do not learn this lesson the hard way. Hold the limit. Get the professional involved. Both, in 

parallel. 

Question 12: My fifteen-year-old son keeps watching things I do not 

approve of. How do I check what he is watching without becoming a 

surveillance state? 

Two-part answer. First, parental controls, set up jointly. Sit with him. Show him the controls you 

are installing. Explain why each one is on. "Adult content filter is on because I think you are not 

ready for that material. Time controls are on because the phone is designed to be habit-forming. 

Activity report is on so I can see the broad pattern of usage. I am not reading your individual 

messages." Joint setup respects autonomy. 
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Second, the principle: shared phone, in shared space, with broad-pattern oversight. You see the 

categories. You do not read every message. If something specific concerns you — a sudden 

new app, an unusual late-night spike, a marked change in mood after a particular use — you 

have a conversation about that specific thing, not a permanent surveillance regime. Trust is built 

by the parent showing up at the specific concern, not by the parent constantly hovering. 

Question 13: My child watches educational content. Is that not okay? Why 

should I limit that? 

Educational content is better than entertainment content, but the screen is still the screen. Two 

hours of Khan Academy is not the same as two hours of Instagram, but it is also not zero. The 

brain still does not get the reading practice, the off-line problem-solving, the eye relaxation, the 

body movement that the same two hours offline would provide. 

Educational content is most useful as supplement, not replacement. Twenty minutes of a Khan 

Academy concept video followed by forty minutes of working problems in a notebook is 

excellent. Two hours of educational videos without working anything in a notebook is mostly 

entertainment with academic vocabulary. The criterion is what the child does after the video, not 

what is in the video. 

Question 14: My child is gifted and uses the phone for advanced learning 

beyond his grade level. Am I limiting his potential? 

No. The gifted brain still has the same biology. The dopamine system, the developing prefrontal 

cortex, the sleep needs, the social development needs — these are constant across cognitive 

ability. A gifted child consuming six hours of advanced math videos a day is still a child who is 

not sleeping enough, not playing enough, not socially practising enough. The math 

advancement will not compensate for the developmental delay in the other domains. 

Set the same caps. Within the caps, prioritise the advanced learning that excites him. Outside 

the caps, the same broad development applies. The chess prodigy still needs to play with other 

children. The math child still needs to read fiction. The coder still needs sunlight and exercise. 

The gifts are stewarded best when the rest of the development is protected. 

Question 15: My child uses the phone to call her grandparents in the 

village. How do I keep that contact without keeping the phone? 

The contact is more important than the device boundary. Schedule the calls. Three or four times 

a week, twenty to thirty minutes each, at a fixed time — say, 7 to 7:30 p.m. before dinner. Use 

the family living-room speaker or a tablet on the dining table. Make the call a family ritual, not a 
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private child activity. The grandparents speak with the entire family. The child speaks within the 

family context. 

This protects the connection without making the phone the medium of the connection in a 

private way. The grandmother who feels close to her granddaughter through the daily family 

video call is closer than the grandmother who exchanges sporadic text messages with a 

teenager. The format is what matters. 

Question 16: I am divorced. My child spends weekends with her father who 

allows unlimited phone use. How do I sustain the plan? 

This is hard, and partial sustain is better than no sustain. Address it in three steps. First, request 

a conversation with your former spouse — not through the child, never through the child. Lay 

out the plan. Ask him to enforce at least the foundational rules during weekend stays: phone out 

of the bedroom at night, no phone at meals, bedtime restored. Most parents agree to this 

minimum even after a difficult separation, because the minimum is reasonable. 

Second, if the former spouse will not enforce, do not punish the child for the inconsistency. 

Resume the plan immediately on Monday morning. Children adapt to dual-household norms 

more than parents fear. The Monday-to-Friday plan with a Saturday-Sunday relaxation is 

suboptimal but workable. 

Third, do not use the recovery plan as a battleground in the broader separation. The child 

should not feel she is the prize in a custody contest about phones. The plan is hers, not the 

litigation. Make it boring and consistent on your side. The boring consistency, over months, is 

what sustains the recovery even with a partly cooperative co-parent. 

Question 17: My teenager argues that I do not understand her generation 

and that I am being unreasonable. Some of her arguments sound good. 

Should I listen? 

Yes, partly. Listen to the arguments. Several are valid: the social reality is real, the school 

WhatsApp pressure is real, the cost of being the only one without is real, the existence of 

legitimate educational, creative, and connection uses is real. Acknowledge what is true. 

Then return to the underlying biology. The frontal cortex is still developing. The dopamine 

sensitivity at fifteen is not the same as at twenty-five. The sleep need is still nine hours. The 

body-image vulnerability is not erased by good arguments. The fact that her arguments sound 

reasonable does not mean the underlying biology has changed. 

The honest reply is: "I have heard you. Several of your points are fair, and I will adjust 

accordingly — you are right about X, I will change Y. The other points are not about me 

misunderstanding your generation; they are about your generation's biology, which is the same 
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as every generation's biology. The limit stands. We will revisit in six months as you mature." 

This is the response that respects her intelligence without surrendering the protection. 

Question 18: I am exhausted. I have implemented the plan for ten days and 

I do not have the energy to fight tonight. What do I do? 

Stop fighting. Do not lift the rule, but do not fight either. The fight is not the rule. The rule is the 

rule. "The phone is on the tray in the kitchen. I am too tired to discuss it tonight. Goodnight." 

Walk away from the argument. The child will protest and then will sleep, because the phone is 

not in the bedroom and there is nothing else to do. 

The night you are too tired to fight is the night the rule must be self-enforcing. That is why you 

set up the structure in week one — the charging tray, the bedroom rule, the controls — so that 

the rule does not require nightly negotiation. The rule lives in the structure, not in the parent's 

energy. 

If you find yourself negotiating every night, the structure is not yet right. Add more structure, not 

more willpower. Time-locked storage. Phone returned only by parent's biometric. Wi-fi off after a 

fixed hour. The boring physical structures do the work that exhausted parents cannot. 

Question 19: My child's grades have improved since the plan started, but 

she has lost some friends. Was the plan worth it? 

Yes, if the lost friends were friends whose connection was primarily through the platform you 

removed. The friendships that survive the platform change are the substantial friendships. The 

friendships that do not survive are the platform-mediated parasocial connections that would 

have faded over time anyway. 

The new friendships, the ones formed in the new activities, the new chess club, the new dance 

class, the new swimming team, the cousin she had drifted from — those will be the friendships 

of her adolescence and adulthood. Give it six months. Look at her social life then. Almost 

always, the parents who feared they had isolated their child discover that they have re-rooted 

her in a smaller circle of deeper friendships. 

Question 20: I started this plan late. My child is sixteen and the patterns are 

entrenched. Is it too late? 

Not too late, but slower. Read the case of Karan in the Interlude. The sixteen-year-old recovery 

is not the same as the ten-year-old recovery. The frontal cortex is more developed, the social 

investments are deeper, the autonomy claims are more legitimate, the time before 

independence is shorter. 
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Adjust the plan accordingly. The conversation is longer and more genuinely two-sided. The 

rules are more negotiable on details and less negotiable on foundations. The replacement 

activities must respect the adolescent's developing identity, not the parent's preference. The 

thirty days becomes more like sixty to ninety days. The role of the professional is larger. The 

expectation is partial recovery in the home and full recovery delivered by the child himself, on 

his own terms, over the next two to three years. 

And one more thing: by sixteen, the recovery is increasingly the child's project, not the parent's. 

Your job shifts from enforcing rules to providing scaffolding for self-regulation. He will 

sometimes choose poorly. He will sometimes choose well. By eighteen he is making the choices 

regardless of your preference. The work of the next two years is to help him build the self-

regulation muscle he will use for the rest of his life. The phone is the practice ground for that 

broader skill. 

Question 21: I am scared. I do not know if I can do this. What if I fail? 

You will fail. You will fail many times. You will hold the line for nine nights and break it on the 

tenth. You will negotiate in moments of exhaustion. You will say things in arguments that you 

regret. You will have stretches of two or three weeks when the plan slips entirely and you have 

to begin again. None of this is failure of the plan. All of this is what the plan looks like across a 

year. 

The question is not whether you will be perfect. The question is whether you will keep starting 

again. The parent who tries on January first, slips in March, restarts in April, slips in July, 

restarts in August, and holds steady from September onwards has recovered her child. The 

parent who tries on January first, slips in March, and never restarts has not. 

Restart is the entire skill. You do not need to be a perfect parent. You need to be a restarting 

parent. The book is written for restarting parents. The plan accommodates restart. The structure 

exists for the day you have to begin again. That is enough. That is the only thing required. 

You will be fine. Your child will be fine. The first night the phone leaves the bedroom is the night 

the work begins. The first morning the family sits at breakfast without a screen is the morning 

the family begins to return. The first evening your daughter tells you about her day instead of 

disappearing into a phone is the evening you understand that the work was worth it. 

Close the book. Go to your child. Begin tonight. 
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Chapter 14: The Parent Workbook — Templates, Scripts, and 

Worksheets 

This chapter is the operational manual. The previous thirteen chapters built understanding; this 

one is what you photocopy, what you keep on the fridge, what you reach for in the difficult 

moment. Twelve worksheets and scripts, each ready to use. Mark them up. Make them your 

own. The book is yours, and so are these tools. 

Worksheet 1: The Family Phone Audit Worksheet 

Complete this together as parents, before any conversation with the child. One sheet per child. 

Section A — Daily phone time 

• Estimated hours weekday morning (6 a.m. to school): _____ 

• During school hours (if phone is taken): _____ 

• After school to dinner: _____ 

• Dinner to bedtime: _____ 

• In bed after bedtime (best guess): _____ 

• Weekend total daily average: _____ 

• Total estimated weekday hours: _____ 

Section B — Primary content categories 

• Short-video (Reels, Shorts, TikTok-equivalent): hours per day _____ 

• Long-form video (YouTube full videos, OTT shows): _____ 

• Gaming: _____ 

• Messaging (WhatsApp, Telegram, etc.): _____ 

• Social media browsing/posting: _____ 

• Educational content: _____ 

• Creative tools (drawing, music, photography): _____ 

Section C — The seven-question screen (Yes/No) 

39. Failed repeated attempts to cut down: ____ 

40. First thing in morning, last thing at night: ____ 

41. Used to regulate mood: ____ 

42. Tolerance — same use no longer satisfies: ____ 

43. Distress when phone unavailable >30 min: ____ 
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44. Caused repeated conflict/grade drop/sleep loss: ____ 

45. Rapid relapse after agreed break: ____ 

Total yeses: ____   (0-2 = habit; 3-4 = moderate; 5+ = severe pattern) 

Worksheet 2: The Behavioural Inventory Checklist 

Tick what applies. Each tick is a data point, not a verdict. 

Sleep 

• Phone in bedroom at night 

• Bedtime later than age-appropriate hour 

• Difficult to wake in the morning 

• Significant weekend catch-up sleep 

• Visible eye fatigue, dark circles 

Body 

• Frequent headaches 

• Neck or shoulder pain 

• Eye strain or new vision complaints 

• Recent weight gain 

• Appetite changes 

• Withdrawn from previously enjoyed sport 

• New tremor or repetitive strain 

Mood 

• Increased irritability 

• Tantrums on phone restriction 

• Sadness without clear cause 

• Anxiety about being separated from phone 

• Comments about appearance, weight, or comparison to others 

• Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities 

School and learning 

• Recent grade drop 

• Difficulty completing homework 

• Teacher feedback about attention or behaviour 

• Reduced reading (books, not screens) 
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• Loss of curiosity 

Social 

• Withdrawn from family conversations 

• Friendships shifting toward online-only 

• Stopped seeing close friends in person 

• Hiding phone activity from parents 

• Deleting browser history or messages 

Total ticks: ____   (0-4 = mild concern; 5-9 = moderate; 10+ = serious) 

Script 1: The Opening Conversation 

Use this verbatim if you cannot find your own words. Adapt to your child's age. Best delivered 

on a weekend morning, both parents present, no distractions, no other children in the room. 

"We want to talk to you about something. This is not a punishment conversation, 

and you are not in trouble. We have been worried for a while now about how the 

phone has been affecting you — your sleep, your mood, your school, the time we 

spend together — and we have read and learned a lot. We want to make some 

changes, and we want you to be part of how we make them. Before we say what 

we are thinking, we want to hear from you. How do you feel about your phone 

use? What do you like about it? What, if anything, would you change if you 

could?" 

Stop. Let her speak. Do not interrupt. Do not correct. Take notes if helpful. Aim for at least five 

minutes of her speaking before you respond. Then: 

"Thank you for telling us. We heard you. Here is what we want to change, and 

here is why. We want to do this together. We are not going to take the phone 

away entirely. We are going to set up the phone so that it serves you rather than 

the other way around. Some of this will be hard, especially in the first few weeks. 

We will be doing it with you, not just to you. That includes us changing our own 

phone habits, which we will tell you about." 

Then read the plan together, slowly. Answer questions. Do not finalise the plan in this 

conversation; give it forty-eight hours so the child can think. Return on Sunday evening with the 

final version. 
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Script 2: When the Child Cries 

The crying is normal. The crying is not a sign you are wrong. Stay seated. Do not lift the rule. 

Speak softly. 

"I know this hurts. I know it feels unfair. I am not angry with you. I am sad with 

you about how hard this is going to be at first. We are still going to do it, because 

I love you and because the phone has been hurting you. I am not going 

anywhere. I will sit here with you until you are ready to talk." 

Then sit. Do not check your own phone. Do not look at the time. The crying will subside. The 

next conversation, after the crying, is the conversation that matters. Often the child says the 

thing she could not say before the crying. Listen for it. 

Script 3: When the Child Threatens 

"I will run away." "I will hate you forever." "I will hurt myself." The escalation can be frightening. 

Stay calm. Take threats of self-harm seriously and contact a professional within 24-48 hours 

(see Question 11). Do not surrender the rule in response to a threat. 

"I hear that you are very upset. I am taking what you said seriously. I am not 

changing the rule because the rule is to protect you. We are going to call [Dr. X / 

your paediatrician / the helpline] together this week because I want you to have 

more support than just me, and I want to make sure I am not missing something 

important. The phone stays where it is. I love you. We will get through this." 

If the threat is acute — concrete plan, immediate intent — call the helpline (Vandrevala 1860-

2662-345; iCall 9152987821; Tele MANAS 14416) immediately, present to a paediatric 

emergency department, do not leave the child alone. 

Script 4: When You Lose Your Temper 

You will. The script is what you say afterwards. 

"I am sorry I shouted earlier. I was tired and frustrated, and the way I spoke to 

you was not okay. The rule has not changed, and I am not taking back the limit. 

But the way I spoke does not match how I want to speak to you. Will you forgive 

me?" 

This apology models for the child what mature acknowledgement looks like. It does not 

undermine the rule; it strengthens it, because the rule is now decoupled from the temper. The 

rule stands because it is right, not because the parent was angry. 
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Script 5: The School Conversation 

Letter or email to the class teacher, week four: 

"Dear [Teacher], We are writing to inform you of a change at home. Over the past 

four weeks we have substantially reduced our child's phone and screen use as 

part of a structured plan to address what we identified as problematic use 

patterns. You may notice changes in his behaviour at school — possibly an initial 

period of irritability or sadness, which we expect to resolve, followed by 

improvements in attention, sleep, and engagement. If you observe anything 

concerning, please contact us directly. We would also welcome your perspective 

on his attention and engagement over the next month. With thanks for your 

partnership." 

Worksheet 3: The Replacement Inventory 

Complete with the child during week three. Three commitments, two weeks each, then evaluate. 

Activity 1: ____________________ 

• Day and time: ____________________ 

• Location: ____________________ 

• Cost (if any): ____________________ 

• First session date: ____________________ 

• After 2 weeks — continue? ____________________ 

Activity 2: ____________________ 

• Day and time: ____________________ 

• Location: ____________________ 

• Cost (if any): ____________________ 

• First session date: ____________________ 

• After 2 weeks — continue? ____________________ 

Activity 3: ____________________ 

• Day and time: ____________________ 

• Location: ____________________ 

• Cost (if any): ____________________ 

• First session date: ____________________ 

• After 2 weeks — continue? ____________________ 
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Worksheet 4: The Daily Plan, Weekday Template 

Weekday schedule 

• 6:30 a.m. — Wake (alarm clock, not phone) 

• 6:30 to 7:30 a.m. — Breakfast, school prep (no phone) 

• School hours — phone with parent or off 

• 3:30 p.m. — School pickup, snack (no phone) 

• 4:00 to 5:00 p.m. — Homework or outdoor play (no phone) 

• 5:00 to 5:30 p.m. — Phone block 1 (in shared space) 

• 5:30 to 7:00 p.m. — Outdoor play, sport, replacement activity 

• 7:00 to 7:45 p.m. — Family dinner (phone in basket) 

• 7:45 to 8:15 p.m. — Phone block 2 (in shared space) 

• 8:15 to 9:00 p.m. — Reading, family time, bath 

• 9:00 p.m. — Phone to kitchen tray (or bedtime for under-13) 

• Lights out by 9:30 to 10:30 p.m. depending on age 

Worksheet 5: The Daily Plan, Weekend Template 

Saturday schedule 

• 7:30 a.m. — Wake naturally or alarm 

• Morning — breakfast, outdoor activity, errands with parent (no phone until 11 a.m.) 

• 11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. — Phone block 1 

• 12:30 p.m. — Lunch (no phone) 

• Afternoon — sport, friends, family outing, replacement activity 

• 5:00 to 6:30 p.m. — Phone block 2 (slightly longer on weekend) 

• 7:00 p.m. — Family dinner 

• Evening — family movie or game (shared screen is fine) 

• 9:30 p.m. — Phone to tray 

• Lights out by 10:00 to 11:00 p.m. 

Worksheet 6: The Weekly Family Review 

Complete every Sunday evening, both parents, fifteen minutes. 

• What worked this week: _______________________ 

• What did not work: _______________________ 
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• Specific incidents to address: _______________________ 

• Adjustments for next week: _______________________ 

• Conversation needed with child this week? _______________________ 

• School communication needed? _______________________ 

• Are we both enforcing the same rule? _______________________ 

• Are we both modelling the same standard? _______________________ 

• Family activity planned for the coming week: _______________________ 

Worksheet 7: The Quarterly Review 

Complete every three months, both parents, ninety minutes. This is the conversation that 

prevents drift. 

Phone use 

• Has the daily cap held? _______________________ 

• Has the bedroom rule held? _______________________ 

• Has the meal rule held? _______________________ 

• New apps to add or remove? _______________________ 

Health 

• Sleep: hours per night, quality _______________________ 

• Body: weight, eyes, posture, energy _______________________ 

• Mood: predominant mood pattern _______________________ 

School 

• Grades trajectory _______________________ 

• Teacher feedback _______________________ 

• Engagement and curiosity _______________________ 

Social 

• Friendships in real life _______________________ 

• Family conversation quality _______________________ 

• New activities or commitments _______________________ 

Age progression 

• Has the child crossed an age band requiring rule update? _______________________ 

• Adjustments to autonomy or privileges? _______________________ 
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Worksheet 8: The Pre-Day-One Checklist 

Tick before you begin the plan. 

• Both parents have read at least Chapters 1, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9 of this book 

• Both parents agree the plan in writing 

• Charging tray bought and placed in kitchen 

• Alarm clock bought for child's bedroom 

• Family laptop moved to shared room 

• Phone basket placed by dining area 

• Grandparents informed and on board 

• Household help informed 

• School teacher informed (within first two weeks) 

• Replacement activity researched (at least one) 

• Bedtime book purchased or selected 

• Parental control apps installed and tested 

• Conversation with child planned for Sunday before day one 

• Parents' own phone audit completed 

• Emergency contact list (paediatrician, helpline) noted 

Worksheet 9: The Conversation Preparation Sheet 

Complete one hour before the opening conversation. 

• What do I want my child to understand by the end of this conversation? 

_______________________ 

• What do I want my child to feel by the end of this conversation? 

_______________________ 

• What is my child likely to say? _______________________ 

• What is the script for if she cries? _______________________ 

• What is the script for if she gets angry? _______________________ 

• What is the script for if she goes silent? _______________________ 

• What is the script for if she negotiates? _______________________ 

• What am I willing to negotiate on? _______________________ 

• What am I not willing to negotiate on? _______________________ 

• How will I end the conversation if it goes well? _______________________ 
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• How will I end it if it goes badly? _______________________ 

Worksheet 10: The Stumble Log 

Keep this in a folder. When the plan slips, note the slip and the restart. The log is for you, not 

the child. 

Slip date: ____________________ 

• What happened: _______________________ 

• What caused the slip: _______________________ 

• How did I respond: _______________________ 

• What I would do differently: _______________________ 

• Restart date: _______________________ 

• Adjustments made: _______________________ 

Script 6: The Restart Speech 

When you have to begin again, after two weeks of slipping. This is the most important script in 

the book. 

"I want to talk to you about something. We agreed on rules around the phone, 

and over the past few weeks the rules have slipped. Some of that is my fault — I 

have been tired and I have not held the line. Some of it is the phone working the 

way it is designed to. None of it is your fault. From tomorrow we are starting 

again, fresh. The rules are the same as before. I am going to do my part better 

this time. I am asking you to do yours. We will both fail sometimes, and we will 

both restart. That is okay. We do not have to be perfect. We have to keep 

starting. Are you with me?" 

Most children will say yes, sometimes with a sigh, sometimes with reluctance, occasionally with 

relief. The relief is the sign that the original plan was working. The child experiences the rule as 

protection, not as imposition, after the first month. 

Worksheet 11: The Sustain Calendar (Months 2 to 12) 

Map out, in advance, the predictable challenges of the year ahead. 

• Month 2 (post-plan settling): expected challenges — boredom, friend pressure 

• Month 3: first major school holiday — replacement activities planned 

• Month 4 to 5: examination season — phone discipline tightens 

• Month 6: review point — formal quarterly review with child 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 112 of 167 

• Month 7: summer holidays — most challenging period; pre-planned activities 

• Month 8: return to school — fresh year, fresh expectations 

• Month 9: festival season — disrupted routines, social events 

• Month 10 to 11: examination season again — discipline tightens 

• Month 12: full-year review, formal renewal of plan for year two 

Worksheet 12: The Family Agreement, Signed Version 

On a single sheet, parents and child sign at the bottom. Posted on the fridge or family bulletin 

board. 

Our family phone agreement 

• Phones do not enter bedrooms after _______ p.m. 

• Phones are not at meals — adults and children both 

• Bedtime is _______ p.m. on school nights, _______ p.m. on weekends 

• Daily phone time is _______ minutes weekdays, _______ minutes weekends 

• Phone is used in shared rooms only 

• Notifications are off except _______________________ 

• Apps allowed: _______________________ 

• Apps not allowed: _______________________ 

• Weekly review every Sunday evening at _______ 

• Adults follow these rules too: yes / yes 

Signed: 

• Parent 1: ____________________ 

• Parent 2: ____________________ 

• Child: ____________________ 

• Date: ____________________ 

• Next review date: ____________________ 

This agreement is the foundation. Refer to it. Reread it together monthly. Update it as the child 

grows. It is not contractual; it is ritual. The ritual of the signed agreement, posted in the kitchen, 

becomes the family's shared memory of what we decided together. 
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Chapter 15: The Conversations You Will Actually Have 

Theory tells you what to say. Real life tells you what your child will say back. This chapter is the 

closest thing to a rehearsal a book can offer. Twenty-five real conversational moments, each 

with the child's likely opening, the trap most parents fall into, and the response that holds the 

line without breaking the relationship. Read these out loud with your spouse. Rehearse the 

awkward ones. The conversations come easier the second time, and the second time often 

comes within twenty-four hours of the first. 

Conversation 1: The First Confiscation Resistance 

Child: "This is my phone. You can't just take it." 

The trap: Asserting ownership in return — "Actually I paid for it." This is true but useless; it 

makes the conversation about property, not parenting. 

Response: "You are right that the phone has become yours in how you use it. 

The agreement we are making is not about who owns the phone. It is about the 

rules of the house we both live in. The rules are the same as the rules about 

meals, sleep, and when we leave for school. They apply to me too. The phone 

leaves the bedroom at night for both of us. That is non-negotiable. We can 

discuss everything else." 

The principle: shift the frame from property to household structure. The child cannot win the 

property argument because you are not having the property argument. 

Conversation 2: The Bargaining 

Child: "Just let me finish this one episode / level / chat." 

The trap: agreeing once. The next bedtime, the bargain returns, longer. 

Response: "I understand you want to finish. The rule is the rule whether or not 

you are in the middle of something. The middle of something is exactly when the 

rule is hardest to follow. That is why the rule is set ahead of time. Tomorrow you 

can start a session knowing the rule. Tonight the rule applies as it is." 

The principle: predictability beats negotiation. The rule that bends once is the rule that always 

bends. 

Conversation 3: The Accusation of Hypocrisy 

Child: "You are always on your phone. Why can't I be?" 
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The trap: defending yourself — "I'm working" or "I'm an adult." Both of these the child has heard 

a thousand times. Neither lands. 

Response: "You are right. I have been too much on my phone. From today, I am 

going to follow the rules I am asking you to follow. The phone leaves the 

bedroom for me too. The phone is off the table at dinner for me too. I will fail 

sometimes. When I fail, you can point it out and I will restart. The same is true for 

you." 

The principle: agreement with the child's observation, plus your own visible commitment, ends 

the argument. Defending yourself extends it. 

Conversation 4: The Comparison to Other Families 

Child: "Everyone in my class has TikTok / Snapchat / Instagram. I'm the only one who 

doesn't." 

The trap: arguing the factual claim. Whether or not everyone really has it is not the point. 

Response: "That may be true. Other families make their own choices. We are 

making the choice that is right for our family. When you are older, you can make 

the choice that is right for you. Right now, the choice is mine and your father's. 

We are not changing it because other families have chosen differently. We will 

revisit the decision at your next birthday." 

The principle: name that other families' choices are not your family's choices, and that your 

authority on this point is not subject to peer-group polling. 

Conversation 5: The Friendship Threat 

Child: "If I don't have WhatsApp I will lose all my friends." 

The trap: dismissing the fear. The fear is real to the child, even if the prediction is exaggerated. 

Response: "That is a real worry and I take it seriously. Friendships built only 

through a group chat are fragile. Friendships built through doing things together 

are durable. We are going to invest more in the second kind. I will help. We will 

have your closest friends over more often. We will sign you up for the 

[sport/activity] you have been wanting. If a friendship really cannot survive 

without the chat, it was not a friendship you can rely on. Real friends will adapt to 

call or meet you in person." 

The principle: take the social worry seriously, validate it, and offer real alternatives. Do not 

dismiss the friendship; replace the platform. 
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Conversation 6: The Tears 

Child cries, says nothing or says "I hate you." 

The trap: caving because of the tears, or escalating because of the words. 

Response: Sit nearby. Do not leave. Do not lift the rule. "I love you. I know this is 

hard right now. The rule is staying. You can be angry with me. You can hate me 

right now. I love you anyway. When you are ready to talk, I am here." 

The principle: presence without yielding. The rule survives the tears. The relationship survives 

the rule. After the storm, the child remembers: you stayed, you held the line, you did not stop 

loving them. That is the relationship that holds for the next twenty years. 

Conversation 7: The "You Don't Trust Me" 

Child: "You don't trust me. That's why you are doing this." 

The trap: protesting your trust — "Of course I trust you." If you trusted them fully, the rule would 

not be needed; the protest rings false. 

Response: "The rule is not about whether I trust you. The rule is about whether I 

trust the design of the apps. The companies that built these apps have spent ten 

years getting better at making them hard to put down. They are paid to do that. 

The contest between any twelve-year-old and that engineering is not fair. The 

rule helps you in the contest. It is not a judgement on you. It is a structural 

support." 

The principle: relocate the source of the rule from the child's character to the external pressure. 

This is also the truth. 

Conversation 8: The Threat of Going to Another Adult 

Child: "I'm going to tell aaji / aji / mama / aunty / dad that you are being unreasonable." 

The trap: forbidding the appeal, or pre-emptively coaching the other adult. 

Response: "You can talk to anyone you want. Aaji is welcome to share her view 

with me. The rule will not change based on that conversation, but you are not 

forbidden from having it. I will also have my own conversation with her about the 

rule. We can disagree as a family about the right approach. We will not vote on it. 

Your father and I are making the decision. That has been clear from the start." 

The principle: allow the appeal without empowering it. Speak to the other adult separately so the 

front is unified. 
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Conversation 9: The Comparison to Earlier Looseness 

Child: "Last year you let me use it for three hours and you said nothing." 

The trap: defending the inconsistency or apologising for it. 

Response: "You are right. Last year I was not paying enough attention to the 

harm. I have read more, talked to other parents, seen what is happening. The 

rule has changed because what I know has changed. I am sorry I was not on this 

earlier. I am on it now. The new rule is the rule from today." 

The principle: name the change. Acknowledge what was. Refuse to let "but you used to allow it" 

become a permanent veto on improvement. 

Conversation 10: The Promise to Self-Limit 

Child: "I'll manage it myself. I don't need a rule." 

The trap: agreeing to a trial of self-management. The trial almost always fails, and the failure 

damages the relationship more than the rule would have. 

Response: "I believe you want to manage it. I also know that the apps are built to 

be hard to manage. We will get to self-management over time. Right now, the 

rule is structural. As you show that the rule is settling in well, we can ease 

aspects of it. Self-management is the goal. The rule is the route to it." 

The principle: name self-management as the destination. Refuse to make untested self-

management the starting point. 

Conversation 11: The "Other Parents Don't Care" 

Child: "My friend's mother doesn't care what time he goes to bed." 

The trap: criticising the other family, or doubting your own approach. 

Response: "That may be true. I am not raising your friend; I am raising you. The 

rules in our family are the rules I think are best for the kind of adult I am helping 

you become. The rules in your friend's family are theirs to set. You will not always 

agree with our rules. Twenty years from now, you may agree with most of them. 

You may disagree with some. The conversation about what kind of adult you 

want to be will continue your whole life. Tonight, the rule is the rule." 

The principle: name your role explicitly. Do not enter a comparison contest with other families' 

parenting; opt out of the contest. 

 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 117 of 167 

Conversation 12: The Late Discovery 

Parent has found something on the child's phone — an inappropriate message, a hidden 

app, a screen-time bypass, evidence of contact with an unknown adult. 

The trap: confrontation in anger; immediate punishment; threats. 

Response: Wait one day before the conversation. Then: "I saw something on 

your phone yesterday. I want to talk about it. I am not angry. I am worried. Tell 

me what is going on. I am not going to react before I understand." 

If a serious safety issue is found (contact with an adult posing as a peer, sexual content 

involving the child, threats), the conversation is not first; the action is first. Restrict the phone, 

contact the school, contact the platform's safety team, and where the risk is criminal, contact the 

police cyber cell. The conversation with the child follows; it does not delay the action. 

Conversation 13: The Restart After a Failure 

Parent: rule was broken, parent did not respond, a week or two has passed, the slippage 

is established. 

The trap: pretending the slippage did not happen, or making the restart conversation an 

accusation. 

Response: "I want to talk to you about something. The rule about [specific rule] 

has slipped over the last [time period]. That is partly my responsibility because I 

have not been holding the line. From tomorrow, we are starting again. The rule is 

the same as before. The restart is not a punishment for you. It is a correction for 

both of us." 

The principle: the restart is named explicitly. The parent's share of responsibility is 

acknowledged. The rule's authority is recovered without theatre. 

Conversation 14: The Older Sibling Asks Why The Younger Sibling Has 

Different Rules 

Child: "Why does she get to use it at twelve when I had to wait?" 

The trap: justifying based on individual children's characters. 

Response: "The rules are evolving as we learn more and as the technology 

changes. The rules for you reflected what we knew then. The rules for your sister 

reflect what we know now. Both sets are made with the same intention — what is 

best for the child at that age. The rules will keep evolving. That is how this 

household works." 
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The principle: honest acknowledgement that parenting evolves. The older child receives 

recognition that they helped you learn. The younger child receives the benefit of your learning. 

Neither child is the loser. 

Conversation 15: The Father-Mother Disagreement (In Front Of The Child) 

The other parent says, in front of the child: "Maybe we are being too strict." 

The trap: arguing in front of the child. The child reads the disagreement as an opening. 

Response: "Let us talk about this between us first. I do not want to discuss it in 

front of [child]. Once we have agreed, we will come back to her together." Then 

privately, with the other parent, find the line you can both hold. Return together 

with the agreed line. 

The principle: the parental front holds in front of the child even when there is genuine 

disagreement between the parents. Disagreements are worked out in private. The child sees a 

unified household, not a divided one with a permanent court of appeal. 

Conversation 16: The Teacher Or School Demands More Phone Use 

Teacher: "All assignments are sent via WhatsApp. The child needs a phone with 

WhatsApp access at all hours." 

The trap: accepting the framing. School-driven phone use has expanded dramatically in urban 

Indian schools, and many of the requirements are not pedagogically necessary. 

Response (to teacher, by email, copied to principal): "We have concerns about late-

evening WhatsApp use by our daughter for academic purposes. We would like 

assignments to be communicated through a parent group rather than the student group, 

or posted on the school portal with a fixed daily cut-off time. We will ensure she sees the 

assignments through the parent group. Could we arrange a meeting to discuss this?" 

The principle: the school is a stakeholder, not an authority over your family's phone rules. Push 

back politely, propose alternatives, and engage the principal if needed. Most schools, when 

challenged, will accommodate. 

Conversation 17: The Grandparent Who Gives The Child A Phone 

Grandparent (at the child's birthday): "Look what I got her! A nice new phone, all for her 

own!" 

The trap: confronting the grandparent in front of the child. 

Response (immediate, in front of the child, warm): "Thank you so much, aaji. That is very 

generous. We have some rules in our family about when she gets her own phone. Let us 
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keep this safe and discuss together how to use it." Then, privately with the grandparent: 

"We deeply appreciated the gift. We have a rule about phone-ownership age that we are 

holding to. We will keep this phone safely and give it to her at the right age, which we 

agree on as a family. The intention behind the gift means everything. We hope you 

understand." 

The principle: protect the grandparent's dignity in front of the child while protecting the rule in 

private. The rule wins. The relationship with the grandparent wins. Neither has to lose. 

Conversation 18: The Child Who Has Found A Workaround 

Parent has discovered a hidden second account, a friend's phone used as a proxy, a 

router setting changed to bypass time limits, a fake age on a sign-up. 

The trap: rage. Or, equally bad, admiration for the technical sophistication. 

Response: "I see what you did. I am not angry, though I am disappointed. Let us 

look at it together. Why did you feel you needed to go around the rule rather than 

talk to me about it? The rule is going to tighten now, not because of the 

workaround itself, but because we need to rebuild some trust. We will rebuild it. 

Tell me what was hard about following the rule directly." 

The principle: the workaround is information. It tells you the rule was felt as too tight, or the child 

felt unable to negotiate. Listen first. Tighten the rule. Begin trust-rebuilding. 

Conversation 19: The Friend Who Cannot Be Reached Without Phone 

Child: "I genuinely need to coordinate the group project with my partner. The only way 

she communicates is WhatsApp." 

The trap: agreeing to unrestricted WhatsApp access for "school work." 

Response: "I understand. Let us set up a window — say 6 to 7 p.m. each 

evening — when you can coordinate. I will give you the phone for that window. 

After the window, the phone returns. Tomorrow we will also call your partner's 

mother and see if we can simplify this — maybe a shared family WhatsApp 

where both mothers see the project discussion." 

The principle: legitimate need gets a structured slot, not an open window. The structured slot 

teaches the child that needs can be met without the rule dissolving. 

Conversation 20: The Sibling-Comparison Reverse 

Younger child: "Why does didi get more time than me?" 
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Response: "Because she is older. When you are her age, you will get her current 

allowance. When she is older, her allowance will also grow. The rule grows with 

age. That is fair. That is how it works for everything — bedtime, allowance, how 

late you can go out. The phone is the same." 

The principle: name the developmental progression. Make the inequality visibly tied to age, not 

to favouritism. 

Conversation 21: The Quiet Win 

It is three weeks into the new rules. The child has not complained today. She has read a 

book. She has played outside. She has had dinner without scanning her phone. Notice it. 

Response: "I love watching you doing what you did today. The book, the time 

outside, the dinner. You are good company when you are present. Thank you." 

The principle: name the wins. The child has been working hard. The reward is recognition. The 

recognition consolidates the new pattern. Wins are easy to miss because they are quiet. They 

are also where the long-term shift is consolidating. Watch for them. Speak about them. 

Conversation 22: The Three-Month Check-In 

Parent: "It has been three months since we set the new rules. Let us talk about how it is 

going. I want to hear from you what is working and what is not." 

The trap: presenting the meeting as a review of compliance. Instead, present it as a genuine 

review of the rules themselves. 

Response: "Some rules may need to ease. Some may need to tighten. We will 

talk about them one by one. The starting position is that things have been better. 

Tell me where things have been hardest and where they have felt right." 

The principle: scheduled reviews build the child's sense that the rules are not arbitrary. They are 

revisable. They are made with the child's input, not imposed on the child. The agency that the 

review gives is much of why the rules then hold. 

Conversation 23: The Year-Two Reality 

It is fourteen months later. The original family agreement is on the fridge, slightly faded. 

The child is now thirteen, not twelve. The rules need updating. 

Response: "You are not the same person you were when we wrote this. The 

rules are not going to be the same. Let us sit down this weekend and rewrite the 

agreement together. You bring your proposals. I bring mine. We will work it out 

as we did before." 
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The principle: the family agreement is a living document. It is not the agreement of one moment 

of crisis. It is a relationship technology that adapts as the child grows. The rewriting itself is a 

parenting act. 

Conversation 24: The Eventual Independence 

It is the day your seventeen-year-old leaves for college, or for the bachelor's hostel, or 

for the gap-year work experience. 

Response: "You will be managing this on your own now. I trust you have learnt 

enough about your own use, your own limits, your own warning signs. When 

things slip — and sometimes they will — you know how to restart, because we 

have restarted dozens of times together. Call me when you want to talk. The 

rules are now yours. The relationship is still ours." 

The principle: the long arc of this work is preparing the child for self-regulation in adulthood. The 

conversation at seventeen acknowledges that the destination has been reached. The work 

continues, in a new form, for life. 

Conversation 25: The Apology, Years Later 

Years later. The child, now in college or older, may say to you, casually: "I'm glad you 

didn't let me have the phone earlier." 

Response: "I'm glad too. There were nights I was not sure I was right. I am glad 

we held it. You are who you are partly because of those nights. That is the 

closest thing to a thank-you a parent gets, and it is enough." 

The principle: this conversation is the harvest. The work of the difficult years compounds into 

the relationship of the easy years. Most parents who do this work get this conversation 

eventually, in some form. Some only get it years later. The conversation is not the reward; it is 

the confirmation of a reward that has been there all along, in the daughter who came home 

safely, in the son who chose his life thoughtfully. 
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Chapter 16: Working With the School 

Urban Indian schools have become major drivers of student phone use in the last decade. 

Assignments via WhatsApp, parent groups that run until midnight, school portals that need daily 

checking, project work that requires research on YouTube, peer chat groups for almost every 

class — the school has become a major reason the phone never leaves the child's hand. This 

chapter explains how to work with the school as a partner rather than against it as an obstacle. 

The Letter to the Class Teacher 

Below is a model letter that has worked for many families. Adapt it to your school's tone. Send 

by email; print a copy for the school file. 

"Dear [teacher's name], 

 

We are writing to share some changes we are making at home regarding our 

daughter [name]'s phone use. After consultation with our paediatrician and 

reading the current research, we are restricting her phone use to specific 

windows each day. The phone will not be available after 8 p.m. on school nights, 

and it will be off during family meals and study hours. 

We would like to ask three things of the school: 

 

1. That assignments be communicated through the parent group rather than the 

student group where possible, so that [name] is not required to check her phone 

late in the evening. 

2. That project work which requires online research be coordinated through the 

school portal with daily cut-off times rather than open-ended late-night research. 

 

3. That, where group chats among students are facilitated, the school 

encourages cut-off times of, say, 7 p.m. on school days. 

 

We understand that other families may have different priorities. We are not 

asking the school to enforce our rules. We are asking that the school's 

communication structure does not actively work against them. 

We would welcome a brief meeting to discuss these requests. We are grateful for 

the work you and the school do. 

Warm regards, 

[Parent names]" 
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The Five Most Common School Pushbacks And How To Respond 

Pushback 1: "All the other children have it." 

Response: "We understand. We have made a different choice for our daughter. We are asking 

the school to accommodate our choice, not to enforce it on others. The accommodation costs 

the school little." 

Pushback 2: "Modern education requires technology." 

Response: "We agree that some technology is essential. Our restriction is on the unstructured 

use — the 9 p.m. group chat, the late-evening WhatsApp assignment. Structured use of the 

school portal during the day is acceptable to us." 

Pushback 3: "The students will lose the social connection of the chat groups." 

Response: "We are willing to take that risk. We believe our daughter's in-person social 

connection — which we are actively building — is more valuable than the chat-group 

connection. We will let the social cost fall where it falls." 

Pushback 4: "You are making things harder for the teacher." 

Response: "We will help. We will check the parent group at fixed times each day. We will make 

sure our daughter sees what she needs to see. We will not require the teacher to send things 

separately to us. We will work with the existing parent channel." 

Pushback 5: "This is not the school's responsibility." 

Response: "You are partly right. We are not asking the school to take responsibility for our 

family's rules. We are asking the school to make small adjustments to its own communication 

structure so that our family's rules can hold. The adjustments cost the school little. The benefit 

to our daughter is large." 

The Parent-Group Politics 

Parent WhatsApp groups for school classes have become, in many Indian urban schools, the 

most exhausting institution in the parent's life. Some parents engage at length. Some lurk in 

silence. A small number set themselves up as informal leaders, often with strong opinions. The 

phone-restriction discussion in such a group can become heated. Here is what works. 

First, do not announce your decision in the group. There is no benefit. Announce it privately to 

the parents whose children are your daughter's closest friends, who matter to the social fabric of 

her life. Their cooperation is what matters. 
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Second, when the group has discussions about phones, contribute briefly and warmly. Avoid 

ideological framing. "We are trying something different at home; happy to share what is working" 

lands better than "social media is destroying our children" — even when the second is closer to 

what you think. 

Third, identify the two or three other families whose values most align with yours. Build a small 

private group among yourselves. The small group is where the practical coordination happens. 

The large group is performance space. 

Fourth, accept that some parents will disagree with you, perhaps strongly. That is acceptable. 

The goal is not consensus in the parent group. The goal is room for your family's choice to 

operate without active obstruction. That goal is achievable. 

The Class That Has Already Crossed Lines 

Sometimes by the time you are reading this book, the class your child is in has already 

developed harmful patterns — late-night chat use, exclusion dynamics, the sharing of 

inappropriate images, organised bullying through a side-group. If your child reports any of this, 

the response is not just internal to your family. The school needs to know. 

Report in writing, to the class teacher with a copy to the principal. Keep the report factual. Name 

the dynamics, not the children where you can avoid it. Ask for the school's plan within a 

specified time, typically two weeks. If the school does not respond adequately, escalate to the 

school management, the parent-teacher association, or the relevant regulatory authority. 

Document everything. The school responding well is the first option. The school responding 

under external pressure is the second. The third option is removing your child from that class, or 

that school, which is sometimes necessary. 

The Sport, The Activity, The Club 

The single best thing you can ask the school to do, beyond communication discipline, is to 

invest in non-phone, non-screen, sustained engagement options — sports, art, music, drama, 

debate, environmental clubs, service activities. These are the activities that replace phone time 

with something the child can also identify with. 

If your school's after-school options are limited, advocate for more. Speak with other parents 

who share your concern. Approach the principal collectively. A small group of committed 

parents can substantially shift the school's investment in non-phone after-school options within 

a single academic year. The argument that works: "Our children's mental health is being shaped 

by what fills their afternoons. We would like the school to be part of the solution." 

The Conversations With Your Child About School Pressure 
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Your child will face peer pressure at school because of your family's rules. She may be the only 

one without TikTok, the only one out of a group chat at 9 p.m., the only one whose mother 

emails the teacher about WhatsApp. This pressure is real. 

Acknowledge it openly. "Some days at school will be hard because of our rules. I know. We are 

not going to change the rules because of those hard days. We are going to make sure home is 

safe, and that you have what you need to come back to school the next day. If you want, we can 

talk through any specific hard moment." 

The hard days do diminish. Within a few months, the class adjusts. Your daughter becomes "the 

one who reads books" or "the one whose family is strict, but actually she does interesting 

things" rather than "the one who doesn't have TikTok." The identity replaces the absence. The 

hard days fade. Your job is to hold steady through them. 
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Chapter 17: A Letter to the Parent at the End of the Book 

If you have read this far, you have invested several hours in your child's future. That investment 

is already evidence that you are the kind of parent your child needs. The book does not transmit 

love; love is what brought you here. The book transmits framework. The framework supports the 

love. 

The framework can be summarised in one page, which I want to offer here at the end as a 

closing handhold. Print this page. Stick it on the fridge. Read it on the hard nights. 

The Single-Page Framework 

1. The phone is engineered to be hard to put down. The contest with a developing brain 

is unfair. Your child losing the contest is normal. 

2. The bedroom is phone-free. Always. The single highest-leverage intervention. 

3. Meals are face-to-face. Always. The protection of the relationship through which 

everything else flows. 

4. The rules are age-graded. They live in the structure of the household, not in your 

moment-to-moment energy. 

5. Replacement matters as much as removal. The child needs somewhere to put the time 

that the phone is no longer filling. 

6. You are the largest single variable. Your own phone discipline matters more than any 

rule you set. 

7. You will fail. You will restart. Restart is the entire skill. The number of times you restart 

is the strength of the work. 

8. The relationship is the foundation. Hold the line. Stay present. Tell your child she is 

loved every day. The two — the line and the love — are not in conflict. The line is the 

love, taking the form it needs to take at this age. 

The Letter Itself 

Dear parent, 

I have written this book over many months, in between long days of consulting work, in between 

hours spent on my own family's challenges, in between the years of watching my own 

daughters — both grown now, both Canadian, both still my children in the ways that matter — 

work out their own balance with their own devices. The work this book asks of you is the same 

work, in its essence, that I have done. It is not easy. It is not finished. It is done in iterations, with 
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restarts, with apologies, with patience that surprises you in its depth on some nights and 

disappoints you in its absence on others. 

Your child will not remember most of the rules. Your child will remember the climate of the 

home. The climate of the home is shaped by a thousand small decisions: whether you looked 

up when she walked in, whether you put your phone down when she sat next to you, whether 

you stayed through the storm, whether you brought her tea on the difficult evening, whether you 

said her name with affection rather than impatience when she came late to dinner, whether the 

kitchen smelled of something she liked when she came home, whether the lights were warm. 

The climate is the parenting. The phone rules serve the climate. When they begin to cost the 

climate, they have stopped serving their purpose, and they need adjustment. 

Hold the rules; serve the climate. Hold the line; serve the love. The two are one thing, in the 

long view. 

Your child will grow. She will become someone you are proud of. Some of that will be your work. 

Most of it will be hers. A great deal of it will be luck. Your task is not to engineer the outcome; 

your task is to give her the foundation. The phone-free bedroom, the dinner table, the books in 

the house, the parents who themselves are present — these are the foundation. She builds her 

life on it. 

Twenty years from now, she will have a child of her own, or perhaps she will not. She will have 

her own work, her own home, her own choices, and her own difficulties. She will sometimes call 

you to talk things through. She will sometimes not call for weeks. She will be a separate person 

from you, which is the destination of all parenting. When she remembers you, in the small 

moments of her own life, she will remember not the rules but the climate. She will remember a 

home that was steady. She will remember parents who were present. 

That is what this book has been trying to help you build. That is what the rules are for. That is 

the long view of this work. 

Thank you for reading. Thank you for the work you are doing. Your child is fortunate to have 

you, in ways she will only fully understand much later, and in ways that will then be more than 

enough. 

Warmly, 

Manoj Palwe 

February 2026 

Pune and Ajax 
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Chapter 18: Six Families, Twelve Months Later 

In Chapter Six you read six families at the point of crisis. In this chapter, you meet the same six 

families twelve months later. The follow-up is composite — built from the patterns of dozens of 

real families I have worked with through my consulting practice, my YouTube audience, and my 

LinkedIn community — but the trajectory each shows is one I have seen repeatedly. The 

patterns are: the work takes longer than expected; the harder cases involve underlying 

conditions; the relationships emerge stronger; the parents themselves change as much as the 

children. 

The Sharmas — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: the Sharma family in Pune, daughter Aanya, age 12, on Instagram four hours a day, 

eighth-standard grades collapsing, the screaming match over breakfast that prompted Mrs 

Sharma's call. 

Month one: rules went up. Bedroom became phone-free on day three after one bad night and 

one tearful morning. Mrs Sharma describes the second week as "the longest week of my 

parenting life" — Aanya cried every evening, said she was being treated like a child, threatened 

to run away (did not), spent three days barely speaking. Mr Sharma, who had been a silent 

partner, started reading the book in the second week and began holding rules he had previously 

winked at. The unified parental front emerged in week three. 

Month two: the storm passed. Aanya, given empty time, did nothing for several days, then 

began reading again — a book her mother had bought her three months earlier and she had 

never opened. By week six, she was reading for an hour or two a day. Sleep, which had been 

five to six hours, climbed back to eight. 

Month three: school report. Eighth standard grades, which had dropped from 78 to 61 average, 

recovered to 72. Class teacher emailed unprompted to ask what had changed. Mrs Sharma 

sent the letter from Chapter Sixteen of this book. 

Months four through six: a tennis academy three afternoons a week. Aanya, who had played 

casually at school, became serious. The tennis, the reading, and dinner conversations replaced 

what Instagram had been filling. Instagram remained off for the full year. 

Month nine: Aanya asked for limited supervised Instagram for a school project. After family 

discussion, allowed: a public account, no DMs, no late-evening access, parent-visible. Used for 

the project, then mostly unused. The interest had decayed, which is exactly what happens when 

the platform stops being the air the child breathes. 
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Month twelve: ninth-standard grades 81 average. Tennis state-level junior camp invitation. 

Mother-daughter relationship described by Mrs Sharma as "easier than it has been since she 

was eight." Mr Sharma quietly noted that his own phone time had dropped by half over the year 

— he had been the unspoken model the whole time. 

Lesson: the consistent parental front, the bedroom rule, and the replacement activity (tennis) 

carried the recovery. The reading happened on its own once the phone left. The relationship 

returned through dinner conversation. The mother credited the book for one specific thing: the 

permission to hold the line through the storm of week two. Without that permission, she said, 

she would have given the phone back on day eight. 

The Mehtas — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: the Mehta brothers, Aarav 14 and Vihaan 11, both on YouTube gaming channels and 

Discord, the parents working late and using screens as silence-keepers. 

Month one: the Mehtas tried to implement the rules without changing their own work patterns. 

The rules slipped within ten days. Both boys returned to longer screen sessions. Mrs Mehta 

described the failure to her sister, who happened to be a child psychologist. The sister gave one 

piece of advice: "You cannot enforce phone rules on your children while you and your husband 

are absent every evening. Change your evenings before you change theirs." 

Month two: the parents restructured work. Mr Mehta moved one of his evening client calls to the 

morning. Mrs Mehta stopped checking work email after 7 p.m. The family began eating dinner 

together five nights a week. The boys did not particularly enjoy the new dinners at first. The 

conversation was awkward. The boys checked phones under the table. The parents asked the 

phones to stay out of the dining area, including their own. The first month of dinners was the 

most uncomfortable hour of every day. 

Month four: the dinners had become a habit. Conversations had emerged. Aarav started talking 

about a girl he liked at school for the first time. Vihaan started talking about a cricket match he 

was playing. The parents listened more than they spoke. The boys' screen time, which had not 

been heavily restricted at first, naturally dropped because there was less empty time to fill. 

Month seven: the formal rules went up — bedroom-free phones, sixty-minute weekday cap for 

Vihaan, ninety minutes for Aarav. Both boys protested mildly. The protests did not last long 

because the family climate had already shifted; the rules were now an articulation of how the 

family was already operating, not a sudden imposition. 

Month twelve: Vihaan signed up for a state-level chess training programme he had been 

resisting. Aarav decided he wanted to learn to cook with his father on weekends. The Discord 

servers the boys had been in were still occasionally checked but no longer the centre of their 

evenings. Mrs Mehta described the year as "first I changed, then everything else followed." 
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Lesson: parents who try to install rules without changing their own behaviour fail. The single 

highest predictor of success is parental restructuring. Once the parents are present, the rules 

become almost ornamental — the children's behaviour shifts to match the family climate. 

The Krishnans — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: Nikhil Krishnan, age 16, Bangalore, gaming until 3 a.m., grades collapsed, the father a 

software engineer, the mother working in Singapore four weeks a month. 

Months one through three: the hardest of the six families. Nikhil was old enough and skilled 

enough that he found four different workarounds within the first six weeks — a second account, 

a friend's phone left at his house, a router-config bypass, and a software trick involving date-

time adjustment to bypass time limits. Mr Krishnan, who is technical, discovered each in turn. 

The relationship deteriorated. Nikhil moved out for ten days to stay with a cousin. 

Month four: the parents engaged a child psychiatrist. The psychiatrist's first observation: Nikhil 

had clinical depression that had been masked by the gaming. The gaming was a symptom, not 

the disorder. Antidepressant medication was begun, alongside therapy. 

Month five: with the depression beginning to lift, Nikhil engaged for the first time in the 

conversation about his use. The conversation was different from the rule-enforcement 

conversation: it was "what is gaming actually doing for you, and what is it costing you?" Nikhil 

could not, at first, answer either question; he had not thought about his behaviour at the level of 

meaning. The therapy gave him language. The medication gave him capacity. Within four 

weeks of starting both, he was sleeping eight hours a night. 

Months six through twelve: a gradual return to school, missed semester repeated, eleventh 

standard restarted in a calmer programme. Gaming reduced to weekend evenings only, by 

Nikhil's own decision. Mrs Krishnan negotiated with her employer to be Singapore-based two 

weeks a month instead of four; the family is together more. Nikhil's own assessment at twelve 

months: "The phone was not my problem. My problem was that I was sad and the phone was 

the only thing that took the sadness away. When I learnt to feel the sadness without running 

from it, the phone stopped being the answer to the question." 

Lesson: in some cases the phone is the surface; the underlying issue is a clinical condition. 

Recovery requires both. Parents who try to fix the phone without addressing the underlying 

condition will fail at the phone. Parents who address the underlying condition without addressing 

the phone will see the recovery take longer than it should. Both fronts matter. Get the 

assessment if recovery is not progressing. 
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The Bhattacharyas — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: Riya Bhattacharya, age 8, Kolkata, on her mother's phone since age three, classic short-

video addiction in a young child. 

This was the simplest of the six recoveries because the age was the most favourable. Children 

of eight have not yet consolidated the identity-around-the-phone that older children have, and 

the family habits are still relatively easy to reset. 

Month one: complete removal of YouTube and short-video apps. Replacement with library visits, 

drawing supplies, structured outdoor time in the building compound. Initial whining lasted about 

six days, then largely stopped. Riya's grandfather, who lived in the household, took on 

storytelling for thirty minutes each evening — bringing back a tradition that had lapsed when the 

phone became the bedtime caregiver. 

Months two through four: identifiable improvements in attention span at school. The class 

teacher noted that Riya, who had become a child who could not sit still, could now stay engaged 

with a task for fifteen to twenty minutes. 

Month six: Riya joined a kathak dance class on Saturday afternoons. By month twelve, she was 

practising daily at home of her own initiative. 

Month twelve: the family's overall screen environment had been reset. The parents had cut their 

own evening television. The grandfather's storytelling had become a daily ritual. Riya was 

reading three books a week from the school library. 

Lesson: at age eight, the recovery is fast if the household climate fully resets. The grandfather 

as evening caregiver — replacing the role the phone had unintentionally taken — was the most 

important variable. The intergenerational household, used well, is one of the protective factors 

that Indian families still have available to them more readily than equivalent Western families. 

The Singh-Reddys — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: Diya Singh-Reddy, age 15, Hyderabad, the body-image, photo-comparison, late-night-

Instagram pattern, the parents divorced and the rules differing between the two homes. 

This was the hardest of the six because of the divided household. The first three months of the 

year were marked by Diya effectively using the phone freely at her father's home and resentfully 

accepting restrictions at her mother's, with the inconsistency producing constant low-grade 

tension. 

Month three: Mrs Reddy contacted Diya's father directly and proposed a joint conversation 

about rules — not the visiting schedule, not the alimony, just the phone. The father, who had 

been the looser parent largely from inattention rather than disagreement, was open to the 

conversation. The two parents read this book together (Mrs Reddy bought a second copy and 
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posted it to her former husband). They agreed on three shared rules: no phone in the bedroom 

at either home, no Instagram, dinner phone-free at both homes. 

Month four: with the rules now consistent across homes, the resistance broke. Diya complained, 

then adjusted. The relief at not having to maintain two different rule-sets was visible within a 

month. Her sleep, which had been deeply disrupted, improved within three weeks. 

Month seven: a therapist was engaged for Diya, addressing both the body-image distress and 

the broader anxiety. Therapy ran for six months. Mrs Reddy noted that Diya was "more herself" 

than she had been since around age twelve. 

Month twelve: Diya off Instagram for the year. Therapy ongoing. Family relationships — 

including with the father — measurably better. The shared rule project had unexpectedly given 

the divorced parents a structure for parenting cooperation they had not previously had. 

Lesson: divorced or separated parents must align on phone rules even when they cannot align 

on much else. The cost of mismatch is borne by the child. The conversation between former 

partners about phone rules is often more constructive than expected, because the cause is the 

child rather than the relationship. Many separated families have built better co-parenting from a 

shared phone-rule conversation than from any other topic. 

The Iyers — Twelve Months Later 

Recall: Karthik Iyer, age 13, Chennai, the academically successful son whose use was high but 

whose grades had not yet dropped — the case where parents are reluctant to act because the 

surface looks fine. 

This was the case where the parents almost did not act. Mrs Iyer, having read the book, was 

convinced. Mr Iyer pointed out that Karthik's grades remained strong and asked why 

intervention was needed if there was no surface problem. The compromise: a soft version of the 

rules, agreed jointly with Karthik. 

Months one through six: the soft rules worked reasonably well. Karthik's surface continued to 

look fine. Then, in month seven, his class teacher mentioned at the parent-teacher meeting that 

Karthik had become "quieter" in class, less engaged, less likely to volunteer answers, despite 

his marks remaining strong. The teacher said it almost as an aside; both parents took it 

seriously. 

Month eight: a more searching conversation with Karthik. He reported, eventually, that he had 

been feeling low for several months, that he found himself increasingly unable to enjoy things he 

previously enjoyed, that he had been thinking about not existing, though he had no plan and 

had not acted on the thoughts. The Iyers contacted a child psychiatrist that week. 

Months nine through twelve: cautious recovery. Therapy. Closer engagement of both parents in 

Karthik's daily emotional life. The phone restriction tightened to the full version of the book's 
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rules, no longer the soft version. Karthik joined a music class that he had been wanting to join 

for two years but had never made time for. By month twelve, the low mood was largely resolved. 

He had not been clinically depressed; the trajectory had been toward depression but had been 

caught. 

Lesson: the absence of surface academic decline is not a reliable signal of well-being. The most 

concerning cases are the high-functioning quiet ones where the child holds it together externally 

while the internal landscape erodes. Soft rules in such cases buy time but do not address the 

underlying drift. The Iyers were fortunate that the class teacher's small observation reached 

them at the moment it did. The conversation that followed, and the response, almost certainly 

prevented a more difficult outcome later. 

What These Six Families Together Show 

The trajectories vary. The work pattern is consistent. Where the work succeeds reliably, certain 

features are present: 

Both parents are engaged in the change, even when the work is largely carried by one. The 

unified parental front cannot be faked; the child reads disagreement instantly. 

The bedroom rule is held without exception. None of the six families that succeeded permitted 

phones in the bedroom at night past the first month. 

The replacement activity emerged — sport, music, dance, reading, cooking, structured family 

time. The replacement was not designed in advance; it emerged from the empty time, but the 

parents were ready when it emerged and supported it. 

Where underlying clinical issues existed, professional support was engaged. Three of the six 

families used therapy, two used medication, two used both. None tried to manage clinical issues 

with the phone restriction alone. 

The relationship between parents and child became, at twelve months, better than it had been 

at the start. Not in every week along the way, but at the end. The relationship is the deepest 

dividend of this work. 

Your family's trajectory will not be identical to any of these. The shape will rhyme. Hold steady. 

Make the adjustments. The twelve-month picture is consistently better than the one-month 

picture. The five-year picture is consistently better than the twelve-month picture. The work 

compounds. 
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Afterword: What You Will Remember in Twenty Years 

I would like to ask you to imagine two evenings. 

The first is twenty years from now. You are sixty-something. Your child is around thirty. You are 

sitting on the same balcony you used to sit on when she was small, and she has come home for 

the weekend with her own child. The grandchild is four. The grandchild is reading a picture book 

aloud, badly, the way four-year-olds do. Your child is on the floor with her, laughing. There is no 

phone on the table. There is no television on. The sun is setting and the air is warm and the 

family is together. You catch your child's eye across the room and she smiles at you, the way 

she did when she was nine, and you both know without saying anything that the small daily 

decisions you made twenty years ago, including the difficult ones, including the thirty days that 

started after you read a certain book, ended up somewhere here. 

The second is twenty years from now. You are sixty-something. Your child is around thirty. She 

is at home, in her own flat in another city, the same one she has lived in since college. You 

video-call her. She picks up. She is on her own phone while you talk to her on yours. She is half 

present. The conversation lasts six minutes. She has to go, there is something she is checking, 

she will call you back later, but you both know she will not. You hang up. The flat where you are 

sitting is quiet. The future you imagined for your family is somewhere on the screen of someone 

else's phone. 

Both futures are real possibilities. Both have happened, are happening, to families very much 

like yours. The difference between them is, in part, what you decide in the next thirty days, and 

the year after that, and the decade after that. 

Twenty years is not a long time. The child in your house right now is going somewhere, and the 

path she is on now is the path she will be on then. You are still in the years where the path can 

be changed. 

This is why the book ends here, not with another statistic or another action item, but with a 

question. What will you remember, in twenty years, about the year you read this book? What will 

she remember? 

Begin tomorrow. Or next Monday. Or after the function next weekend. Begin. 

  

— Manoj Palwe 
February 2026 
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Appendix A: India Helplines, Resources, and Apps That Help 

Mental-health helplines in India 

If your child shows signs of severe distress, self-harm, or suicidal thoughts, do not wait. The 

following helplines operate in India in multiple languages and are accessible to parents and to 

children directly. 

• iCall Helpline: 9152987821 (Monday–Saturday, 8 a.m.–10 p.m.). Confidential telephone 

counselling. Multiple Indian languages. 

• Vandrevala Foundation Helpline: 1860-2662-345 / 1800-2333-330 (24×7). Mental health 

support, free, multilingual. 

• AASRA: 9820466726 (24×7). Suicide prevention. Mumbai-based, serves callers 

nationwide. 

• NIMHANS Helpline: 080-46110007. National Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences, 

Bengaluru. 

• Sneha India: 044-24640050. Chennai-based, serves nationwide, in multiple languages. 

• Tele MANAS (Government of India): 14416 or 1-800-891-4416 (24×7). National mental 

health helpline launched by Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. 

• Childline India: 1098 (24×7). Specifically for children up to 18 years. 

Cyberbullying and online harassment 

• National Cyber Crime Reporting Portal: cybercrime.gov.in. For reporting cyberbullying, 

online harassment, sextortion, and related crimes. 

• Childline (1098) for child-specific online abuse cases. 

Pediatric and child psychology resources 

• Indian Academy of Pediatrics (IAP) — Digital Wellness Guidelines for Infants, Children and 

Adolescents. Available at iapindia.org. 

• Pediatricians with adolescent mental-health focus are available at most major teaching 

hospitals: AIIMS, KEM, JJ Hospital, Sassoon, NIMHANS, CMC Vellore. 

Tools for screen-time management 

• Google Family Link (free, Android and iOS) — for under-13 management, app blocking, 

time limits, location. 
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• Apple Screen Time (built into iOS) — for app limits, downtime, content restrictions. 

• Bark (paid) — content monitoring for older teens, with parent alerts on risky content. 

• Qustodio (paid) — comprehensive parental control across platforms. 

Books for parents and older teens 

• Jonathan Haidt — The Anxious Generation. The foundational text in the current 

movement. 

• Cal Newport — Digital Minimalism. For adults reassessing their own phone use. 

• Lenore Skenazy — Free-Range Kids. On rebuilding childhood independence. 

• Susan Linn — Who's Raising the Kids? On the commercialisation of childhood. 

Online communities of practice 

• Smartphone Free Childhood (UK origin, India chapters now active) — for parents 

committed to delaying smartphones until 14. 

• Wait Until 8th — pledge-based community to delay smartphone until 8th grade. 

If you are an Indian parent abroad 

Many Indian families are reading this in Canada, USA, UK, Australia, UAE, or Singapore. The 

structural rules of this book apply identically. The resources differ. Country-specific helplines: 

• Canada: Kids Help Phone — 1-800-668-6868 or text CONNECT to 686868. Crisis 

Services Canada — 1-833-456-4566. 

• USA: 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (call or text 988). Crisis Text Line — text HOME to 

741741. 

• UK: Childline — 0800 1111. NHS 111 for non-emergency mental health. 

• Australia: Kids Helpline — 1800 55 1800. Lifeline — 13 11 14. 

• UAE: Estijaba Service — 8001717. American Center for Psychiatry and Neurology Dubai 

for clinical referrals. 



Put the Mobile Down — Manoj Palwe 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                                              Page 137 of 167 

Appendix B: The Pediatrician's Conversation Script 

Many parents do not know how to start the conversation with the paediatrician about phone-

related concerns. The paediatrician is busy. The appointment is short. The parent does not want 

to seem hysterical. The result, too often, is that the conversation never happens and the issue is 

not flagged. This appendix gives you the script for a productive appointment. 

Before the appointment 

Write down, on one page, the following information so you can hand it to the paediatrician at the 

start of the visit. Doctors respond well to organised information. 

46. Your child's age and your specific concerns, in three lines maximum. 

47. Average daily screen time (from the phone's own report, if available). 

48. Apps the child uses most heavily. 

49. Sleep pattern — bedtime, wake time, weekend catch-up. 

50. Any specific symptoms: mood, anxiety, withdrawal, headaches, eye strain, falling 

grades, sleep issues, weight changes. 

51. Specific incidents in the last three months that concerned you. 

52. What you have already tried. 

53. Your question for the paediatrician. 

Opening line 

"Doctor, I have been worried about my child's phone use and the way it seems to be affecting 

her health. I have written down what I have noticed. Could I share this with you and ask for your 

assessment?" 

Be ready for the paediatrician to push back 

Some paediatricians are well-informed about screen and phone effects. Some are not. Some 

will tell you it is a parenting issue and not a medical one. Be ready with a calm response: "I 

appreciate that perspective, doctor, but I am specifically concerned about [the sleep loss / the 

mood changes / the headaches / the eye strain]. Could we evaluate that specific symptom?" 

Bring the conversation back to the medical symptom. Most paediatricians will engage with a 

specific symptom. 
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Asking for referral 

If concerns about mood, anxiety, withdrawal, or self-harm are present, ask explicitly: "Doctor, 

would you recommend a referral to a child psychologist or child psychiatrist? If so, who do you 

trust in this city?" The paediatrician's personal trust matters. Names given by your paediatrician 

are usually safer than names found online. 

Follow-up appointment 

Whatever the outcome of the first appointment, book a follow-up for four to six weeks later. The 

follow-up is the appointment where you assess whether the plan is working. Many parents do 

the first visit and never return. The follow-up is half the value. 
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Appendix C: 21 Questions to Ask Yourself Honestly 

This is a private exercise. Do not share the answers with anyone. Write them down. Re-read 

them in three months. The honesty is the entire point. 

About your child 

54. Do I actually know what my child does on the phone, beyond the apps she has open in 

front of me? 

55. When was the last time I sat with her, screen-free, for more than thirty minutes? 

56. Has anything fundamental about her changed in the past year? Mood? Energy? Interest 

in things she once loved? 

57. Have I noticed her hiding the screen when I enter a room? 

58. Do I know the names of her three closest friends? Have I met them in the past six 

months? 

59. Does my child seem happy? Honestly? 

About yourself 

60. How many hours a day do I spend on my phone? Have I checked the screen-time 

report? 

61. Do I look at my phone while my child is talking to me? 

62. Do I bring the phone to meals? 

63. Do I scroll in bed before sleep, after I have asked her not to? 

64. Would I be embarrassed if my child saw my full browsing history? 

65. Have I ever cancelled a planned activity with my child because I was scrolling and lost 

track of time? 

About the household 

66. Is there a single phone-free time in our week that everyone honours? 

67. Do we eat meals together with no phones, ever? 

68. Is there a charging station outside bedrooms, or do phones live in bedrooms at night? 

69. Do my partner and I agree on the rules, or do we contradict each other in front of the 

child? 
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70. Have I had a real conversation with my spouse about what we believe about screen use, 

or have we drifted into the current state without deciding? 

About the future 

71. If nothing changes in our home in the next year, what does my child's life look like in five 

years? 

72. If I made meaningful changes starting next Monday, what would my child's life look like 

in five years? 

73. What is the cost of doing nothing? 

74. What is the cost of doing something? Is it greater? 

  

Sit with the answers. Some will be harder than others. The honest sitting is the start of the 

change. 
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Appendix D: Extended Frequently Asked Questions 

These twenty additional questions cover ground not addressed in the parent letters of Chapter 

13. The answers are deliberately compact. Read what applies to your situation; ignore the rest. 

On The Logistics 

Q. We live in a small one-bedroom flat. There is nowhere for the phone to go at night 

except the bedroom. 

Put the phone in the kitchen. Put it inside a closed cupboard if you need to. The phone does not 

need its own room; it needs to be out of arm's reach of the bed. Five metres and a closed door 

is enough. The kitchen counter is enough. 

Q. We are a single-parent household. I cannot hold the line alone. 

You can. Many single parents have. The work is harder; it is not impossible. Build a small 

support network of one or two other adults — a grandparent, an aunt, a trusted family friend — 

who can take a turn on a hard evening. Ask the school to be part of the support. You are not 

alone, even when you are the only parent in the home. 

Q. My child uses the phone for legitimate hobbies — learning music, learning art, 

learning a language. The phone is not the enemy here. 

Then the rule is not no phone. The rule is no short-video and no algorithmically-served content. 

Music tutorials, language apps, art tutorials are fine. Distinguish the apps that pull (TikTok, 

Instagram, YouTube algorithm) from the apps that serve (Duolingo, a music learning app, a 

specific YouTube channel watched intentionally). Restrict the first category. Permit the second 

within time limits. The phone is a tool. The pulling apps are the harm. 

On Specific Apps 

Q. Is YouTube as bad as TikTok and Instagram? 

Pure search-and-watch YouTube is moderately harmful. The YouTube algorithm, particularly 

Shorts (which is YouTube's TikTok equivalent), is similarly harmful to TikTok. The intervention: 

turn off Shorts in YouTube settings; use YouTube as a search-and-watch tool rather than a 

scroll-and-discover tool. For young children, use the YouTube Kids app rather than the main 

app. 

Q. Is WhatsApp itself harmful, or just the group chats on it? 

WhatsApp is a tool. Group chats with large numbers of people, particularly chats that run into 

the night with strong social pressure, are the harmful pattern. Direct conversation with a specific 

known friend is largely benign. Distinguish. 
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Q. What about Discord? 

Discord has become the platform of choice for gaming communities, fan communities, and 

increasingly for the more anonymous online spaces. The harm pattern: contact with unknown 

adults, unmoderated content, late-night use. For under-15s, Discord should not be permitted. 

For 15-17, supervised use within named servers is the minimum standard. Many of the worst 

safety incidents in the recent press have involved Discord. Treat with caution. 

Q. What about Roblox / Minecraft / online multiplayer games? 

Single-player or local-multiplayer games are largely fine, treated as time displacement only. 

Online multiplayer games with chat features become Discord-equivalent in their risks. For 

under-12s, online multiplayer with strangers is not permitted. For 12-15s, only with people the 

child knows in person. For 16-17s, supervised. 

On The Family 

Q. My spouse and I cannot agree on the rules. He thinks I am being too strict. 

Hold the conversation in private, not in front of the children. Find the rules you can both 

genuinely commit to enforcing. Half of a unified rule, consistently applied, beats the full rule 

applied by one parent and undermined by the other. The agreement between the parents 

matters more than the rule itself. 

Q. The grandparents undermine the rules. 

Speak to them privately. Frame as: "We need your help with this. We are not asking you to 

enforce the rules; we are asking you not to actively work against them." If the conversation does 

not land, reduce the situations in which the grandparent has unsupervised access. The rule is 

not negotiable. The relationship with the grandparent is also valuable. Hold both as well as you 

can. 

Q. My older child resents that my younger child got rules I did not impose on him. 

Acknowledge the asymmetry. Apologise for the late start. Tell the older child that what you have 

learnt from him allowed you to do better with the younger one. Make sure the older child 

experiences the relationship-positive aspects of your parenting evolution, not just the regret. 

This conversation, done well, can deepen rather than damage the relationship. 

On The Hard Stuff 

Q. We found pornography in our 11-year-old's search history. We are shaken. 

This is unfortunately very common; the average age of first pornography exposure has dropped 

substantially in the smartphone era. The response in five parts: (1) Do not respond in anger; the 

child is more shaken than you are. (2) Wait a day. (3) Have a calm conversation: "I saw 
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something on your phone. I want to talk about it. You are not in trouble. I am worried, and I want 

to understand." (4) Restrict access immediately — content filters on the phone, browser history 

visible to you, no private browser. (5) Have an age-appropriate conversation about what real 

respectful relationships look like, and how the content on the phone is not that. If the discovery 

includes contact with an adult or content that suggests grooming, contact the police cyber cell. 

Q. Our 14-year-old has started cutting. We do not know if it is connected to the phone. 

Self-harm in adolescence is a serious clinical situation that warrants immediate professional 

engagement, regardless of cause. Contact your paediatrician today. Ask for a referral to a child 

and adolescent psychiatrist or psychologist. In parallel, restrict the phone, particularly access to 

social media, where self-harm content and communities are heavily present. Helplines: iCall 

9152987821, Vandrevala Foundation 1860-2662-345, Tele MANAS 14416. Do not try to 

manage this alone. Reach for help today. 

Q. We have been doing the recovery for six months and there has been no improvement. 

Six months without measurable improvement is unusual. Two possibilities: the rules are not 

actually being implemented as designed (most common), or there is an underlying condition the 

phone restriction alone cannot address (ADHD, autism spectrum, depression, anxiety disorder). 

Audit the implementation first — is the phone actually leaving the bedroom every night? Is 

screen time actually capped? If implementation is clean, see a child psychiatrist for a 

developmental assessment. Phone restriction is not a treatment for every underlying condition. 

On The Adolescent's Own Decision-Making 

Q. My 16-year-old says she wants to delete Instagram herself. She has been thinking 

about it. 

Support her. Help her do it. Walk her through the process. If she wants to keep the relationships 

she has built on the platform, help her export contacts she wants to keep and move them to 

direct contact or a smaller, healthier platform. An adolescent who chooses to delete her own 

social media is doing one of the healthiest things she will do in her adolescence. Celebrate it. 

Make it easy. 

Q. My 15-year-old wants to delete the parental monitoring app I have installed. 

Have the conversation. Often the monitoring app becomes intrusive in ways that damage the 

relationship more than the safety it provides. By 15, the conversation shifts from monitoring to 

trust-with-verification: ask her to show you her phone screen-time report each week, walk 

through any concerns together. The monitoring app may have served its purpose; let it go, 

replaced by structured conversation. The relationship is the foundation; the monitoring is the 

scaffold. Scaffold comes off when the building can stand. 
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On What Comes After This Book 

Q. What other books should I read? 

Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation (2024). Jean Twenge, iGen (2017). Cal Newport, 

Digital Minimalism (2019). These three together give the broader context. None is India-specific; 

this book is the closest to the Indian-specific treatment available. 

Q. Are there parent support communities I can join? 

Smartphone Free Childhood (UK-based but with growing Indian membership) has over 85,000 

parents pledging to delay smartphones. There are emerging Indian parent groups; check your 

school's parent network. WhatsApp groups dedicated to delayed-phone parenting exist in most 

major Indian cities now. Ask your paediatrician for a referral to a parent group in your city. 

Q. What if I want to consult you personally about our family? 

See the closing pages of this book for information on how to reach the author. The book 

contains enough for most families to act on their own. A consultation is for those wanting a 

tailored review of their specific situation. 

Q. Will there be an updated edition of this book? 

The research is evolving rapidly. I expect to update this book every twelve to eighteen months. 

If you bought the Kindle edition, the update will be available to you automatically. If you bought 

the paperback, the new edition will be available on Amazon at the time of release. The 

framework will largely persist. The specific research, the specific app references, and the 

specific Indian regulatory context will be updated. 

Q. Is there anything you would change about this book if you were writing it again today? 

I would say less, perhaps. The principles are simple. The pages are an attempt to make the 

simple principles applicable to the many specific situations of real families. Each family will use 

a different subset of the book. None will need all of it. If your work is rewarding to you, dog-ear 

the pages that helped, ignore the rest, and write your own notes in the margins. The book is a 

starting point. Your work with your child is the project. The book is only useful insofar as it 

serves your project. If you finish it and act, the book has done its job, regardless of which pages 

you used. 
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Appendix E: The Comprehensive Family Assessment 

This appendix gives you a longer, more searching set of questions than the seven-question 

screen in Chapter Two. Use this in two situations: (1) when the seven-question screen shows 

three or more yeses and you want a more detailed picture; (2) at six and twelve months into 

your work, to track whether the recovery is real. The assessment has six sections. Each section 

has ten questions. Score each question yes (1), partially (0.5), or no (0). Add your section 

scores at the end. 

Section A: Sleep 

75. My child is in bed by their age-appropriate bedtime on at least five school nights of 

seven. 

76. My child sleeps in a room with no phone or screen device present. 

77. My child does not check a phone or screen within thirty minutes of falling asleep. 

78. My child does not check a phone or screen on first waking. 

79. My child sleeps the age-appropriate minimum hours on most school nights (9-11 hours 

for under-13, 9 for 13-15, 8-9 for 16-17). 

80. My child does not complain of fatigue at breakfast. 

81. My child is not visibly drowsy or unfocused in the first hour of school, as reported by 

teachers. 

82. My child does not nap during the day except when ill. 

83. My child wakes spontaneously most days, without needing repeated alarms or being 

shaken. 

84. My child reports feeling rested most days. 

Section B: Attention and Engagement 

85. My child can read a book for at least 30 minutes without checking a phone. 

86. My child can sustain a conversation of more than five minutes without phone-checking. 

87. My child can sit with their own thoughts (in a car, in a queue, during a quiet evening) 

without immediate distress. 

88. My child remembers what was discussed in a conversation two days later. 

89. My child can complete a homework session without phone interruption. 

90. My child can watch a film or programme without simultaneously using a second screen. 

91. My child engages with their classroom learning according to the teacher's report. 
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92. My child remembers and follows multi-step instructions from a parent. 

93. My child sustains effort on a difficult task rather than abandoning it. 

94. My child shows curiosity about topics outside the phone's algorithm. 

Section C: Mood and Emotional Range 

95. My child has a full emotional range — joy, sadness, anger, calm, excitement — visible 

across a typical week. 

96. My child handles small disappointments without disproportionate emotional response. 

97. My child handles small frustrations (a queue, a delay, a denied request) without 

disproportionate response. 

98. My child speaks about their day with at least some specific positive moments. 

99. My child laughs unprompted at least several times a week. 

100. My child does not regularly speak of themselves in harshly negative terms. 

101. My child does not regularly speak about their appearance with distress (more relevant 

for girls 12+). 

102. My child does not show signs of hopelessness or futility about their own life 

prospects. 

103. My child can be alone for an hour without distress. 

104. My child can be with the family for an evening without urgent withdrawal to a phone. 

Section D: Relationships 

105. My child has at least one in-person friendship they invest in regularly outside school. 

106. My child accepts physical affection (hug, hand on shoulder, sitting close) without 

flinching or pulling away. 

107. My child speaks with a parent about their day, even briefly, on most days. 

108. My child shows interest in the lives and feelings of family members. 

109. My child can be in a room with the family without earphones in or screen up. 

110. My child speaks of friends with warmth and specific details, not just as group identity. 

111. My child has not lost a previously meaningful friendship in the last year due to drift or 

phone-replacement. 

112. My child does not respond with hostility to ordinary parental presence. 

113. My child eats at least one meal a day with at least one other family member. 

114. My child shows respect to family members in language and tone, with normal age-

appropriate exceptions. 
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Section E: Body and Physical Activity 

115. My child engages in some kind of physical activity (sport, walking, cycling, play) on 

most days. 

116. My child's weight is in the healthy range for their age and build. 

117. My child does not show signs of postural issues (text-neck, rounded shoulders, 

fatigue from screen-position). 

118. My child does not have headaches more than occasionally. 

119. My child's vision has not deteriorated rapidly over the last year. 

120. My child does not have visible eye-strain or dryness at the end of the day. 

121. My child shows interest in food beyond a narrow processed-snack range. 

122. My child eats meals seated at a table rather than carrying a plate to a screen. 

123. My child shows interest in going outside in pleasant weather. 

124. My child has age-appropriate motor skills and physical confidence (balance, 

coordination, willingness to try new physical activities). 

Section F: Academic and Future-Orientation 

125. My child's school performance is in or above the range expected from their assessed 

ability. 

126. My child's school performance has been stable or improving over the last twelve 

months. 

127. My child reads for pleasure on most weeks. 

128. My child shows interest in topics for their own sake, not for grades. 

129. My child has aspirations for themselves that extend beyond the next week. 

130. My child engages with school projects with at least some independent effort. 

131. My child shows interest in a hobby or skill that is being developed over time. 

132. My child does not regularly procrastinate work to the point of last-minute crisis. 

133. My child shows curiosity about the world (current events, science, history, other 

cultures, family history). 

134. My child can articulate at least one thing they are looking forward to in the next 

month. 

Scoring and Interpretation 

Add the score for each section (0 to 10 per section, 0 to 60 total). 
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Section scores of 8 or higher: this domain is functioning well. 

Section scores of 5 to 7: there is room for improvement; this domain warrants attention. 

Section scores of 4 or below: this domain needs focused work; consider whether professional 

input is required. 

Total scores of 50 or higher: your child is doing well across domains; sustain what you are 

doing. 

Total scores of 35 to 49: your child is doing reasonably; identify the weaker sections and work 

on them specifically. 

Total scores of 20 to 34: your child is showing meaningful difficulties across multiple domains; 

the recovery work in this book is appropriate and likely to help; if the score does not improve at 

six months, consider professional engagement. 

Total scores of below 20: your child is showing significant difficulties; consider professional 

engagement now alongside the work in this book; the phone restriction alone is unlikely to be 

sufficient. 

Repeat the assessment at six months and twelve months. The trend matters as much as the 

absolute score. A child improving from 25 to 40 over twelve months is recovering well, even 

though 40 still indicates real difficulties. A child holding at 45 over twelve months without further 

progress may have hit a ceiling that requires fresh attention. 
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Appendix F: A Reading List, A Resource List, A Helpline List 

The books, websites, helplines, and professional resources I most often recommend. Drawn 

from a quarter-century of consultation work and from the specific research that shaped this 

book. 

Books for the Parent 

Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an 

Epidemic of Mental Illness (2024). The most influential recent book on the subject. The 

argument is strongest where it is statistical and Western; less strong where Indian-specific. 

Read in full if you have time, read the introduction and conclusion at minimum. 

Jean Twenge, iGen: Why Today's Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, 

More Tolerant, Less Happy — and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood (2017). The earlier 

work that documented the generational shift. Foundational. The data is American but the 

patterns are now visible in urban India. 

Cal Newport, Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World (2019). Newport 

writes for adults about their own phone use, but the framework is directly applicable to family 

life. The chapter on solitude is particularly relevant for adolescents. 

Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains (2010, updated 2020). 

Older but foundational; explains how the medium shapes the mind. The neuroscience is well-

presented. 

Sherry Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age (2015). The 

strongest book on the relational and conversational costs of phone-mediated communication. 

Useful for thinking through what is lost when WhatsApp replaces face-to-face. 

Adam Alter, Irresistible: The Rise of Addictive Technology and the Business of Keeping Us 

Hooked (2017). The most accessible explanation of the design choices that make apps as 

effective as they are. 

Books for the Child or Adolescent (to give to them, not to enforce on them) 

For older children and adolescents who want to think about their own phone use, the following 

work better than parental lectures. Many adolescents will respond more to a peer or an author 

than to a parent. 

Mike Brooks, You're Addicted to Yourself: A Teen's Guide to Healthy Tech Use. Direct, 

accessible, written for the adolescent reader. 
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Catherine Steiner-Adair, The Big Disconnect: Protecting Childhood and Family Relationships in 

the Digital Age. Reads as adult-oriented but the case studies engage adolescent readers. 

For younger children, the focus shifts from books-about-phones to books-as-replacement-for-

phones; the activity of reading itself is more important than the topic of the book. Stock the 

home with a wide range of age-appropriate fiction; let the child choose. 

Online Resources and Communities 

Smartphone Free Childhood (smartphonefreechildhood.com). UK-originated parent movement 

with growing Indian membership. Pledge-based: parents commit to delay smartphones for their 

children until age fourteen and social media until age sixteen. The community provides peer 

support and shared resources. 

Wait Until 8th (waituntil8th.org). American parent movement with similar pledge. Useful 

resources particularly for the parent group dynamics chapter. 

Common Sense Media (commonsensemedia.org). Detailed reviews of apps, games, films, and 

websites with age recommendations. Useful for case-by-case decisions about specific 

platforms. 

Centre for Humane Technology (humanetech.com). Founded by former Silicon Valley insiders 

who turned critical of the industry; resources explaining the design choices behind addictive 

apps. Useful for understanding the why behind the harm. 

Indian Academy of Pediatrics. Has published guidelines on screen time for Indian children that 

are accessible through paediatrician offices and the academy website. 

Helplines (India) 

iCall (Tata Institute of Social Sciences). Phone: 9152987821. Email: icall@tiss.edu. Confidential 

counselling for individuals in distress including adolescents. Available in multiple Indian 

languages. Free of charge. 

Vandrevala Foundation Helpline. Phone: 1860-2662-345 or 1800-2333-330. Available 24x7. 

Free counselling. Trained mental health professionals. 

Tele MANAS (Government of India national tele-mental health programme). Phone: 14416 (toll-

free) or 1-800-891-4416. Available 24x7 in twenty Indian languages. Established 2022 as the 

national tele-mental health helpline. 

Childline India Foundation. Phone: 1098. Available 24x7. Focus on children in distress; useful 

for situations involving older children where the child themselves may want to speak with 

someone. 
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AASRA. Phone: 9820466726 or 022-27546669. Mumbai-based but operates nationally; 

specialises in suicide-prevention counselling. 

Sneha Foundation, Chennai. Phone: 044-24640050. Suicide prevention helpline. 

National Cyber Crime Reporting Portal (cybercrime.gov.in). Online portal of the Government of 

India for reporting cyber crimes, including grooming, sextortion, and inappropriate adult contact 

with minors. 

Professional Engagement 

Paediatrician. Your first point of contact for any concern about your child's well-being. A good 

paediatrician can rule out underlying physical conditions, can refer onward when needed, and 

serves as a stable medical relationship that grows across childhood. 

Child Psychiatrist. The next level of professional engagement when emotional or behavioural 

concerns suggest a clinical condition. Indian metropolitan cities have growing networks of child 

and adolescent psychiatrists; ask your paediatrician for a referral. Consultation typically involves 

the parents and child together and separately; treatment may include therapy, medication, or 

both. 

Clinical Psychologist or Counsellor. For therapy that does not require medication. Useful for 

adolescents with anxiety, depression, body-image distress, social difficulties, or specific 

phobias. Therapy is typically weekly for several months; longer for more entrenched issues. 

School Counsellor. Many urban Indian schools now have an on-site counsellor; engage them. 

The school counsellor can observe the child in their daily environment, coordinate with teachers, 

and serve as a bridge between home and school. 

Structured Second Opinion. For families that have read this book and want a tailored review of 

their specific situation, see the closing pages of this book for information on how to reach the 

author for a one-time written consultation. This is for families wanting a structured second 

opinion before acting; most families will not need it. 

The Closing Word 

The work this book asks of you is neither novel nor mysterious. It is, in its essence, the same 

work parents have always done: pay attention to your child, set the structures that help them 

grow, hold the line when needed, hold the relationship through the hard nights, and trust that the 

small daily decisions accumulate over years into the kind of adult you helped them become. 

The phone is a new variable in an old equation. The equation has not changed. The variable is 

harder than most parents in human history have faced, because it has been engineered by a 

multibillion-dollar industry whose business model depends on capturing your child's attention. 
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The contest is unfair. The contest is, however, winnable, by parents who decide to be present, 

hold the line, and trust the work. 

Your child will not thank you for this book. Your child will, in twenty years, be the kind of adult 

who has the capacity for deep attention, for stable relationships, for sustained work, for a full 

inner life — or your child will be the kind of adult who does not. The probability of the first 

outcome is substantially raised by what you do now. The work you do is not visible to her in the 

present. The result of the work is the only inheritance any of us truly leaves. 

Go and do the work. The book is in your hands. The child is in the next room. The evening is 

yours. Make it count. 

Manoj Palwe 

May 2026 
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Appendix G: A Plain-Language Glossary 

The vocabulary used in this book is mostly ordinary. A few technical terms appear, mostly in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 3B. This glossary defines them in plain language. The definitions are 

intended for a non-specialist parent; clinicians and researchers will find them simplified. 

Addictive use trajectory. 

A pattern of use, identified by researchers, that is characterised not by the total hours of use 

alone but by signs that the use is escaping the person's control — preoccupation with the 

activity, distress when prevented from doing it, displacement of other important things, 

continued use despite known harm. The JAMA 2025 study identified addictive trajectories in 

roughly one in three of the children followed. 

Algorithm. 

In the context of this book, a piece of software inside an app that decides what content to show 

you next based on what is most likely to keep you engaged. The Instagram, TikTok, and 

YouTube algorithms are highly sophisticated. They learn from every second of your viewing 

behaviour. Their goal, on behalf of the company, is to keep you watching. 

Attention-capture engineering. 

The body of design choices made by app and platform companies to maximise the amount of 

time and attention users spend in their products. Includes variable rewards, social validation 

features, autoplay, infinite scroll, push notifications, and many more. Distinct from "making a 

useful product"; many products have moved from useful to attention-capturing as their business 

models matured. 

Behavioural addiction. 

A pattern of compulsive engagement with an activity (gambling, shopping, internet use, gaming) 

that meets the clinical criteria for an addictive disorder, though no chemical substance is 

involved. Gaming disorder was added to the World Health Organisation's ICD-11 in 2019. Other 

digital behavioural addictions are not yet formal diagnostic categories but are widely recognised 

clinically. 

Default mode network. 

A set of brain regions that activate when a person is not focused on an external task — when 

daydreaming, reflecting, imagining, or quietly thinking. Important for creativity, self-knowledge, 

and the capacity to tolerate one's own company. Less active in heavy phone users. The 

intervention is unfilled time. 
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Digital minimalism. 

A philosophy and practice, popularised by computer scientist Cal Newport, of using technology 

selectively and intentionally rather than reflexively. Compatible with the framework of this book. 

Dopamine. 

A neurotransmitter in the brain associated with anticipation and reward. Released when 

something is expected to be rewarding. Particularly responsive to unpredictable (variable) 

reward, which is the engineering principle behind both slot machines and many app features. 

Executive function. 

The set of mental capacities — planning, judgement, impulse control, weighing future against 

present consequences — that are largely managed by the prefrontal cortex. Develops slowly 

through adolescence, fully matures only in the early twenties. The reason adolescent self-

regulation around phones is biologically harder than adult self-regulation. 

Family agreement. 

A written, signed-by-everyone document that records the phone rules in your household. 

Treated in this book as a relational ritual more than a legal contract. Updated as the children 

age. 

Gaming disorder. 

Now a formal clinical diagnosis in the ICD-11 (the World Health Organisation's diagnostic 

manual). Defined by impaired control over gaming, increasing priority given to gaming over 

other activities, and continuation despite negative consequences, sustained over twelve months 

or more in significant intensity. 

Grey matter. 

The brain tissue containing the cell bodies of neurons. Grey matter density and volume can be 

measured by brain imaging and are altered in adolescents with problematic internet use, 

particularly in reward-regulation regions of the brain. 

Infinite scroll. 

A design feature, used on most social media feeds, in which there is never a natural end-point 

to the content. Without an end-point, the user keeps scrolling. The feature was popularised in 

the early 2010s and is largely responsible for the increase in daily phone hours over the past 

decade. 

Melatonin. 

The hormone that signals to the body that it is time to sleep. Suppressed by exposure to bright 

light, particularly the blue end of the spectrum that most phone screens emit. This is one of the 

reasons phones in the bedroom delay sleep onset. 
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Neuroplasticity. 

The brain's capacity to reorganise and adapt in response to experience. High in childhood and 

adolescence; lower but still present in adulthood. The basis on which behavioural change at any 

age remains possible, while also explaining why the patterns laid down in childhood and 

adolescence have outsized influence on later brain architecture. 

Prefrontal cortex. 

The brain region behind the forehead, responsible for executive function. The last brain region 

to fully mature. Around 85 percent developed by age sixteen; full maturation in the early 

twenties. 

Push notification. 

An alert sent by an app to your phone's screen or lock screen, designed to draw you back into 

the app. Each notification typically triggers a small dopamine response of anticipation, 

regardless of whether the underlying content is rewarding. The cumulative effect of dozens or 

hundreds of notifications per day is significant for attention and mood. 

Screen time. 

The total time per day spent looking at a screen. Useful as a rough metric but misleading as a 

sole indicator; the type of screen use matters more than the total. Two hours of educational 

video is not equivalent to two hours of short-video scrolling. 

Short-video content. 

Videos typically under one minute, delivered in an endlessly scrolling feed, algorithmically 

selected. The format made famous by TikTok and now copied by Instagram Reels, YouTube 

Shorts, and others. The most attention-capturing format yet developed. Particularly harmful for 

sustained attention development in children. 

Synaptic pruning. 

The process by which the brain, in adolescence, selectively eliminates connections that are not 

being used and strengthens those that are. The principle is use it or lose it. What the adolescent 

practices, the brain consolidates. What the adolescent neglects, the brain prunes. 

Variable reward. 

A reward delivered on an unpredictable schedule, which produces a stronger and more 

sustained behavioural response than a predictable reward. The psychological principle behind 

slot machines, and now behind notifications, social media feed refreshes, and many game 

mechanics. 
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Appendix H: Selected Bibliography 

The key sources informing this book. Not exhaustive. Sources are grouped by topic. Where the 

source is freely available online, I note that. Where it is a book, full publication details are given. 

The 2025 JAMA Longitudinal Study (Central Citation) 

Xiao Y, Meng Y, Brown TT, Keyes KM, Mann JJ. Trajectories of Addictive Smartphone, Social 

Media, and Video Game Use and Associations With Suicidality and Mental Health Symptoms in 

Adolescents. JAMA. 2025; doi:10.1001/jama.2025.7829. Available via the JAMA website 

(subscription); abstract publicly available. 

The Indian Context 

Government of India, Ministry of Finance. Economic Survey 2025-26. Released January 2026. 

Available at indiabudget.gov.in. See particularly the chapter on emerging public health 

challenges including digital addiction in adolescents. 

Indian Academy of Pediatrics. Guidelines on Screen Time for Children and Adolescents. Most 

recent revision available through the Academy's official website. 

Rural Pune secondary school screen-time study (2025): published in the Indian Journal of 

Community Medicine, finding 83.2 percent of secondary school students in the studied villages 

exceeded recommended screen-time limits, with 98.9 percent using mobile phones as primary 

device. 

Childhood myopia in urban Indian children: see successive cohort studies in the Indian Journal 

of Ophthalmology documenting an increase from approximately seven percent in the early 

2000s to over twenty percent by 2022 in urban populations. 

Major Books 

Haidt J. The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic 

of Mental Illness. New York: Penguin Press; 2024. 

Twenge JM. iGen: Why Today's Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More 

Tolerant, Less Happy — and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood. New York: Atria Books; 

2017. 

Newport C. Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World. New York: Portfolio; 

2019. 

Carr N. The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains. New York: W.W. Norton; 2020 

(revised edition). 
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Turkle S. Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age. New York: Penguin 

Press; 2015. 

Alter A. Irresistible: The Rise of Addictive Technology and the Business of Keeping Us Hooked. 

New York: Penguin Press; 2017. 

Steiner-Adair C. The Big Disconnect: Protecting Childhood and Family Relationships in the 

Digital Age. New York: Harper; 2013. 

Brooks M. You're Addicted to Yourself: A Teen's Guide to Healthy Tech Use. (Various editions 

and formats.) 

The Counter-View 

Orben A, Przybylski AK. The association between adolescent well-being and digital technology 

use. Nature Human Behaviour. 2019;3:173-182. 

Przybylski AK, Weinstein N. A Large-Scale Test of the Goldilocks Hypothesis: Quantifying the 

Relations Between Digital-Screen Use and the Mental Well-Being of Adolescents. Psychological 

Science. 2017;28(2):204-215. Useful as the most rigorous defence of the view that effect sizes 

have been overstated. 

Adolescent Mental Health Trends 

The original Twenge papers documenting the increase in adolescent depression beginning 

around 2012, particularly: Twenge JM, Joiner TE, Rogers ML, Martin GN. Increases in 

Depressive Symptoms, Suicide-Related Outcomes, and Suicide Rates Among U.S. Adolescents 

After 2010 and Links to Increased New Media Screen Time. Clinical Psychological Science. 

2018;6(1):3-17. 

U.S. Surgeon General Advisory: Social Media and Youth Mental Health. 2023. Available at 

hhs.gov. 

World Health Organisation: ICD-11 entry on Gaming Disorder (6C51), with diagnostic criteria. 

Available at icd.who.int. 

The Meta Internal Research (2021 Leak) 

Internal Facebook (now Meta) research from 2018-2021 documenting Instagram's effects on 

teenage girls' mental health was leaked in 2021. The most-cited figure: approximately 32 

percent of teen girls who already had body image issues reported that Instagram made them 

worse. Source documents are available through journalism archives including the Wall Street 

Journal's "Facebook Files" series, September-October 2021. 
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Sleep and Adolescent Health 

National Sleep Foundation: Sleep duration recommendations for children and adolescents 

(most recent guideline available at the foundation's website). 

Crowley SJ, Wolfson AR, Tarokh L, Carskadon MA. An update on adolescent sleep: New 

evidence informing the perfect storm model. Journal of Adolescence. 2018;67:55-65. 

Reward Systems and Behavioural Design 

Eyal N. Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. London: Penguin; 2014. The how-to 

manual, often cited as foundational to the design choices in current consumer apps. Useful to 

understand the engineering side of what your child is up against. 

Schull NM. Addiction by Design: Machine Gambling in Las Vegas. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press; 2012. Originally on slot machines, but the design principles are now applied to 

phone apps. 

Policy and Regulatory Context 

Australia: Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Act 2024, prohibiting children 

under sixteen from using social media. The first national legislation of its kind. 

France: Ban on mobile phones in primary and lower secondary schools (in effect since 2018; 

expanded in 2024). 

UK: Smartphone Free Childhood parent movement. Smartphonefreechildhood.com. Pledge-

based parent commitments to delay smartphones and social media access. By 2026, the 

movement has over 85,000 parents enrolled. 

India: The DPDP Act and emerging regulations on minors' data and platform responsibility; the 

Information Technology Rules 2021 and subsequent amendments providing some framework 

for platform accountability around minors. 

Indian Helpline and Resource Sources 

Tele MANAS: Government of India national tele-mental health programme. Launched 2022. 

Phone: 14416 toll-free. Available in twenty Indian languages. Source: National Institute of 

Mental Health and Neurosciences (NIMHANS), Bangalore. 

iCall, Tata Institute of Social Sciences. Phone: 9152987821. Email and chat counselling also 

available. Source: TISS School of Human Ecology. 

Vandrevala Foundation. Phone: 1860-2662-345. 24x7 service since 2017. 
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Childline India Foundation. Phone: 1098. Ministry of Women and Child Development, 

Government of India. 

A Note on Sources 

The strongest sources in this bibliography are the JAMA 2025 study, the India Economic Survey 

2025-26, the WHO ICD-11 gaming disorder entry, the peer-reviewed sleep research, and the 

Meta internal documents (because their authenticity is well-established and the research was 

internal industry work, not external advocacy). The Haidt and Twenge books are widely cited but 

represent a synthesis-and-argument literature that the parent should know is contested. The 

counter-view papers by Orben and Przybylski are included not to undermine the book's 

argument but to give the reader the full picture: the evidence for the high-use addictive trajectory 

subgroup is strong, while the evidence for moderate average use is weaker. The book you have 

read is built for the addictive-trajectory subgroup and the families that risk drifting toward it. 

All citations are accurate as of the date of writing (February 2026). The research field is moving 

rapidly. New longitudinal data is expected in 2026 and 2027 that will further sharpen the picture. 

Readers who wish to stay current should follow the websites of JAMA Pediatrics, Pediatrics, the 

Lancet Child and Adolescent Health, and the Indian Journal of Psychiatry, as well as the 

Anxious Generation Substack which collates new research as it appears. 
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Why this book 

Manoj is not a paediatrician, not a child psychologist, and not a neuroscientist. He is a parent of 

two grown daughters and a consultant who has spent his working life sitting with families at 

moments of major life decision. This book is informed by clinical research — the JAMA Xiao 

study, Jonathan Haidt's Anxious Generation work, India's Economic Survey 2025–26, the Indian 

Academy of Pediatrics guidelines, and many others — but it is written from the seat of the 

parent, not the clinic. Where the book describes clinical pathways, parents are urged to consult 

qualified mental-health professionals. Where the book describes the family conversation, the 

household rules, and the cultural context, Manoj writes from twenty-five years of watching what 

works. 

If this book helped you 

If this book helped you understand your child's situation better, or gave you a plan you could 

actually execute, or helped you avoid a costly mistake, please leave an honest Amazon review. 

Two minutes — it helps the next parent in the same situation. 

For your immigration journey 

Many of the families who read Manoj's books are also navigating decisions about education 

abroad, immigration, and the future their children will inherit. For a professional assessment of 

your specific immigration case, consider a Personal Evaluation Report (PER) with Manoj Palwe 

at dreamvisas.com. 
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Before You Close This Book 

Two things, briefly, before you put this book down and begin. 

If this book helped you 

If this book helped you understand your options or avoid a costly mistake, please leave an 

honest Amazon review. Two minutes — it helps the next person in the same situation. 

For your specific situation 

For a professional assessment of your specific immigration case, consider a Personal 

Evaluation Report (PER) with Manoj Palwe at dreamvisas.com. 

   

Now close the book. 

Open the door of the child's room. 

Begin. 

PERSONAL EVALUATION REPORT (PER) — PROFESSIONAL CASE 

ASSESSMENT 

If you are planning to work abroad and would like a professional evaluation of your 

specific eligibility, pathway options, and risk factors, consider a Personal Evaluation 

Report (PER) with Manoj Palwe. 

Manoj is a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant (RCIC R422575), CAPIC 

Fellow (R11592), and MIA examination qualified — with 25+ years of frontline 

practice across Canada, Australia, Germany, UAE, and the Gulf states. 

The PER includes: eligibility assessment for your target country, recommended 

pathways ranked by suitability, specific risk identification for your situation, and a 

clear step-by-step action plan. 

Multi-country scope: Canada (primary), Australia, Germany, UAE, Gulf states, UK, 

Ireland. 

For more information connect at manoj@dreamvisas.com 

Note: A PER inquiry does not establish a consultant-client relationship. Formal 

engagement requires a signed retainer agreement. 
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Get in Touch 

🌐 Website: www.dreamvisas.com 

📧 Email: manoj@dreamvisas.com, biz@dreamvisas.com 

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/manojpalwe/ 
 

Contact: +919822033225 
 

  

Thank you for reading! 
Best wishes for your journey 
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Our other books on Amazon.Com 

 
For a complete list of titles please check the below details. Also available as an eBooks 
on Amazon.  
Total 114 Books as on 30-April-2026 

SERIES 1 CANADA IMMIGRATION MASTERCLASS The Complete Roadmap to 
Making Canada Your Home. (22 books) 

❖ 111 Tips on Immigration to Canada: Practical Guidance for Visitors, Students, 

Workers, and Future Permanent Residents  

❖ Canadian Family Sponsorship Visa Guide 2026 

❖ Canadian Immigration for Tech Professionals 2026 

❖ Canada Immigration 2026 

❖ The Rural Immigration Advantage: Your Complete Guide to Canada's Rural 

Immigration Programs 

❖ Canada Great Immigration Reset 2026-2028 

❖ Succeeding in Canadian Express Entry in 2026 

❖ French Speaking Pathways for Canadian immigration - How Francophone 

Gain a Competitive  

❖ Canada C11 vs. Start-up Guide 

❖ PR Residency Obligation Survival Guide 

❖ Canada Super Visa Demystified 2026  

❖ Canada Immigration Senior Managers 2026 

❖ Canada PNP 2026 - Make Your Canadian Dream a Reality 

❖ Canada Targeted Express Entry Draws 2026 

❖ Left Canada - Your Complete Guide February 2026  

❖ Permanent Resident Travel Document PRTD Guide 2026 

❖ Canadian Visa Refusal Secrets 2026 

❖ Canada Entrepreneur Immigration Strategy 2026 

❖ What Next? When You Land In Canada 

❖ Temporary Resident to Permanent Resident Canada 2026 

❖ Out Of Status In Canada 2026 

❖ Canadian Citizenship Test Study Guide 2026-2027 

    

SERIES 2 - H1B CRISIS & PLAN B - The America (10 books) 

❖ Escape the Green Card Backlog: Canada PR for H1B Holders 

❖ H1B Visa Stamping Crisis 2026 

❖ H1B Visa Holders Special Pathway Canada Migration 2026 

❖ H1B Layoff Survival Guide: Your 60-Day Action Plan 

❖ Final F1 student Plan B Canada and Australia 

❖ Immigration Proof Your Career Method 

❖ B1 B2 Visa Refusal to Approval Guide 
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❖ EB-2 NIW Simplified 2026 

❖ F1 Global PR Playbook 2026       

❖ Beyond the H1B Lottery 2026 

  

SERIES 3 - IMMIGRATION ESSENTIALS - Tools, Tips & Protection (4 books) 

❖ How to Choose a Trusted Immigration Consultant or Lawyer for Canada: How to 
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