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�is document o�ers a framework to help parents/caregivers talk 
with their children about digital media overuse and addiction. 
Practitioners also can share this document with the families 
they serve. �e approach emphasizes empathy, collaboration, 
and strategies appropriate for various stages of development. 
Speci�cally, content is organized by age group (ages 10–12, 
13–15, and 16–18). Each section includes research-informed 
insights, sample scripts for what a parent might say, and re�ective 
questions or activities. �e tone is inclusive, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental. Because every family is di�erent, we encourage 
you to adapt these conversations to �t your own needs.

By practicing empathy, collaborative boundary-se�ing, and using 
re�ective listening, parents/caregivers can help teens build healthier 
relationships with gaming, social media, online pornography, 

gambling, and other digital activities. �is Guide also includes 
interactive worksheets to encourage open dialogue and self-
re�ection between parents/caregivers and teens. Remember, the goal 
is to create a supportive environment where adolescents feel heard 
and involved in �nding solutions, rather than shamed or punished.

We recommend you read through each section of this document 
to become familiar with key approaches, review the example 
conversation starters, and adapt them to your own words and 
your teen’s personality. Use the age-speci�c suggestions as a 
starting point—you know your child best, so adjust the wording 
as needed. A�er discussing, consider using the worksheets 
together with your teen to turn insights into concrete plans. �e 
references listed at the end are the sources that informed this 
section of the Guide, if you’d like to explore them further.

�is shows your child you value what ma�ers to them and invites them to share, instead of opening with criticism. 

Research Insight
Empathy and active listening are powerful tools in communication with teens. When parents listen without immediately judging or 
giving advice, teens feel heard and respected. �is approach has been shown to reduce defensiveness in adolescents and increase their 
openness to conversation. Re�ective listening—paraphrasing what your teen says to show you understand—helps them feel seen and 
valued. By actively listening and showing genuine interest, you create a safe space that builds trust and supports honest dialogue.

Talking with Teens About Technology Use

Empathy and Understanding

TOOLS & 
RESOURCES

Example
Express empathy about a teen’s interest (in this case, gaming) before diving into concerns: 

Parent: “I know you’re really into gaming, and it looks like you’re 
having a lot of fun. Can you tell me more about what you enjoy 
most about it?” 

Ages
10–12 
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Here you’re acknowledging the social and fun aspects of gaming, while gently probing if they also feel the downside of it (like 
di�culty stopping). Balancing understanding with curiosity can lead to a more open conversation. 

With older teens, showing that you recognize the value they get from gaming (or another activity) is important. �is question 
also encourages them to think about how gaming impacts other parts of their lives, framing them as the one making decisions 
about balance. 

In all these examples, the parent starts by validating the teen’s interests or feelings before discussing limits or balance. �is 
empathetic approach helps the teen feel respected. Research in adolescent psychology shows that when teens feel understood, they 
are less likely to shut down and more likely to engage in conversation. Empathy doesn’t mean you agree with everything your teen 
says or does; it means you are trying to understand their perspective. �is understanding forms a foundation of more challenging 
discussions about behavior changes.

Research Insight
Validating your teen’s feelings—even when se�ing boundaries—helps them feel supported and less resistant to guidance. Studies 
show that when parents/caregivers acknowledge a teen’s struggles or point of view, it leads to be�er outcomes in resolving con�icts 
and building mutual respect. In practice, this means le�ing your adolescent know that you take their feelings seriously. By openly 
discussing the emotional side of digital media use (stress, excitement, peer pressure, etc.), you normalize those feelings and show 
that you’re on their team. �is validation can defuse defensiveness and open the door to collaborative problem-solving.

Acknowledge Feelings and Concerns

Example
Acknowledge the mixed feelings a teen might have about social media and online activities:

Parent: “Spending time online is really fun, I get that. I wonder if 
there are times you find it hard to stop, too. What’s it like for you 
when it’s time to do something else?”

Parent: “Gaming seems to be something you really enjoy and a 
way you connect with your friends. What’s your favorite part, and 
do you sometimes find it hard to step away?”

Parent: “I understand gaming is important to you—it’s a great way 
to relax and connect with others. How do you feel it fits with your 
other goals and responsibilities?”

Ages
10–12 

Ages
13–15

Ages
16–18

�is approach both recognizes the enjoyment and gently addresses the potential di�culty of switching o�. It invites the child to 
re�ect on their own feelings when asked to log o�, without blame. A younger adolescent might say it’s “hard to stop because the 
game is exciting”—giving you insight into their experience. 
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Here the adult labels two common feelings: excitement and overwhelm. �is normalizes the teen’s possible sense of being overwhelmed 
by social media (like feeling pressure to respond or fear of missing out). It shows the teen that you’re aware of both the pros and cons of 
social media. Studies indicate that teens are more receptive when they feel their emotions are understood rather than dismissed.

With older teens, showing that you recognize the value they get from gaming (or another activity) is important. �is question also 
encourages them to think about how gaming impacts other parts of their lives, framing them as the one making decisions about balance. 

In all these examples, the parent starts by validating the teen’s interests or feelings before discussing limits or balance. �is 
empathetic approach helps the teen feel respected. Research in adolescent psychology shows that when teens feel understood, they 
are less likely to shut down and more likely to engage in conversation. Empathy doesn’t mean you agree with everything your teen 
says or does; it means you are trying to understand their perspective. �is understanding forms a foundation for more challenging 
discussions about behavior changes.

Example
Discussing and se�ing screen time limits or schedules in a collaborative way:

Parent: “Playing on the iPad or console is a lot of fun, I know. But 
we also need time for homework, dinner, and other fun things like 
biking or reading. Let’s think about a typical school day: after 
homework and chores, how much time do you think is fair for 
playing games or watching videos?” 

Parent: “I know scrolling through TikTok or Instagram can be 
exciting, but it can also be overwhelming sometimes. Do you ever 
feel like it’s hard to keep up with everything online? Let’s talk 
about how to keep it positive and balanced.”

Ages
10–12 

Ages
13–15

Parent: “Social media can play a big role in our lives, and I know 
it’s a huge part of yours. Balancing it with school, work, and other 
activities can be challenging—I’ve even felt that myself. Have you 
ever felt like it’s taking too much of your time? Maybe we can 
work together on making sure it stays balanced.”

Ages
16–18

Research Insight
Involving your teen in se�ing limits (“collaborative boundary se�ing”) gives them a sense of ownership and autonomy, which is 
linked to higher follow-through on agreements. Adolescents are more likely to comply with rules or limits that they perceive as fair 
and that they had a hand in creating. On the other hand, they o�en resist rules that feel arbitrary or imposed without discussion. 
Developmental psychology research shows that teens have a heightened need for respect and autonomy as they grow—if they feel 
overcontrolled, they may shut down or rebel. By working together on solutions, you shi� from a top-down approach to a partnership 
approach. �is doesn’t mean “anything goes”; it means teens help shape the boundaries, guided by your values and safety concerns.

Collaborative Problem Solving and Boundary Setting
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�is invites the child to do some time-budgeting with you. A child in this age range might suggest a number (say, an hour)—giving 
you a starting point to either agree or adjust gently. By le�ing them propose an amount, you encourage them to re�ect on their own 
routine. (You can guide them: “Well, you get home at 4 and bedtime is 9, so…”) �is way, they feel the limit is based on logic (only 
so many hours free) rather than an arbitrary rule.

A young teen or middle teenager will appreciate being treated with this respect. �is phrasing explicitly says you don’t want to 
dictate unilaterally. You might be surprised—many teens will suggest reasonable limits when given the chance. For example, your 
teen might say, “How about I do all my homework �rst, then I can have two hours online, and be o� by 10 PM?” If the suggestion 
is in the ballpark, you can re�ne it together. �e key is that by negotiating, you’re teaching them communication and compromise. 
�ey also learn why the limit exists (e.g., need for sleep, homework, family time), rather than just feeling it’s a random rule. 
Research suggests that teens �nd negotiated rules more acceptable and are more willing to follow them.

For older teens nearing adulthood, framing it in terms of their goals (college, jobs, health, etc.) can be e�ective. You are essentially 
acting as a coach or advisor rather than a rule-enforcer. You’re asking them to self-evaluate �rst. Many 16–18 year-olds will 
acknowledge, for example, “Yeah, I procrastinate by watching YouTube and then I’m up too late.” If they acknowledge the issue, 
you can follow up with, “What do you think would be a good way to handle that? Maybe se�ing a cuto� time at night?” and work 
together from there. Involving them in problem solving shows respect for their growing autonomy and can help them internalize 
the importance of balance. 

When se�ing boundaries collaboratively, it’s important to be clear about nonnegotiables versus areas of �exibility. For instance, 
you might say: “We have to make sure you get at least 8 hours of sleep (non-negotiable for health), but how you manage your 
evening schedule to make that happen can be something we decide together.” �is way the teen knows you are not just waiting to 
say “yes” to everything—there are �rm principles guiding the discussion. Within those principles, they have room to make choices. 
Parenting experts note that this approach—sometimes called autonomy-supportive parenting—can lead to be�er adherence 
and less rebellion compared to a strict top-down approach. Teens learn decision-making skills and feel respected, which in turn 
strengthens the parent/caregiver-teen relationship.

Parent: “It’s really hard to step away from the screen when you’re 
in the middle of something fun or talking to friends, I get that. 
Instead of me laying down the law about it, can we figure out 
some limits together that we both think are fair? I want your input 
so it doesn’t feel one-sided.”

Ages
13–15

Parent: “It’s really hard to step away from the screen when you’re 
in the middle of something fun or talking to friends, I get that. 
Instead of me laying down the law about it, can we figure out 
some limits together that we both think are fair? I want your input 
so it doesn’t feel one-sided.”

Ages
16–18
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Conversation starters for discussing gaming habits and setting limits:

Parent: “Gaming is really fun, and I can see how excited you 
are when you play. How do you feel after a really long gaming 
session? Do you notice if it makes you super tired or maybe a bit 
cranky when it’s time to stop? What do you think is a fair amount 
of time to play each day so you still have time for homework and 
other stu�?”

Parent: “I know you love gaming, and I think it’s great how you 
and your friends team up online. I also want to make sure gaming 
doesn’t interfere with your other priorities, like school and sleep. 
How do you feel about us setting some reasonable limits so it 
stays enjoyable and doesn’t take over everything else?”

Ages
10–12 

Ages
13–15 

Research Insight
Digital games are a double-edged sword in adolescence—moderate use can provide social connection, cognitive stimulation, 
and entertainment, but excessive gaming can interfere with sleep, academics, and real-life responsibilities. It’s helpful for parents/
caregivers to acknowledge the potential positive aspects of gaming while still addressing limits. Research has found that playing 
video games can have bene�ts such as improved problem-solving skills, creativity, and social interaction (especially in cooperative 
or team-based games). Many teens also use gaming as a way to de-stress or bond with friends. 

However, heavy gaming (to the point of “overuse”) is associated with issues like declining grades, reduced physical activity, irritability, 
and even symptoms of addiction in some cases. �e World Health Organization has recognized “gaming disorder” as a condition in 
extreme cases of addictive play, and surveys suggest a small percentage of youth struggle to control their gaming. �e key is balance: 
helping your teen enjoy games as one part of a rich life, rather than as the dominant activity. By empathizing with what they love about 
games and then working together on boundaries, parents/caregivers can guide teens to healthier gaming habits.

�is approach gets the child to re�ect on the e�ects of prolonged gaming (self-awareness) and invites them to suggest a daily 
time limit. By framing it as “fair amount of time,” you signal that you’re not trying to take away their fun entirely, just looking for 
fairness to other activities. Try to use gentle guidance (“Let’s remember you also need time for dinner, homework, and relaxing 
before bed”) to arrive at a reasonable limit together. Citing expert guidelines can help—for example, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics recommends around 1 hour on school days for entertainment screen time at this age—but the key is that the child feels 
involved in the decision. 

Here, you start by praising the social aspect (“team up with friends”) and acknowledging it’s something positive in their life. �en 
you express your concern in terms of shared goals—not just “I say so,” but because you also care about their school and sleep. By 
asking “how do you feel about se�ing some limits,” you’re opening the door for them to participate. 

A young teen might respond with something like, “Okay, what were you thinking?” or even propose a plan themselves. Be ready 
with a speci�c suggestion (e.g., “How about no games until homework is done, and then at 9 PM we switch o� for the night?”), but 
invite their input or tweaks. Research suggests that when teens perceive rules as protecting their well-being (and not just arbitrary), 

About Gaming
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they are more likely to agree with them. You can even mention a fact: “I read that too much gaming late at night can really mess 
up sleep, and I know staying sharp for school is important to you.” �is shows it’s not just about your preference—it’s backed by 
knowledge of health e�ects. 

�is approach is almost peer-to-peer. You’re literally giving them the �oor to critique their own habits. You also acknowledge that, 
comparatively, gaming is not a terrible hobby (which many teens will appreciate hearing, given how o�en they might feel lectured 
about games). �is sets a collaborative tone. 

A 16–18-year-old might say, “Yeah, I know I spend a lot of time on it. Maybe I should cut back when exams start,” or they might 
downplay the issue. If they don’t see a problem, you can gently o�er observations: “I did notice you were really stressed last minute 
�nishing that project. �ink staying up late gaming might’ve played a part?” Keep it conversational. At this age, you can even talk about 
self-regulation strategies as if you’re coaching them: for example, using phone alarms or the console’s timer to remind them to stop, or 
prioritizing tasks before play. Emphasize that managing leisure and responsibilities is a skill that will serve them well in college/work life.

Se�ing gaming boundaries might involve concrete rules like “no gaming until a�er homework,” “devices out of the bedroom at 
night,” or “no games past 10 PM,” tailored to your child. Enforcing consequences (like loss of gaming privileges for a day) can be 
part of the plan, but whenever possible, make the teen part of deciding what the consequences should be. For example, ask, “What 
do you think should happen if the agreed time limit is ignored?” Teens are o�en surprisingly fair—they might say, “I guess I’d lose 
the Xbox the next day if I break the rule.” When they articulate the consequence themselves, it can feel less like a punishment and 
more like upholding an agreement. 

Importantly, acknowledge the positives of gaming during your talks. You might say, “I know gaming is where you socialize with 
friends and unwind. I don’t want to take that away—I just want to ensure it’s in addition to other important things, not instead of 
them.” By showing you see the good in gaming, your teen is more likely to trust that your goal is to help them, not just control them.

Research published in American Psychologist notes that video games can provide “immersive and compelling social, cognitive, and 
emotional experiences” that may enhance well-being, so it’s okay to recognize gaming isn’t all bad. Your role is to help your teen 
enjoy those bene�ts without falling into the pitfalls of overuse.

In addition to overuse of gaming, it also may be important for you to talk to your teen about the content of the games they play. For 
example, you may say, “I understand you want to play Grand �e� Auto, and it is really popular with your friends. I am concerned 
about the violent content in this game and the rating from the ESRB (Entertainment So�ware Rating Board) indicates this game is 
for someone older (Mature 17+). What game within the Everyone or Everyone 10+ rating could you choose instead?”

�is allows the adolescent to have choice within boundaries—out of all the games within a particular rating, which one would they 
like to play?

Another approach (perhaps for an older adolescent) might be saying, “I know you love gaming and it really gives you a lot of 
excitement and energy. However, violent video games are actually designed to increase your adrenaline, which can cause you to 
feel more angry and agitated over time. I am not comfortable with you taking this risk. What other non-violent games would you 
choose instead that allow you to connect with your friends if Grand �e� Auto is not something I can support?”

Parent: “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it seems like gaming is a 
pretty big part of your life right now. I don’t necessarily think 
that’s bad—there are a lot of worse things a teenager could be 
doing! As you’re getting closer to adulthood though, I want to 
be sure I’m supporting you as you balance all your activities and 
roles. What do you think you might need to do di�erently (if 
anything) to keep gaming in balance with, say, studying, a job, or 
other goals you have?”

Ages
16–18
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Conversation starters for discussing gaming habits and setting limits:

Parent: “Social media is a cool way to stay in touch with friends 
and see fun stu�, right? But sometimes it can also make us feel left 
out or upset—you’ve heard of FOMO, right? Fear of missing out? I 
know you’re just starting to use apps like [TikTok/ Instagram/etc.]. 
How do you feel after you spend time on them? Have you ever seen 
something online that made you feel sad or left out?”

Parent: “Social media is everywhere, and it’s probably going to 
be part of life for a long time. I know you use it to keep up with 
friends and events. I’m curious, do you ever feel like you have 
to keep up on social media itself—like responding to everyone, 
keeping streaks, or posting often so people don’t forget you? I’ve 
heard some teens feel a lot of pressure from that. How is it for 
you? If you ever do feel that pressure, maybe we can figure out 
how to make it feel less overwhelming.”

Ages
13–15

Ages
16–18

Given that many social media platforms have a minimum age requirement of 13, we start our example conversations for 
adolescents aged 13–15. For younger adolescents, parents can discuss the minimum age requirement and even show them the 
minimum age requirement on the social media platform’s website. Importantly, just because the platform requires a minimum age 
of 13, that does not mean it is the appropriate age for youth to use social media. In fact, a recent study of professionals who work 
with youth indicated that 16 is the most commonly suggested age for social media use among adolescents.

�is question gently introduces the idea that it’s normal to have mixed feelings. If your teen felt le� out (for example, seeing friends in 
a photo from a gathering they weren’t invited to), it gives them a chance to express that hurt. If they mostly feel good, that’s �ne too. 
�e key is showing you’re open to talking about negative feelings if they come up. You can share your own example: “Sometimes I see 
pictures of my friends’ vacations and I feel a bit jealous—even adults feel that!” Normalizing these feelings helps them feel comfortable.

Older teens o�en have a more mature take on social media; some might say, “Yeah, I use it but I don’t care about people liking my 
posts as much as I used to,” while others might still feel wrapped up in it. Asking open-ended questions lets them re�ect on their 
own experience. If your teen acknowledges stress (“It actually is a lot sometimes, like I feel I have to answer messages right away”), 
you can discuss strategies such as turning o� noti�cations during homework or at night, or se�ing speci�c times of day to check 
social media instead of constant checking.

Again, this conversation starter includes two important pieces: choice within boundaries. When discussing the content of video 
games, it might be helpful to also discuss shared family values and consider which games align with those values and which ones do 
not. It is important for parents/caregivers to be informed about the games their teen would like to play and research the degree of 
violence, sexuality, and use of crude or inappropriate language in the game. �is is where reviewing the game’s rating (esrb.org) and 
conducting internet searches about the game can be helpful. 

About Social Media
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If your teen says it isn’t a problem, you can still gently share some insight: “�at’s good. I do worry sometimes because I see stories 
about how social media can a�ect mental health. If you ever feel overwhelmed or like it’s a�ecting you, know you can always talk to 
me. We can �gure out ways to make it healthier.” �is keeps the door open. It’s also an opportunity to talk about digital footprints 
and privacy. You might say, “As you get closer to applying to colleges or jobs, remember what you post can stick around. I’m here 
if you ever want to review privacy se�ings or think about how your posts might be seen by others in the future.” While not directly 
about overuse, this is an important related topic for older teens.

In all these discussions, ensure you are not just highlighting negatives. Celebrate the positives too: maybe your teen learned a new 
skill from a YouTube tutorial or got inspired by someone’s art on Instagram. Taking a balanced view builds credibility—your teen 
sees you’re not “anti-social media,” you just want it to be a healthy space for them. 

You might suggest doing a “social media audit” together: Go through the accounts they follow (or even your own) and ask, “Does 
this account make you feel good, inspired, educated? Or does it make you feel bad about yourself or anxious?” Encourage them to 
unfollow or mute accounts that bring them down. �is empowers them to shape a healthier online environment.

Setting boundaries for social media 

For younger teens, you may still have direct limits like no devices in the bedroom at night, using parental controls, or requiring 
access to the platforms they use. For older teens, outright control is harder; instead, focus on agreements around usage that they 
can self-enforce, such as “no phones at the dinner table” or “turn o� screens an hour before bed to protect your sleep.” Explain the 
reasoning (blue light a�ects sleep, constant noti�cations can increase anxiety, etc.) rather than saying, “because I said so.” 

�e American Psychological Association in 2023 recommended that parents/caregivers monitor younger adolescents’ social media 
use and coach them in safe use. �is could mean you regularly check their privacy se�ings or discuss what they see online. As they 
demonstrate responsibility, you can grant more independence.

Finally, encourage digital media breaks. You might try a family “no social media Sunday morning” or similar, where everyone, 
including parents/caregivers, unplugs for a while. Frame it as a way to recharge and spend time in the real world. Teens o�en 
respond well if the whole family participates (and they love seeing parents/caregivers forced to put down their phones too!). Many 
teens report feeling relieved when they disconnect, even if they experience a li�le FOMO (fear of missing out) at �rst. By practicing 
moderation yourself and showing that life goes on without social media, you model a healthy relationship with technology.

Research Insight
Talking about online pornography can feel awkward, but having open, nonjudgmental conversations is one of the best ways to 
protect teens from the potential harms of pornographic content. Many adolescents will come across porn online—whether by 
choice or by accident—and if parents/caregivers never address it, teens are le� with the internet’s o�en distorted portrayal of sex as 
their teacher. Research shows that most teens have seen pornography by their mid-teens, and while many parents/caregivers want 
to discuss it, they o�en hesitate due to embarrassment or not knowing how. 

�e result is a communication gap: teens might feel they can’t bring it up, and parents/caregivers hope ignoring it will make it go 
away. Experts in adolescent psychology and sexual health strongly recommend that parents/caregivers proactively talk to children 
about pornography in an age-appropriate way. �e key is to reassure your teen they won’t get in trouble for being curious, while 
explaining that porn does not re�ect real sex or real relationships. Instead, it o�en shows extreme or unrealistic scenarios that can 
give false ideas about consent, body image, and intimacy.

By keeping a calm, factual tone and avoiding shaming, you make it more likely your teen will come to you with questions or concerns 
in the future. Remember, if you don’t talk to them, the internet (or peers) will �ll that gap, and not always with healthy messages.

About Pornography
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Conversation starters for addressing pornography and setting healthy expectations:

Parent: “Around your age, a lot of children get curious and might 
look up ‘adult’ websites or porn. I understand that curiosity—it’s 
normal to wonder about sex. But I want you to know, what you 
see in porn isn’t what real relationships or sex are like. It’s kind of 
like watching an action movie—exciting, exaggerated, often not 
showing the consequences or the emotional side. People’s bodies 
in porn don’t always represent what normal bodies look like, and 
the situations can be unrealistic or even disrespectful. I’d much 
rather you ask me any questions you have than just believe what 
you see online. What have you heard about porn?” 

Parent: “Sometimes when you’re online, you might come 
across pictures or videos of people without clothes on, or 
doing things that are very private. That’s called pornography—
it’s meant for adults, not children. If you ever see something 
like that and it confuses or upsets you, you can always talk to 
me about it. I promise you won’t be in trouble; I just want to 
help answer your questions.”

Ages
13–15

Ages
10–12

�is approach is direct but non-accusatory. By this age, most teens have been exposed to some form of pornography (whether 
intentionally or accidentally). You’re acknowledging their curiosity without condemning them for it (“I understand… it’s normal 
to wonder”). �en you’re providing context about its unrealistic portrayal of consent, safe sex, and real emotions. 

Inviting them to share what they’ve heard opens the conversation. �ey may be relieved to talk about it because many teens 
feel confused or guilty about watching porn. If your teen is quiet or embarrassed, you can say, “I know it can be awkward, but I 
don’t want you to feel ashamed. Lots of teens see this stu�. My job is to help you understand it. So just know, anytime you have 
questions—even if it’s years from now—you can ask me.”

At 10–12, children are likely to have heard the word “porn” or seen a glimpse of something, even if accidentally (like in a pop-up ad 
or meme). �e goal is to de�ne pornography in a simple way and open the door for future conversations. By explicitly saying “you 
won’t be in trouble” you remove the fear and shame that might keep them silent. 

If your child admits, “Yeah I saw a weird ad once,” you can calmly respond, “�at stu� isn’t for children, and I’m sorry you saw it. It’s 
okay, you didn’t do anything wrong. If you see it again, let me know or just close it. And remember it’s not real, it’s like actors in a 
movie.” Keep your response short and reassuring. �e main message is, “If it pops up, come to me.”
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Parent: “I’m sure you’ve seen or at least come across porn 
online—that’s almost a given these days. As you get closer to 
adulthood, I think it’s really important we can talk about this 
openly. I want you to have healthy, respectful relationships in 
your life, and porn can be really misleading in that area. It often 
shows extremes and leaves out things like love, communication, 
and consent. I’d love to hear your thoughts on it—like how do 
you feel about what you might have seen? And do you have any 
questions or concerns? I promise to be honest and not judge your 
feelings. I was a teenager once too, and I remember it was hard 
to get good information.” 

Ages
16–18

With older teens, you can be quite candid. By 16–18, many teens have a pre�y formed perspective on porn (some might be avid 
viewers, others turned o� by it, others indi�erent). By speaking to them almost adult-to-adult, you signal respect for their maturity. 
It’s important to connect pornography to values and real-life expectations: for example, you can discuss how consuming a lot of 
porn can a�ect one’s views of partners or sex. (Some research suggests that heavy porn use can lead to unrealistic expectations or 
even addiction-like behavior in certain individuals, which you can mention if relevant.) 

Keep the focus on healthy relationships: what does your teen think a loving relationship looks like, and how does porn di�er from 
that? �is gets them to critically analyze the content. Also, be prepared to o�er resources—perhaps there’s a good website or book 
about sexual health for teens that you trust, which you can recommend if they want to learn more privately. Emphasize that curiosity 
about sex is normal and that seeking accurate information (from you or trusted sources) is far be�er than learning from pornography. 

�roughout all age levels, avoid shaming language. For example, instead of saying “Porn will destroy your mind” or “It’s disgusting, 
never watch it,” use a factual, calm tone. You might say, “Porn is made to get viewers excited, but it doesn’t show real intimacy or 
respect. It’s okay to be curious, but I want you to learn what’s real and healthy.” As one child psychologist puts it, when talking 
about sexual content with children, “It’s not to shame or moralize.” �e point is to educate and keep communication open.

Also, set some basic boundaries: for younger children, use �lters or parental controls to reduce accidental exposure. For teens, you 
might still keep devices out of bedrooms at night or check browser histories if agreed upon, but remember that outright bans o�en 
fail (tech-savvy teens �nd workarounds). Instead, appeal to their reasoning: discuss the potential negative e�ects of too much porn 
(such as distorted expectations about sex or even addiction). Some families set a rule like “no porn on family Wi-Fi”—not that it 
can be 100% enforced, but it’s a values statement that you don’t endorse it. 

If your teen is already watching porn regularly, approach it as a concern for their well-being, not as a violation to punish. You could 
say, “I know you’ve been watching porn. I’m not here to yell at you. I am concerned because I care about you and want you to learn 
about sex in a healthier way. Let’s talk about what interests you and �nd be�er sources for that information.” If needed, involve a 
healthcare provider or therapist to discuss it—sometimes an outside voice helps. Remember to reassure them that sexual feelings 
are normal; it’s just that porn is not a great teacher for those feelings.

Finally, emphasize healthy relationships and consent as the core lesson. Make sure your teen knows that real-life intimacy should 
be respectful, mutual, and never coerced. Porn rarely shows consent or mutual respect. So you might say, “In real life, both people 
check in with each other. �ey care about each other’s comfort and pleasure. You won’t see that in most porn, but it’s super 
important in real relationships.” By reinforcing these values, you help your teen develop a critical lens for any inappropriate content 
they might encounter and prepare them for healthier experiences in the future.
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Conversation starters for discussing gambling and gambling-like games:

Parent: “You know how some of your games ask if you want to buy 
coins or a mystery box to get a cool item? That’s actually a bit like 
gambling—you spend money but you’re not sure what you’ll get. 
It’s designed to make you want to spend more and more to get 
the good stu�. I want you to know about this because it can be 
risky. Have you seen anything like that in the games you play?”

Ages
10–12

Children in this age group might not connect those game features with “gambling,” so you’re educating them. Many games aimed at 
youth do have loot boxes or in-game purchases that have random outcomes. Let them describe what they’ve encountered. Perhaps 
they’ve wanted to buy a box in Fortnite or FIFA packs or similar. Explain in simple terms: “It’s like a slot machine in Vegas—you 
put in money and hope you win a big prize, but o�en you don’t.” 

By demystifying it, you help them make wiser choices. You can make a rule: “In our family, we don’t spend real money on those 
random prize boxes”—and crucially, explain why: “because it can lead to wasting a lot of money for nothing, and it can even get 
people hooked on the thrill of it.” If your child has already spent money (maybe using your card unbeknownst to you), stay calm 
and use it as a teaching moment: show them the receipt, talk about what else that money could have bought, and perhaps set up 
parental controls to prevent unauthorized purchases. 

Research Insight

Today’s teens can be exposed to gambling in surprising ways—not just at a casino or through lo�ery tickets, but through their 
video games (loot boxes, “gacha” games, casino minigames) and the explosion of online sports be�ing. Many popular games 
include loot boxes, which are packs or boxes with random items that players can buy with real money; these mimic the experience 
of gambling because you’re staking money on a chance outcome. 

Researchers have found a signi�cant link between teens spending money on loot boxes and developing problem gambling 
behaviors. In other words, the more a teenager gambles within games, the higher the risk of real gambling problems later. 
Meanwhile, sports be�ing has become widely accessible via apps, and even though underage gambling is illegal, a lot of youth 
�nd ways around age checks. Statistics are sobering: in one study, 60–80% of high schoolers reported gambling money in the 
past year (this could be be�ing on sports, card games, online bets, etc.), and around 5–6% of teens meet criteria for a gambling 
addiction or problem. 

Experts warn that adolescents are at higher risk of developing gambling disorders than adults because the teen brain is still 
developing impulse control and risk evaluation abilities. Given these risks, it’s crucial to talk to your teen about what gambling is 
and why it can be dangerous, even if it starts innocently (like buying a loot box or be�ing $5 on a game with friends). Emphasize 
that the “house” (the game or the be�ing platform) is designed to make money, meaning players usually lose in the long run. 
Encourage a mindset of skepticism toward “easy money” schemes and an understanding of odds. Se�ing clear rules (for example, 
no real-money gaming purchases without permission, or a �rm family stance against underage be�ing) can help prevent impulsive 
decisions that lead to losses or debt. Most importantly, keep the conversation nonjudgmental: if your teen admits to having 
gambled, focus on education and solutions, not punishment.

About Gambling and Sports Betting
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Parent: “I want to talk about something that doesn’t get talked 
about much—gambling. Sometimes it shows up in unexpected 
places, like video games (those loot boxes or casino-like 
minigames) or those fantasy sports and betting apps that 
everyone’s advertising. They make it look easy to win money. But 
the truth is, they’re designed so that most people lose money. 
Have you ever seen this kind of thing or been tempted to try 
it—like maybe some of your friends betting on an NFL game or 
buying packs in a game? Let’s chat about why it’s usually best to 
stay away from that.”

Parent: “Sports betting and gambling apps have gotten super 
popular, and I’m aware that even though you’re under 18, there are 
probably ways teens find to use them. I care about you and your 
financial future, so I want to make sure you understand the risks. 
Have you ever thought about betting on something, or maybe tried 
a little gambling like at a friend’s house or online? Be honest—I’m 
not here to punish, I just want to talk openly. What do you think 
about all this and do you understand how the odds work?”

Ages
13–15

Ages
16–18

�is is a direct approach that assumes the teen has some exposure or at least knowledge (which they likely do; by early high school 
they might hear peers talk about March Madness brackets, fantasy leagues, or even using an older sibling’s be�ing app). By treating 
them as smart and capable of understanding, you invite a more mature conversation. 

If they say, “Yeah, I’ve seen those loot boxes” or “My friends and I played poker with quarters,” use that as a springboard. You can 
share facts: for example, “Did you know that even professional gamblers mostly lose? �e games are stacked against you.” Or “I read 
about children who started with video game loot boxes and later had trouble with real gambling. I just don’t want that to happen to 
you.” Keep the tone caring: you’re not accusing them of doing something wrong, you’re educating. If the teen shows interest or has 
gambled, ask them, “What do you enjoy about it?” If it’s the thrill or competition, acknowledge that feeling and discuss safer ways 
to get it (maybe competitive sports, or games that don’t involve money).

It can also be helpful to set a family rule: e.g., “No using real money for in-app purchases or bets without parental approval.” �is 
covers a lot—from loot boxes to any online bets. �ey may roll their eyes, but at least expectations are clear.

Older teens are on the cusp of full legal access to gambling (at 18 for some things, 21 for others in many places), so it’s crucial they 
get accurate information now. By inviting honesty, you might learn that your teen has already placed bets (many teens do small-
time bets with friends or through shady online means). If they have, try not to react with anger.

Instead, commend their honesty and pivot to guidance: “Okay, I appreciate you telling me. Let’s look at what could happen if this 
continues…” You can use real examples—there are plenty of stories of young people falling into debt or addictive behavior due 
to online gambling. For instance, mention how easy it is to lose track: “�ose apps have you link a credit card; people have lost 
thousands before they realized it.” 
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Discuss the house edge (the mathematical advantage casinos/be�ing platforms have)—maybe even do a simple demonstration 
or math problem together to show how odds are not in the player’s favor. Older teens might also be enticed by things like crypto 
casinos or informal be�ing rings; stress that these are unregulated and even more prone to scams. Emphasize that gambling can be 
addictive—it triggers a rush in the brain much like a drug, especially when you win once and then chase that feeling. 

Highlight that adolescent brains are especially vulnerable to developing addictions because their impulse control isn’t fully 
mature yet. �is isn’t to instill fear, but to arm them with knowledge: “Your brain gets a big hit of dopamine when you win, and 
it remembers that—making you want to do it again. But you can’t control when you win, it’s mostly luck, so people end up 
chasing losses.” 

Also, make a plan with them: If they ever do feel like gambling or �nd themselves drawn to it, what can they do? For example, 
promise that they can come to you and you’ll help them �nd help, without shame. If they owe money, you’ll work out a way to 
se�le it together rather than them feeling they have to hide it (teens in gambling debt have been known to steal or do dangerous 
things out of panic—an open line of help can prevent that).

Setting boundaries and monitoring 

For younger adolescents, de�nitely use parental controls on app stores to prevent downloads of gambling apps or games rated for 
adults. Be aware of the games your child plays—if they have loot boxes or microtransactions, consider disabling in-app purchases 
or at least having the password so they have to ask you. For all ages, you might ban any real-money be�ing in your house. If you as a 
parent/caregiver gamble (like buying lo�ery tickets or be�ing on sports occasionally), discuss it openly so they see an example of 
moderation—or reconsider involving teens in it. For instance, avoid asking a teen to help �ll out your March Madness bracket with 
money on the line, as that can normalize gambling. 

Encourage alternative activities and watch for warning signs

Maybe suggest stock market simulation games or entrepreneurial projects for a teen who likes risk/reward (though the stock 
market is not gambling when done wisely, it can satisfy the itch to predict outcomes and see results, with educational value). Or 
channel their competitive spirit into esports or regular sports that don’t involve money. 

If your teen suddenly has money or is constantly short on cash, or becomes very secretive with their device, it could be a sign of 
be�ing. Instead of spying, have regular check-ins: “How’s that FIFA Ultimate Team going? You’re not spending real money on 
packs without telling me, right?” said with a light tone but serious intent. Reiterate that gambling is especially risky for young 
people, and that even adults can get caught in bad cycles. By instilling a healthy skepticism about gambling (“the house always wins 
in the long run”), you prepare them to resist the temptation as they gain full legal access in adulthood.
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This Guide is for informational purposes only. It is not medical advice and does not replace diagnosis or treatment from a qualified 

professional. Do not ignore or delay seeking professional advice because of something you read in this Guide. The information in the Guide is 

the authors’ interpretation of the research and does not reflect the o�cial stance or views of their employers, agencies, or universities.
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