
Sit next to them while they’re on it. 
Be curious, not critical.

Talk about it like you would junk food or sleep -
something enjoyable but not unlimited.

You might say:

“These apps are actually designed to keep our
brains hooked.”

“I think we’ve done about 20 minutes - if we stay
on longer our eyes and brain won’t get a break.”

“Let’s look up what happens in the brain when we
scroll for ages.”

For older children, talk about dopamine, attention,
and how reward systems work. 

Show them the science rather than using fear.

(Research consistently shows shame increases
secrecy. Understanding increases engagement.)

Start open conversations about how
phones are designed to be addictive.

No phones straight after arguments, emotional
outbursts, or school anxieties.

Screens shouldn’t be the first coping tool.

Let the body settle first with food, shower,
movement, fresh air.

You might say:

“Let’s reset your body first, then you can decide
about your phone.”

“Screens aren’t for calming down, that’s our job.”

“Let’s get you steady before we go near the
screen.”

(Using screens to regulate emotions strengthens
avoidance coping patterns.)

Delay screens until emotional
regulation is present

The Phone Addiction Reset Plan
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If your child is already glued to their phone, we can ’t just rip it out of their hands overnight.
Research on behaviour change and habit formation shows that sudden, high-control bans often

backfire - especially in adolescents whose brains are wired for autonomy and reward sensitivity. 

PARENTS ONLY- A practical guide for
when screens have taken over

Here we need to gently and calmly reset that reward system by rebuilding self-control and
making real life interesting and meaningful again. It may be uncomfortable, awkward and

upsetting at first, that does not mean is isn ’t working. 

We experience the lows with this before noticing the change, when that change comes, it will all
have been worth it.

Peel it back in layers.

Start with:
• No screens in the first hour after school

• Remove one high-stimulation app
• Shorten usage windows slowly

You might say:

“Let’s try keeping the first hour after school
phone-free and see how it feels.”

“We’re not banning it, we’re resetting it.”

“We’ll reduce it slowly so your brain adjusts.”

(Gradual behaviour change is far more
sustainable than sudden removal, especially in

adolescents.)

Reduce gradually
(not extreme changes)

If you take the phone and give them nothing, their
brain will fight back.

You must replace the reward.

Set up:

• Creative materials
• Physical challenges
• Cooking something

• Music
• Building or fixing something

You might say:

“I’m going to start baking, you can join if you want.”

“Let’s build something together.”

“Try this for 20 minutes, then we’ll review.”

(Earned rewards activate deeper satisfaction
pathways than instant digital stimulation.)

Replace dopamine, don ’t just
remove it



Expect:

“I’m bored.”
“There’s nothing to do.”

Don’t rush to fix it.

Boredom is the doorway to imagination.

You might say:

“It’s okay to feel bored.”

“Your brain will think of something.”

“You don’t need me to solve this.”

And wait.

(Unstructured time activates creative thinking and
self-generated engagement)

Make boredom safe again

Environment shapes behaviour more than just
willpower and actions.

Small shifts:
• Charge phones downstairs

• No devices in bedrooms
• Remove autoplay

• Create phone-free meals / times

You might say:

“Phones sleep downstairs now.”
“We’re protecting your sleep.”

“Let’s make the table a no-screen zone, help me
design a poster.”

(Environmental design consistently outperforms
motivation alone in behaviour change.)

Change the environment

This one works more than parents realise.

Instead of announcing a “detox”, just start doing
something yourself.

Paint. Build. Read. Organise. Create.
Don’t force them to join.

Just make real life look interesting.

You might say:

“I’m putting my phone away for a bit.”

“I fancy building something.”

“I’m going to challenge myself to do this without
using my phone.”

Then leave time and space, just enjoy what you’re
doing.

(Children learn through observational modelling far
more than instruction)

Model it subtly
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Instead of pointing out screen-time numbers,
track what improves.

Mood. Sleep. Focus. Time outside.

You might say:

“Have you noticed you’ve been calmer this week?”

“You’ve stuck at that project longer, proud of
you.”

“Your sleep’s better already, nice one.”

(high fives, hugs and pat on the shoulder bits of
contact work well here)

Reinforce the gains.

(Noticing progress strengthens intrinsic
motivation.)

Track what replaces it

Irritability. Moodiness. Dramatic boredom.

Don’t stress, you have not failed, it’s a working
progress.

Your child’s mindset is recalibrating.

You might say:

“I know this feels uncomfortable.”

“Your brain’s working hard and adjusting.”

“We’ll get through this bit, I know it’s tricky.”

Stay steady and look after yourself as a parent.

(Withdrawal from high-dopamine habits often
causes temporary irritability before regulation

improves.)

Expect pushbacks

At some point, you might need to name it.

Not angrily. Not dramatically.

Calmly.

You might say:

“Have you noticed any differences since we
spent less time on the phones?.”

“There’s no punishments in this house, we do
protect each other though.”

“Let’s reset and do this together.”

Invite them into the plan and do it
collaboratively (might mean you spend less

time on your devices!)

(Autonomy increases cooperation, particularly
in teens.)

Have the honest, 
awkward conversations
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Phones aren ’t the enemy.

But if they ’ve become the main
source of stimulation,

it ’s time to rebuild balance and
motivation for life.

The goal is to:

live
play
love

create
learn
laugh


