Understanding the impact of smartphones on Generation Z
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A recent article in the Daily Mail highlights the growing concern regarding the impact of smartphones and social media on Generation Z, individuals born between 1997 and 2012. The commentary outlines several notable characteristics of this age group, particularly focusing on their reliance on mobile devices and the subsequent effects on their mental health and social interactions.
The AXA Mind Health Report sheds light on this phenomenon, revealing that 71 per cent of Britons aged 18 to 28 struggle to go longer than two minutes without checking their phones. Additionally, four in ten of those surveyed experience a strong urge to consult their devices even during face-to-face conversations. This behaviour is attributed, not merely to rudimentary manners, but rather to deeper issues. A significant portion of young adults, specifically 63 per cent, confess to having difficulties with in-person interactions, often relying on their phones as a means of escaping social anxiety.
Digital habits have also precipitated various unhealthy behaviours, with one in three participants reporting mental health challenges linked to social media usage, particularly when used prior to bedtime. The trend of "doomscrolling," characterised by the compulsive consumption of distressing content online, has raised alarms, as has the tendency for young individuals to compare their physical appearances to those found in idealised social media portrayals. This has resulted in intensified pressures, particularly among young women, forcing them to confront unrealistic beauty standards perpetuated by influencers and peer comparisons.
The article suggests a correlation between dependency on social media and addiction, echoing sentiments shared by critics in the United States who liken heavily-used platforms to "digital fentanyl." There is an underlying concern regarding the neurological ramifications of excessive screen time—broadly suggesting that increased exposure to social media rewires social behaviours, contributing to observed declines in mental health among younger demographics.
Amid these worries, it is noted that Gen-Z was raised in an environment where technology was not just an accessory but integral to daily life. Unlike previous generations, they did not have to adapt to technology but were born into a digitally saturated world, gaining access to information at an early age. While this has provided various advantages in terms of global connectivity and information access, it has also led to insufficient discussions surrounding the potential downsides of ubiquitous screens and social media.
The pandemic magnified these issues, as educational formats shifted primarily to digital frameworks, emphasising the reliance on online platforms at the expense of real-world interaction. As a result, many parents are becoming increasingly concerned about their children's screen time and are attempting to impose restrictions to mitigate negative outcomes similar to those experienced by the current generation of young adults.
A recent incident involving a teacher from Surrey, who was arrested after allegedly confiscating students' iPads, underscores the tensions between parental authority and educational institutions regarding technology use. The narrative suggests that rather than hindering parental attempts to monitor technology access, there is a growing necessity for societal support to assist parents in establishing and enforcing appropriate boundaries.
In light of these developments, there are calls within the educational sector, particularly within Scottish schools, to reassess personal device use during lessons, advocating that only academic tools should be mandated in classrooms.
As the conversation continues to unfold, it appears the future of Gen-Z may hinge upon their ability to navigate this digital landscape, potentially equipping them with the insights necessary for responsible parenting in a tech-dominated age. Therefore, the discourse surrounding the influence of smartphones and social media remains critical as it shapes not only their current experiences but also their future interactions with technology and its implications for subsequent generations.
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