UK paediatrician warns of 'screendemic' threatening children’s mental health
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Concerns over the impact of smartphone and social media use on children’s mental health have reached alarming levels, with Dr Sanjiv Nichani, a consultant paediatrician and founder of Leicester Children’s Hospital, sounding the alarm on what he describes as the UK's “screendemic.” He argues that this pervasive phenomenon is contributing significantly to the erosion of mental well-being among young people, dubbing it a poison that threatens their development and future prospects.
Dr Nichani's assertions come at a time when the government appears hesitant to enact robust measures to mitigate the risks associated with excessive screen time. He cites an “epidemic of mental health illness” among children, with increasing numbers displaying early developmental issues. This aligns with findings from Oxford University, which highlight a clear correlation between time spent on social media and heightened levels of anxiety and depression, particularly among teenage users. The research, involving over 7,000 participants, indicates that around 60% of 16- to 18-year-olds spend substantial amounts of time—some up to eight hours—on platforms like Instagram and TikTok. The implications for mental health are profound and require urgent attention.
Dr Nichani's firsthand observations in his clinic reveal a troubling trend: many young children are exhibiting a “glazed appearance” and showing an alarming disconnection from typical developmental milestones. He urges action amidst a backdrop of legislative proposals that he deems inadequate, arguing that the current recommendations for screen time and digital interactions are ineffective in addressing the scale of the crisis.
The concerns raised go beyond anecdotal evidence; surveys reveal that nearly half of the British public supports an outright ban on smartphones in schools. This sentiment is echoed by institutions like Thomas Mills High School in Suffolk, which has instituted a strict policy prohibiting smartphone use during school hours to combat the mental health issues catalysed by their usage. This policy was partly inspired by tragic events, such as the suicide of Molly Russell, a young girl who suffered after being exposed to harmful online content. In Parliament, calls for more stringent regulations are gaining traction, with proposals to raise the age of digital consent from 13 to 16 and a full ban on algorithms targeting under-16s.
Dr Nichani's warnings are further corroborated by insights from other experts in the field, such as Dr Emily Sehmer, a child psychiatrist who has noted a surge in mental health challenges linked to smartphone use. She describes children today as increasingly impulsive and emotionally unstable, with the average UK 12-year-old spending nearly 30 hours a week on their smartphones. Dr Sehmer advocates for immediate government intervention to impose stricter regulations on technology use, underscoring the urgent need for policies that prioritise the well-being of younger generations.
As trends continue to mirror these alarming statistics across various demographics, with rising rates of depression particularly pronounced among teenage girls, the dialogue on screen time and mental health remains critical. Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist, highlights in his recent book that the excessive integration of screens in children’s lives is devoid of the unstructured play that fosters resilience and emotional regulation. He, too, advocates for delaying smartphone access until high school and banning their use in schools to cultivate healthier environments conducive to learning and social development.
The evidence is mounting in favour of decisive policy changes and increased public awareness about the risks associated with screen time. As mental health services in the UK experience unprecedented demand, with the number of children requiring support doubling since 2016-17, it is imperative that moves to protect children from the perils of unnecessary screen exposure gain momentum. Addressing the roots of this “screendemic” is not merely a matter of concern but a fundamental responsibility to safeguard the mental health of future generations.
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