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Tweens, Teens, and Phones: What Our 2019
Research Reveals
Common Sense Media's latest census reveals the shifting
nature of kids' online experiences.

By Michael Robb  |  October 29, 2019

Topics: Research and Studies

Is there anything more frustrating than hearing "�ne" when you ask your kid how their day

was? It's the same feeling -- times 1,000 -- when we see our kids on their devices and have

no clue what they're up to. Though many of us worry, the Common Sense Census: Media Use

by Tweens and Teens, 2019 reveals that, just like a kid's experience of their school day, the

truth is much more nuanced and complicated than it appears to the naked eye. What are
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they really doing online for so many hours a day? Does every kid have a phone? What's my

role as a parent? Our research provides insight into these questions so we can help our

kids navigate the online world and be the best parents we can be.

The new census is the second wave of research tracking changes in tweens' and teens' use

of and relationship with media between 2015 and 2019. Based on a nationally

representative sample of more than 1,600 8- to 18-year-olds, the survey provides a

snapshot of what media activities kids enjoy, how frequently they engage in those

activities, and how much time they spend doing so. Some of the key �ndings include:

Tweens and teens (still) use a lot of screen media. Eight- to 12-year-olds now

average just under �ve hours of screen media a day (4:44), and teens view about

seven and a half hours (7:22) daily -- not including use of screens at school or the

rapidly growing use of computers for homework (believe it or not, these numbers

are not statistically higher than they were in 2015). (When kids report using more

than one media type simultaneously, the time spent on each is calculated

individually. For example, if a teen watches an hour of online videos while playing

video games on their phone, that's tallied as one hour for videos and one hour for

games.)

There's this thing called YouTube ... Since 2015, the percentage of young people

who say they watch online videos "every day" has doubled, to 56% from 24% among

8- to 12-year-olds, and to 69% from 34% among 13- to 18-year-olds. For tweens, it

is the media activity they enjoy the most, with 67% saying they enjoy it "a lot," up

from 46% in 2015, when it ranked �fth in enjoyment. Time spent watching online

videos also increased from 25 to 56 minutes a day among tweens, and from 35 to 59

minutes a day among teens on average.

But everyone else has a phone! Tech use is aging down as young people get devices

earlier. A majority (53%) of kids have their own smartphone by the time they are 11,

and 69% have one at age 12. The number of 8-year-olds with phones grew to 19% in

2019 from 11% in 2015.

Consumption crushes creation. The majority of young people devote very little time

to creating their own content (just 2% of screen use among tweens and 3% among

teens). Screen media use continues to be dominated by watching TV and videos,

playing games, and using social media; use of digital devices for making art, creating

music, coding, or writing remains minimal.

A "homework gap" persists. Teens in lower-income homes spend less time using a

computer for homework and more time doing homework on a phone than their

peers from higher-income homes (34 minutes vs. 55 minutes on a computer and 21
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minutes vs. 12 minutes on a phone per day, on average). That is likely at least

partially due to lower computer ownership among teens in lower-income homes.

So, where do you �t into all of this? Exactly where you've always been. Though kids'

activities have changed a lot and the ground keeps shifting under our feet, what kids need

from their parents remains the same. Being involved and engaged is the key to helping kids

learn to use smart judgment, make informed choices, and develop a sense of responsibility

in the online (and of�ine) world. Try these ideas for guiding your kids toward healthy

experiences in whatever they do:

Ignore cellphone pressure. Though a majority of kids have a phone by 11, base your

decision of when (or whether) to get one for your kid on your family's actual needs and

your kid's maturity level.

Enjoy videos and apps with your kid. Co-viewing and co-playing are bonding experiences,

whether they happen on the big screen or a mobile device. Download games you can play

against one another, subscribe to YouTube channels to watch together, and listen to audio

books and podcasts. If you can't watch together, ask about what they're using; most kids

love to talk about media.

Encourage (actually, enforce) balance. The Census proves that media use only increases

as kids get older, so make sure you're actively protecting your kid's homework time,

downtime, and family time from tech intrusion. You can set up screen-free times and

zones (such as the dining table, the bedroom, and during homework).

Model healthy phone use. With some kids getting phones as early as 8, it's important that

you demonstrate the habits you want your kids to pick up. When you have to use the

phone when you're with your kids, tell them why. Make a show of turning off your phone

for family time. Tell kids how you set limits for yourself.

Get to know YouTube. The census con�rms what many of us already know: Kids really

love YouTube. The platform has made changes to slightly improve the appropriateness of

related videos displayed to kids. But you can use a few tools, such as subscribing to

channels you've approved or signing up for an ad-free, paid membership, to cut down on

exposure to iffy stuff. Try to make time to watch with your kids when you can. Check out

our YouTube channel reviews to �nd the good stuff for kids.

Encourage creativity. Though the creative platforms that are popular with kids, such as

TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram, each have pros and cons, they do offer incredibly

sophisticated image-editing tools that allow kids to really let their imaginations go.

Consider experimenting with them together. You can also nudge kids toward other
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creative tools, such as writing, coding, 3D modeling, and building games to get them into

creative hobbies.

Michael Robb is senior director of research at Common Sense, overseeing the

research program, evaluation of organization impact, and program development

research. He has published research on the roles of media and technology in

children's lives in a variety of academic journals, and his work has been featured

in press outlets such as the New York Times, the Washington Post, and NPR.

Michael also has supervised community educational outreach efforts, helping

parents and teachers make the most of quality children's programming. Michael

received his B.A. from Tufts University, and M.A. and Ph.D. in psychology from UC

Riverside.

Michael lives in Connecticut with his wife, two sons, and dog, Charlie. His hobbies

include hiking, cycling, racquetball, escape rooms, video games, and binge

watching great TV shows. Since having kids, he's now perfecting the art of picking

up toys, building obstacle courses with pillows, and napping. He and his wife force

their children to listen to showtunes in the car.
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Common Sense is the nation's leading nonpro�t organization dedicated to

improving the lives of all kids and families by providing the trustworthy

information, education, and independent voice they need to thrive in the

21st century.

We're a nonpro�t. Support our work

Follow Common Sense Media

, l q D 




'

Y

+

k

S



4/5/2022 Tweens, Teens, and Phones: What Our 2019 Research Reveals | Common Se…

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/kids-action/articles/tweens-teens-and-phones-what-… 5/5

Subscribe to our newsletters

Add your email to get started. I'm in

Contact us /  Privacy /  Cookie settings /  Terms of use /  Community guidelines

© Common Sense Media. All rights reserved. Common Sense and other associated names and logos are trademarks of Common

Sense Media, a 501(c)(3) nonpro�t organization (FEIN: 41-2024986).

'

Y

+

k

S


