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Abstract 

The increasingly ubiquitous role of smartphones in our everyday lives causes concerns 
regarding our relationship with the devices. While some raise the question whether 
smartphones are addictive (Alter 2017; Lopez-Fernandez 2019), others regard this concern 
as the most recent manifestation of moral panics (Cashmore, Cleland & Dixon 2018; Leick 
2019). Meanwhile advocates of the attention economy argument claim that the problem is 
the design of technology occupying users’ attention (CHT 2019a-d). Somewhere in 
between, media and communication studies search for empirical evidence.  
From this vantage point of ideas this study explores the role of Screen Time, shaping and 
being shaped by this discourse. As a feature of Apple’s iOS software it is supposed to 
support users in regulating their smartphone use. Applying the walkthrough method as 
proposed by Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018) combined with an analysis of user 
experiences, shows how the technology company shapes a concept of self-regulation for 
users to adopt to. A concept, which first and foremost follows corporate and not the users’ 
best interest. 
This thesis poses the the question whether we are slaves to our screens, but arrives at the 
conclusion that we carry chains of self-regulation. The question remains, how we can create 
more sustainable and meaningful environments for protecting our attention. 

Keywords: Self-Regulation; Screen Time; Smartphone Addiction; Moral Panic; Well-Being; 
Attention Economy; Actor-Network Theory; Critical Discourse Analysis; Walkthrough Method 



Table of Contents
1. Introduction 1 

2. Mapping the Discourse: from Addiction to Self-Regulation 4 

2.1 Discursive Characteristics of Moral Panics 5 

2.2 Current State and Challenges of Research 8 

2.3 The Economic Ecosystem of the Attention Economy 15 

2.4 The Chains of Self-Regulation 19 

3. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 21 

3.1 Combining Three Approaches 21 

3.1.1 Posthumanist Actor-Network Theory 21 

3.1.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 23 

3.1.3 Critical Political Economy 25 

3.2 Research Design 25 

3.2.1 The Walkthrough Method 25 

3.2.2 Online User Survey 27 

4. A Critical Study of Screen Time 28 

4.1 Screen Time Walkthrough 29 

4.1.1 Environment Of Expected Use 29 

4.1.2 The Technical Walkthrough 38 

4.2 Screen Time Survey 42 

4.2.1 Participant Demographics 42 

4.2.2 User Engagement Statistics 42 

4.2.3 Thematic Analysis of User Experiences 43 

4.4 Limitations  49 

5. Conclusion 50 

5.1 Summary of Results  50 

5.2 Outlook 54 

6. Reference List 56 

7. Appendix 66



1. Introduction 
According to the Pew Research Center‘s Global Attitudes & Trends Study an average of 76% 

of adults in advanced economies and 45% of adults in emerging economies reports owning 

a smartphone (Taylor & Silver 2019). The GSMA estimates that in 2018 over three billion 

people had access to a smartphone with mobile internet connection (2019: 6f.). 

Smartphones are not only (almost ) everywhere on the globe, they are also central to their 1

users‘ lifeworlds.  

Since the launch of the first iPhone in 2007 , the mobile phone evolved into something 2

much more than a communication tool. Today it serves among many other things as 

camera, alarm clock, navigation system, entertainment hub or smart assistant. It 

accompanies its users around the clock: According to the 2016 Deloitte Global Mobile 

Consumer Survey 78% of the participants from developed markets check their smartphone 

within the first hour after waking up, with 31% during the first five minutes (Deloitte 2016: 

4). In a study among Danish college students 41% of participants stated that they were 

even interrupted by their smartphone during their self-reported sleeping hours (Rod et al. 

2018). 

From diagnosing a culture of “nomophobia“ (no-mobile-phone phobia) (Bahl & Deluliis 

2015) to declaring “The Rise of Addictive Technology“ (Alter 2017a) – with the popularity 

and prevalence of smartphones, more and more scholars, but also technology industry 

experts and critical consumers voice their concerns over problematic forms of smartphone 

use. Oftentimes these concerns circle around the question whether or not smartphones are 

addictive. Or as the title wonders, whether we are slaves to our screen. 

What appears to be a crucial question to raise for some (Alter 2017a; Lopez-Fernandez 

2019), others wipe away as the most recent manifestation of reoccurring media panics 

(Cashmore, Cleland & Dixon 2018: 10; Leick 2019: 95). Scholarly approaches and study 

results can not provide unambiguous and definitive answers (Resnick, Belluz & Barclay 

2019; Gonzalez 2018). From self-report scales based on substance abuse literature polling 

“problematic smartphone use“ (Billieux 2012), the data-driven method “screenomics“ 

 While smartphone ownership increases around the globe – and at the moment it does so a lot faster in emerging 1

markets (Taylor & Silver 2019) – this thesis investigates a discourse that mainly takes place in the global north. It 
leaves the question unanswered: Is problematic smartphone use a ‘first world problem‘?

 While the world’s first smartphone was launched by IBM in 1994, followed by the Blackberry in 2002, it was the 2

first iPhone that made smartphones gain popularity in the general consumer market. For many it is considered the 
starting point for the history of smartphones (Arthur 2012; Dainow 2017).
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which grasps digital life in screenshots (Reeves et al. 2019), to “time-use-diaries“, in which 

participants comment on their usage while engaged in it (Orben & Przybylski 2019) – 

scholars from various disciplines try to meet the epistemological and methodological 

challenges brought upon by the complexity of both, the human and technological research 

subject.  

Meanwhile technology industry experts warn of the effects of the so-called attention 

economy. The idea is that in a world of information abundance, the attention to consume it 

becomes scarce. Therefore technology is designed to attract and hold users‘ attention for as 

long as possible, which results in more advertisement revenue and user data for the 

companies and a challenge of self-regulation for media users (CHT 2019a-c; Williams 

2018).  

The technology industry reacts to these increasing public concerns over negative impacts of 

smartphone usage by developing and re-designing products to promote user well-being. For 

example Instagram currently experiments with hiding like counts (BBC 2019), while 

Google and Apple both released features, Digital Wellbeing for Android and Screen Time for 

iOS, to help users monitor and limit their smartphone use. Within this scholarly and public 

discourse, the lines between evidence or opinion, justified concern or media panic, become 

increasingly blurry. 

I aim to map the described discourse and contribute by critically exploring Apple’s 

Screen Time feature as well as users’ experiences interacting with it. As sociotechnical 

artifact, Screen Time is considered to both shape and be shaped by this discourse. 

This thesis is divided in two main parts. Firstly it dissects the discourse into three main 

bodies of knowledge and opinion: (1) the discursive characteristics of moral panics, (2) the 

current state and challenges of media and communication research and (3) the economic 

ecosystem of the attention economy. These are outlined in Chapter 2.  

Secondly it moves on to a concept which is considered to be more fruitful for researching 

and debating the potential problems of current user-smartphone relationships. It moves 

from addiction to self-regulation. Self-regulation is regarded to be an important factor to 

healthy and meaningful media use (Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier 2017: 234), while at the 

same time  the design of hardware, software and content influenced by the ecosystem of 
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the attention economy challenges users‘ self-regulation (Williams 2018). We as users find 

ourselves in the middle of a conflict. It is where I also locate the research subject of this 

study: Apple’s Screen Time feature. As part of the iOS software it is supposed to help users 

monitor and manage their smartphone use. But what does it mean that a powerful 

technology company launches a feature to support self-regulation of media use? 

I enter into this inquiry with the posthumanist conviction that technology is not neutral, but 

an active agent in shaping the human-technology relationship (Adams & Thompson 2016: 

2). I agree that in order to find out what constitutes problematic forms of smartphone use 

we need to first question the humanist notion “that we are autonomous beings who are 

unambiguously separated from our tools“ (ibid. 2). At the same time I react to José Van 

Dijck‘s (2013: 25) criticism that “existing models for media analysis [...] tend to separate 

user-technology interaction from the organizational socioeconomic structure“. The 

economic stakes in this context are high and held by a small number of large companies. 

Apple is one of them. 

In order to do justice to the research subject three approaches are employed: the 

posthumanist actor-network theory, critical discourse analysis and a critical political 

economy approach. Chapter 3 outlines the strengths and weaknesses of this theoretical 

framework as well as the predominantly qualitative and hermeneutic research design, 

consisting of the walkthrough method (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018) as well as an online 

user survey. Chapters 4 then explores the following research questions: 

RQ 1: How does Apple, through providing Screen Time, intend its customers to use 

their smartphones and what are the material traces of these intentions? 

RQ 2: What are the socioeconomic implications of Apple launching Screen Time? 

The formulation of these research questions is closely aligned with the walkthrough 

method, a two-step research approach created by Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018). They 

note (ibid. 886):  
The walkthrough method we propose is used, not to test whether users respond to an interface in 
the ways its designers intended, but rather to illuminate the material traces of those intentions, and 
thereby to critically examine the workings of an app as a sociotechnical artifact.  

The walkthrough method not only illuminates the sociotechnical dimension of apps, but 

also its socioeconomic factors (ibid. 889) and is therefore a great fit with the research 

interest. By analyzing marketing materials about Screen Time provided by Apple as well as 
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the interfaces of the feature itself, this hermeneutic approach has the potential to 

foreground underlying intentions and socioeconomic implications.  

RQ 3: How do users engage with and experience Screen Time?  

The second research question reaches out to the other side of the screens. While the 

walkthrough method allows to investigate the sociotechnical and socioeconomic 

dimensions of Screen Time, it can not account for the relevance smartphone users ascribe to 

it. Frequency analyses of n=128 survey responses from iOS12 users give first insights into 

whether users notice and how they engage with the feature. Additionally a thematic 

analysis of n=73 responses to the open-coded question of the survey highlights the variety 

of user experiences with Screen Time. The third research question therefore aims to 

complement the hermeneutic walkthrough method with empirical findings on user 

engagement and experiences. 

Because this study operates at the intersection of social sciences and humanities , it is 3

especially susceptible to epistemological and methodological pitfalls. Subchapter 4.4 

provides the respective limitations. Additionally this study is limited in its scope due to the 

variety of scholarly disciplines and other actors involved in the discourse. Not all arguments 

will be covered, as for example the perspective of users, political decision-makers or the 

discipline of neuroscience. As media and communication scholar I started this inquiry from 

the discipline I am most familiar with, media effect research, and reached out as far as my 

academic capabilities and the scope of this thesis allowed. Chapter 5 summarizes the results 

and concludes by proposing a concept of self-regulation which is considered to be more 

sustainable and meaningful than the one conveyed through Screen Time. 

2. Mapping the Discourse: from Addiction to Self-Regulation 
There is no clear-cut definition of the term discourse, but it can be understood as “a 

particular representation of the world“ (Machin & Mayr 2012: 219), “the broader ideas 

communicated by a text“ (Hansen & Machin 2013: 117) or in regards to its contents 

“participants, values, ideas, settings, times, and sequences of activity (Machin & Mayr 2012: 

219). While I will not be able to grasp all participants and arguments concerned with the 

 as well as posthumanism3
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question whether smartphones are addictive, the focus lies on three crucial bodies of 

knowledge and opinion for a critical understanding of the discourse: (1) the discursive 

characteristics of moral panics, (2) the current state and challenges of research and (3) the 

economic ecosystem of the attention economy.  

It is important to note that the relationship between users and smartphones is not one 

necessarily characterized by problematic forms of smartphone use. Smartphones, and 

digital technologies in general, fulfill many positive and valuable means for their users – 

from comfort and connectivity to information and entertainment (e.g. Anderson & Rainie 

2018). This thesis focuses on the downsides of smartphone usage not because they are 

regarded to be the prevalent user experience, but because they are prevalent in the 

discourse. 

2.1 Discursive Characteristics of Moral Panics 

Anxiety about new media technology seems to be as old as media technology itself.  

According to Platon, Socrates voiced his concerns about the new medium of written 

language, which “will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because they will not use 

their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and not remember of 

themselves“ (Phaedrus by Plato). Over 2000 years later, during a New York Times interview, 

Steve Jobs mentions that his children do not use the then brand new iPad: “We limit how 

much technology our kids use at home“ (Bilton 2014).  

Much has changed between the Greek Antiquity and the boom of the Silicon Valley. What 

stayed the same are emotional reactions towards new media inventions – may it be written 

language eroding the memory, or the use of mobile media devices harming children. When 

these reactions are not based on facts, researchers label them as media panics (Drotner 

1999) or moral panics (Leick 2019: 5; Critcher 2008). 

Providing a historical outline of media panics, Leick (2019: 123) describes a shift from fears 

about violence or pornography towards the mere penetration of smartphones and social 

media into children‘s lives (ibid. 112). Oftentimes media panic focuses on the negative 

effects of a new media technology on children, who are considered to be exposed to media 

effects as “vulnerable victims“ (Drotner 1999: 611). Such concerns might be accompanied 

by expressions of nostalgia or in Leick‘s (2019: 113) words: “idealized descriptions of 
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technology-free, happy childhoods that apparently contrast with today‘s depressed, media-

addicted young people“. 

As an example she critically examines the work of US psychology professor Jean Twenge, or 

as she calls her “the moral crusader of our time“ (ibid. 115). Twenge is a well-known figure 

in the discourse on problematic smartphone use. She is often consulted by and her 

arguments picked up in the media (e.g. Becker 2018). Leik (2019: 115ff.) identifies tropes 

of nostalgia in her Atlantic article “Have smartphones destroyed a generation?“ (Twenge 

2017). The article claims that while teenagers have never been more safe physically, they 

are much more likely to suffer from mental health issues, depressions and suicide, than 

prior generations of adolescents (ibid.). Leick (2017: 117f.) counter-argues that this claim 

is exaggerated. Depression and suicide rates in the US had been increasing for all age 

groups in a gradual development, starting long before the launch of the smartphone. The 

scholar notes that teen suicide rates had been even higher in the 1990s.  

Another discursive characteristic of moral panics is the use of language signaling addiction 

or excess. As James Williams (2018: 100) points out: “Metaphors of food, alcohol, or drugs 

are often (though not always) signals of such overmoralizing“. The Oxford philosopher also 

points at the fact how terms such as “binge watching” or “digital detox”, in adoption of 

addiction language, made their way into mundane language (ibid. 99).  

In their large-scale qualitative study “Screen Society”, Cashmore, Cleland & Dixon (2018: 

17) take an opposing view on claims of smartphone addiction or overuse: “There are no 

screen addictions, nor addiction of any kind associated with our use of screens. [...] Let’s 

just say the form of addiction often attributed to using smartphones and other screen 

devices is a case of history repeating itself.” The researchers argue that the proper use of 

the term addiction would demand for an at least semi-permanent alteration in the brain of 

the addict, which is not a proven case with screen usage (ibid. 53).  

Williams (2018) holds a different opinion than Leik (2019) or Cashmore, Cleland & Dixon 

(2018). The scholar, who had been working with Google before he switched careers to 

academia, regards the claims of addictive technology not as an exaggeration of a small 

problem but as valid concerns distorted by the wrong arguments. In his words: “There are 

many ways in which technology can be unethical, and can even deprive us of our freedom, 

without being ‘addictive‘“ (ibid. 99). His arguments will be further examined in the 

following subchapter on the attention economy. 
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As these examples and tropes show, moral panics have the potential to harm the quality of 

debates. Sometimes they do so by exaggerating minor issues, other times they distort or 

conceal actual social problems. While moral panics can be used or exploited systematically, 

they are also understood to fulfill the function of reaffirming the moral values of society, 

especially in times of rapid change (Critcher 2008: 1136). Are fears about addictive 

technology a moral concern over humans losing control over machines? 

A concept that has not been mentioned in connection to media panics, but seems similarly 

relevant within the discourse on smartphone addiction, is what philosopher Harry Frankfurt 

describes as bullshit (Frankfurt in Nielsen 2015). According to Rasmus Kleis Nielsen 

(2015), director of Research at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, much of 

the lay, professional and academic understanding of social media is characterized by this 

concept. “Bullshit is statements about the world to which there is no sincere and satisfying 

generally acceptable answer to the question ‘how do you know?‘“ (ibid. 1). He argues that 

the discourse on social media is so susceptible to bullshit because it simultaneously creates 

great epistemological challenges as well as an urgent demand for knowledge. The result is 

“a highly generative political economy for the production of statements about social media“ 

(ibid. 2). 

The same observation can be made about potentially negative effects of smartphone use. 

The current state of research as well as public discourse on this topic reveal a thin line 

between valid concern for technology and statements of little justification. Williams (2018: 

99ff.) offers an example of an article published in the Independent, titled with: “Giving 

your child a smartphone is like giving them a gram of cocaine, says top addiction 

expert“ (Pells 2017). Oxford researchers Przybylski & Orben (2017) wrote a responding 

article, stating (with a grain of irony) that in order to actually confirm such statement one 

would have to give children cocaine and smartphones and compare the results. Both the 

Independent writer as well as the quoted expert made a choice using this statement, 

probably one that was concerned with increasing the number of clicks on the article as well 

as public interest for researcher’s work.  

Media panic seems to sell and we could, philosophically speaking, call bullshit on that. But 

as we can seldom, if ever be sure about the motives behind such claims, bullshit statements 

can not simply be identified without interrogating their source. Frankfurt’s philosophy of 

bullshit encourages us to keep in mind that moral panics could create a demand for such 
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claims. Scholars and research institutions, just as other actors in this discourse, are immune 

to neither concerns over society’s moral values nor the economic incentives of making 

bullshit statements. Or as Kitzinger (2004: 148) states: “Research is not an asocial, 

apolitical linear process“. 

2.2 Current State and Challenges of Research 

“The entire study of mass communication is based on the assumption that the media have 

significant effects” (McQuail 2010: 454). What this quote illustrates is the special role 

media effect research holds in the tradition of media and communication research. But 

even though the question of media effects has been of great importance to researchers in 

the field since its early days, there is still much debate and little agreement. A much-cited 

quote in this context stems from Berelson (1948: 172 in McQuail 2010: 457): “Some kinds 

of communication on some kinds of issues have brought to the attention of some kinds of 

people under some kinds of conditions [sic!] have some kinds of effects.” This statement 

probably holds as much cynicism as it holds truth: there are no all-encompassing answers 

to questions of media effects. 

How the search for such all-encompassing answers influenced and is still influencing the 

discipline, becomes clear in the following paragraphs about the universal effects myth and 

the current screen time debate. This chapter not only sheds light on the arguments and 

challenges of media effect research but also of the related discipline of media psychology. 

While some media psychologists investigate smartphone use connected to the concept pf 

addiction (Lopez-Fernandez 2019; Billieux 2012), I chose to especially highlight a line of 

researchers who work in accordance with Alfred Bandura‘s (1991) social cognitive theory 

of self-regulation. Finally I present the discipline of positive psychology which might offer a 

more wholesome framework for future investigations of media effects. 

It is important to note that various disciplines underneath the umbrella term of media and 

communication studies have been concerned with the relationship and processes happening 

between audiences and the media they use. Oftentimes the lines between those disciplines 

are blurry and scholars make use of theoretical and methodological approaches from more 

than only one of them (MacBeth 2004: 201). 

The Universal Effects Myth 
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When Elihu Katz (1959) commented on the changes he observed in mass media research in 

1959, he explained it as a shift from asking “what do the media do to the people?“ to “what 

do people do with the media“. His now famous phrases became the archetype for describing 

the evolution of media effect research. It is tempting to now carry on Katz‘ words with 

“What does media technology do to the people?“. Tempting, but misleading.  

Neumann & Guggenheim (2011: 172) describe this common understanding of how the 

field evolved “the minimal-effects/significant-effects polarity“ which in their eyes is a 

„dramatic and somewhat romantic simplification“ (ibid. 169). The history of media effect 

research is often told as a narrative of three consecutive major paradigms alternately 

promoting significant or minimal media effects.  

According to this narrative, the discipline emerged around the 1930s with a simplistic view 

of immediate and significant media effects, often illustrated by the metaphors of the “magic 

bullet“ or “hypodermic needle“. In the 1960s the theories shifted towards minimal media 

effects. The image of an active audience as e.g. claimed by the uses-and-gratifications-

approach or the influence of face-to-face communication within the two-step-flow of 

communication coined this second paradigm. According to the narrative we now find 

ourselves in the third paradigm. Again, scholars oppose their predecessors and return to 

promoting strong effects (ibid. 171f.).  

Why is this misleading? The scholars claim that a deep reading of literature throughout all 

of these received paradigms reveals a much more nuanced and sophisticated picture. They 

argue that because of the narrative, instead of engaging in cumulative theory testing, 

researchers were occupied with wanting to prove the always-opposite (ibid.). Closing this 

gap between theory and empirical research is one of the challenges media effect research 

faces (Neumann & Guggenheim 2011; Valkenburg & Peter 2013: 197). Potter & Riddle 

(2007 In Potter 2012: 82) support this observation with their analysis of media effect 

literature; out of the 962 articles they examined, only about 35 percent featured theory. 

This argument goes hand in hand with Valkenburg & Peter (2013: 203) claiming that in 

many cases empirical research is still driven by the idea of uncovering universal effects, 

even though most contemporary theories acknowledge that media effects are dependent on 

many intervening factors and therefore highly diverse. A second challenge of the discipline 

is therefore to turn away from discussing sheer effect size but the conditions under which 
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effects occur (Neumann & Guggenheim 2011: 189; Valkenburg, Peter & Walther 2016; 

Valkenburg & Peter 2013: 197).  

From Screen Time To “Screenomes“ 

Why is thinking about the history of media effect research relevant to understanding the 

discourse about negative impacts of smartphone use? Keeping in mind that media effects 

are non-universal and conditional conversely means that there is no one-size-fits-all 

approach to healthy media use. One and the same media content might have positive 

impacts on one individual while it harms another and the same kind of media use might 

have positive effects in one context and negative ones in another (Reinecke & Oliver 2017: 

21f.). While this seems fairly obvious, both public and academia struggle leading a nuanced 

debate. 

In late 2018 an article in WIRED stated: “We’ve got the screen time debate all wrong. Let’s 

fix it“ (Gonzalez 2018). By determining healthy or unhealthy media use based primarily on 

the amount of time spent with devices, the author argues, we would simplify the issue and 

arrive at faulty conclusions (ibid.). Instead, another article argues, researchers should shift 

their focus on the different types of usage and content (Kirkorian in Resnick, Belluiz & 

Barclay 2019). 

Orben & Przybylski (2019: 1) from the Oxford Internet Institute agree that the majority of 

previous research in the field focuses on this determent of screen time, but they point at an 

additional problem. Most instruments to measure this time spent rely on retrospective self-

report scales, even though research participants have shown to give poor estimates of their 

media use (ibid. 1f.). When applying the new and more immediate self-report instrument of 

a “time-use-diary“, which among other things asks participants to keep track of screen time 

during usage, the researchers found little correlation between screen engagement and well-

being of adolescents (ibid. 12). This study also provides a counter-argument to Twenge’s 

(2017) claims presented in the previous chapter on moral panics.  

Ellis‘ et al. (2019) study aims at a similar target: the validity of self-report scales measuring 

problematic smartphone use in psychology and social science. They argue that instruments 

based on self-report assessments are highly unlikely to provide objective predictions of 

smartphone related behaviors. They prove this claim by testing self-report assessments 

against usage statistics from Apple‘s Screen Time feature (ibid.).  
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Orben & Przybylski (2019) as well as Ellis et al. (2019) provide valuable suggestions to 

improve the measurement of digital device use. But while Orben & Przybylski (2019: 13) 

still need to rely on the participants‘ reports, Ellis et. al. (2019) need to rely on Apple to 

provide its users with correct data and furthermore, need to overcome potential ethical 

hurdles of accessing and safely handling such data  (Becker 2018). 4

So far this chapter has established that current research should shift its focus from the mere 

quantity to the quality of screen time and needs to find more accurate instruments to 

measure this variable than (retrospective) self-report scales. A third shortcoming of current 

research is the lack of large-scale, longitudinal studies, for example when it comes to the 

effects of media multitasking and cognitive capacities (Wagner in Resnick, Belluz & Barclay 

2019) or to the impact of digital media on adolescents‘ cognitive development 

(Baumgartner in Resnick, Belluz & Barclay 2019). In her research with dutch adolescents, 

Susanne Baumgartner from the Center for Research on Children, Adolescents, and the 

Media at University of Amsterdam, found that those who report a higher engagement in 

media multitasking also report more sleep and attention problems. However, the researcher 

points at what could be considered the fourth critique towards current research: 

Correlation is not causation (ibid.). 

A promising reaction to those four challenges is a new framework and methodological 

approach introduced by Reeves et al. (2019). The scholars argue that we are no longer able 

to grasp the complexity of digital everyday life with the research instruments at hand. The 

software they developed takes screen shots throughout the participant‘s day or week, 

extracts texts and images and feeds this data into a database. They label this the 

“‘screenome‘ of life in media, i.e., the record of individual experiences represented as a 

sequence of screens that people view and interact with over time“ (ibid. 2).  

As a collaboration of three US universities, Apple as well as the Toyota Research Institute, 

this project is not only interdisciplinary but leaves the frame of academia by borrowing 

insight (for example about app development) from its corporate partners (ibid. 42). While 

there is certainly reason to critically evaluate such collaborations between the scholarly and 

corporate world, it might become necessary for media and communication researchers to 

reach out to other disciplines as well as corporate insight in order to do justice to its 

increasingly complex and black-boxed research subjects. 

 Ellis et. al. (2019) solved this ethical issue by only including participants who agreed to share their data with the 4

research team. 

�11



From Addiction to Deficient Self-Regulation 

Returning to the question whether smartphones are addictive, the following paragraphs 

consult with the discipline of media psychology. For this discipline notions of problematic 

smartphone usage are often closely connected to this question. As stated in an article in the 

Current Psychiatry Review, „[p]roblematic use of the mobile phone is considered as an 

inability to regulate one’s use of the mobile phone, which eventually involves negative 

consequences in daily life“ (Billieux 2012: 1). The author mentions financial problems and 

sleep disturbances as such consequences (ibid.). Media psychology provides a number of 

scales measuring self-reported problematic smartphone behavior , among them the widely 5

used MPPUS (Mobile Phone Problem Use Scale) by Bianchi & Phillip (2015) or the recently 

modified PMPUQ-R (Problematic Mobile Phone Use Questionnaire) by Kuss et al. (2018).  

While such scales are often based on substance abuse literature or internet addiction 

criteria (Billieux 2012: 2), it is important to note that researchers tend to show a cautious 

use of the term addiction. For example, Kuss et al. (2018) come to the following 

conclusion: “rather than being an addictive medium per se, mobile technologies including 

smartphones and tablets are media that enable the engagement in potentially addictive 

activities, including social media use“.  

According to LaRose, Lin & Eastin (2003: 231-235) media use becomes problematic when 

we fail to regulate it. Therefore they introduce the terminology of deficient self-regulation 

instead of addiction. Their considerations are based on Alfred Bandura’s social cognitive 

theory  of self-regulation (1991). It describes self-regulation of behavior as a process with 6

three sub-functions: self-monitoring, a judgmental process and self-reaction. Once a user 

identified certain patterns or regularities by monitoring his or her behavior, these patterns 

can be judged in relation to internal and external norms and standards. By regulating 

courses of action towards such standards, an individual enters into the self-reactive sub-

function (Bandura 1991: 249 ff.).  

 For an overview see Van Velthofen, Powell & Powell (2018); Billieux (2012)5

 Social cognitive theory (previously social learning theory) is a theory of human behavior and cognition. It is widely 6

known within media and communication studies for its application in the “bobo doll studies“, an experiment on the 
effects of television, more specifically observational learning, on children (LaRose 2009). 
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LaRose, Lin & Eastin (2003: 225) argue that pathologically addictive behavior exists at the 

very end of a spectrum of dysfunctional media behavior which is based on deficient self-

regulation: “Deficient self-regulation emerged not as an all-or-nothing phenomenon that 

distinguishes addicts from non-addicts but as a continuous variable that was systematically 

related to consumption even among those who fell short of the threshold for a ‘diagnosis‘ of 

Internet addiction“ (ibid. 243). The more recent work of Du, Van Koningsbruggen & 

Kerkhof (2017) on problematic social media use follows the same principle. The scholars 

argue that while existing scales used in the research field of Internet addiction reported a 

low prevalence of highly problematic (social) media use, there is a need for tools to 

measure the more mundane end of the spectrum (ibid. 4f.). 

LaRose & Eastin (2004) as well as LaRose (2009) build an interesting bridge between 

psychology and media effect research by combining Bandura‘s social cognitive theory of 

self-regulation with the uses-and-gratifications approach. At the heart of the uses-and-

gratifications approach lies the media user, active in his or her selection and usage of 

media, motivated by the urge to satisfy individual needs or solve problems. In regards to 

these motivations and the situational context, media users turn to media of which they 

expect emotional gratifications or cognitive uses: for example information, social contact, 

or entertainment (Bonfadelli & Friemel 2011: 61). The approach had been criticized for 

missing situations of habitualized use in which the user is no longer active in his or her 

media selection but follows a process of automaticity (ibid. 84f.; LaRose 2010: 206). The 

role of habit in challenging users‘ self-regulation is precisely what LaRose (2010: 216) or 

Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier (2017: 237ff.) regard as a central factor facilitating 

problematic media use. As LaRose claimed in 2010, at least half of all media behaviors are 

habitual (214) – an estimate that he would probably set higher in today’s context. 

Many times in everyday life media use is perceived problematic for the user when in 

conflict with other tasks, goals or values. Instead of studying for an exam we scroll through 

our Facebook feeds. Instead of going to sleep we continue to watch Netflix. And even 

though we disapprove of beauty standards on Instagram we compare ourselves with social 

media influencers. As Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier (2017) state: “finding a balance between 

the short-term gratifications of media use and the long-term costs of delaying or neglecting 

other responsibilities is a crucial challenge for the members of our media-saturated society“. 
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A key mediator between such short-term benefits and long-term costs is self-regulation  7

(Reinecke & Oliver 2017: 234). Concluding from the arguments outlined above, this thesis 

discards the term addiction and instead follows the definition of problematic smartphone 

use as deficient self-regulation. 

Borrowing Framework from Positive Psychology 

Traditionally research focuses on the negative effects of media use (Reinecke & Oliver 

2017: 18). The relatively young discipline of positive psychology might offer a new, more 

wholesome perspective. Distinguishing itself from other branches of psychology, this 

research field focuses not on mental illnesses, but on “what makes life most worth 

living“ (Schulman 2008: 746). While its antecedents can be traced back as far as to 

Aristoteles, positive psychology as an organized research field emerged around the 

millennium (Linley 2008: 742ff.).  

Research influenced or based on positive psychology can often be identified by the use of 

the concept of well-being. Positive psychology distinguishes between two main traditions in 

well-being research: the hedonic and the eudemonic model (Gallagher 2008: 1030). The 

first, also referred to as subjective well-being, covers cognitive and affective states of 

happiness and life satisfaction. If an individual reports a high presence of positive affect and 

the absence of negative affect, he or she scores high on hedonic well-being (Reinecke & 

Oliver 2017; Gallagher 2008: 1030f.; Lukoff et al. 2018: 2). The eudemonic model of well-

being is rooted in Aristotelian philosophy and connects to the pursuit of meaning in life 

(Gallagher 2008: 1031; Lukoff et al. 2018: 2; Huta 2017). It therefore “includes more 

complex components of well-being such as psychological growth and the realization of 

human potential“ (Reinecke & Oliver 2017).  

As Huta (2017) points out, the two concepts of well-being are best used in conjunction and 

not viewed as opposites. However, I agree with Lukoff et al. (2018: 2), who claims a lack of 

research regarding the latter. In their study the scholars therefore raise the question 

whether or not smartphone users derive a sense of meaning from their media use. The 

participants’ reports showed that habitual behavior scores especially low in regards to 

eudemonic well-being and occurs most often with social media or entertainment use (ibid.:

14). This result complements the understanding of problematic smartphone use as deficient 

 The term is used interchangeably with self-control (e.g. Reinecke & Oliver 2017).7
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self-regulation. Habits not only challenge self-regulation but also feel more meaningless to 

users.  

Borrowing the concept of well-being from positive psychology, instead of focusing research 

on mainly negative media effects, might offer a better framework. Instead of taking the 

position of either social or technological determinism and asking “what do people do with 

the media“ (Katz 1959) or “what does media technology do to the people“, maybe media 

effect research should follow a new lead. Reinecke & Oliver (2017: 18) might provide a 

suitable one: “Does media use make us happier, enrich our daily lives, and provide new 

opportunities for personal growth, or does it reduce or replace sources of well-being in our 

lives and represent a burden rather than a resource?“.   8

Working with the concept of well-being could not only diminish the risk of deterministic 

thinking or one-sided approaches to media effects, it could also allow media and 

communication scholars to stay relevant in the public discourse by speaking its language. 

With technology companies engaging in wellbeing-campaigns (e.g. BBC 2019), research 

could assure that this concept is not emptied of its philosophical meaning by critically 

engaging with the claims such corporate actors make under its label. 

2.3 The Economic Ecosystem of the Attention Economy 

The impact of smartphones on the individual is being debated not only in the scholarly 

world, but also among technology industry experts as well as the general public of critical 

consumers. A growing stack of bestselling non-fiction books (Alter 2017a; Newport 2016; 

Soojung-Kim Pang 2013) as well as popular TED talks (Alter 2017b; Harris 2017) seem to 

lead the discourse. They suggest that smartphones are addictive. Where there are many 

scholars who, for different reasons and to a different extent, refrain from speaking of or 

even refute the notion of smartphone addiction (e.g. Gonzalez 2018; Williams 2018; 

Cashmore, Cleland & Dixon 2018; Kuss et. al. 2018), these authors title their work with 

“The Distraction Addiction“ (Soojung-Kim Pang 2013) or “The Rise of Addictive 

Technology“ (Alter 2017a). One of the central actors in this debate is the Center for 

Humane Technology (CHT). In early 2018 former Google design ethicist Tristan Harris and 

other technology industry experts launched this non-profit organization to raise awareness 

for the negative impacts of mobile devices and social media on individuals and society and 

 The Routledge Handbook of Media Use and Well-Being (2017) offers a great starting point to explore this question 8

and learn more about the combination of disciplines.
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to press for change regarding industry standards such as design principles or business 

models (CHT 2019b).  

In a recent Guardian article Przybylski & Orben (2019) comment quite harshly on this side 

of the debate: “Rarely a month goes by without former tech luminaries turning on their 

creation, or the launch of a book cataloguing the negative or addictive impacts of digital 

technologies“. Are the claims made by the CHT merely claims of moral panic?  

While academia should surely treat such non-scholarly expert opinions with caution, some 

voices within this camp offer not only valuable industry insight but also a theoretical 

perspective which is rather neglected in media and communication studies: the concept of 

the attention economy. One of the first to discuss this concept was economist and Noble 

laureate Herbert A. Simon by stating that “a wealth of information creates a poverty of 

attention“ (1971: 40f.). Simon suggests that in a world of information overabundance, 

attention is a scarce resource. To measure its cost he proposes the time that a human 

executive spends on receiving information. The challenge would then be to design 

organizations and to manage information in a way that reduces such attentional costs (ibid. 

41). Technology was part of his considerations (ibid. 46):  
Today's computers are moronic robots, and they will continue to be so as long as programming 
remains in its present primitive state. Moronic robots can sop up, store, and spew out vast 
quantities of information. They do not and cannot exercise due respect for the scarce attention of 
the recipients of this information. Computers must be taught to behave at a higher level of 
intelligence. 

Almost 50 years later we can make a different observation. While today‘s computers surely 

do behave on a higher level of intelligence, they do not seem to do so by conserving their 

users‘ attention. According to the CHT (2019c) “[t]oday‘s tech platforms are caught in a 

race to the bottom of the brain stem to extract human attention“. The organization 

promotes a re-design of technology as the solution to this problem. Such “humane 

technology“ (CHT 2019c) would among other things “[h]elp us focus“ (CHT 2019c). Seeing 

that Simon had made the same suggestion in the early 1970s, why did technology develop 

so differently during the past decades? 

The answer lies in the commercialization of the internet, which turned out to be “a fantastic 

market for attention“ (Davenport & Beck 2001: viii). While the internet was still a work in 

progress in 1971, it would prove Simon‘s observations right a few years later by creating 

the attention economy he foresaw. The internet facilitated the production, distribution and 

reception of information in unprecedented scale. Never before in human history has 
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information been more accessible and on top of it, it rarely wore a price tag. “From the very 

onset, the most central business principle for the emerging ecosystem has been the notion 

of ‘free‘“ (Van Dijck 2013: 169).  

But the commercialization of the web demanded a source of revenue and instead of 

monetizing information, this revenue now comes from the attention users pay to it. While 

advertising revenue has been the prevalent business model in the media industry for 

decades (Broadbent & Lobet-Maris 2015: 112; Murdock & Golding 2005: 64f.), in 

combination with personal and behavioral data it is the perfect package deal for the 

advertising industry. Not only can advertisers customize their messages, they can also 

measure their effectiveness in an instant feedback loop (Van Dijck 2013: 169; Williams 

2018: 28). Selling screen time or space as well as user data to the advertising industry is 

one of the conventional business models for companies operating online (Van Dijck 2013: 

169f.); Broadbent & Lobet-Maris 2015: 112). 

One of the heavily debated problems arising from this development are issues of data 

privacy. The debate came to a public peak in April 2018, when Mark Zuckerberg appeared 

before the US Senate's Commerce and Judiciary committees after his company Facebook 

had been involved in one of the biggest data privacy scandals so far. The political consulting 

firm Cambridge Analytica had used the data of Facebook users to target them with political 

advertisement tailored to their personal biases (Liao 2018; Grasegger & Krogerus 2018). 

The hearing was not only a crucial event to point at demands for future legislation, it also 

revealed the abyss between the current legislation and technology companies, when 

Senator Orrin Hatch asked: “[H]ow do you sustain a business model in which users don't 

pay for your service?“ and Zuckerberg answered: “Senator, we run ads“ (Transcript 

Courtesy of Bloomberg Government 2018). And it seems to work: digital advertisement 

revenue continues to grow. A report commissioned by the Interactive Advertising Bureau 

and conducted by PwC stated a 21,8% growth rate and a full-year revenue of 107.5 billion 

dollars for 2018 in the US (Graham 2019). 

As stated before, advertisement has played an important role in the commercialization of 

media before and outside the Web 2.0, and so has the goal of capturing the audiences‘ 

attention. Murdock & Golding (2005: 65) for example describe the business model of 

private broadcasters: “audiences themselves are the primary commodity. [...] And in prime 

time, the premium prices are commanded by shows that can attract and hold the greatest 
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number of viewers”. What is different today? Among other things Williams (2018: 98) 

argues that the power to capture audiences has never been as centralized. The numbers 

prove him right: 75% of digital advertisement revenue came from the top 10 ad-selling 

companies, which the report did not disclose (Graham 2019). 

As Van Dijck (2013: 164f.) points out, online sociality and the social norms that emerge 

from it are largely influenced by these powerful corporate actors. Drawing on Foucault‘s 

concept of normalization she notes: “Normalization occurs detectably, through various 

levels of adjustments, including technology features and terms of use. But it mostly happens 

imperceptibly, through gradual transformations of user habits and changing levels of 

acceptance“ (Van Dijck 2013: 19 drawing on Foucault 1980). For instance users‘ willingness 

to share private information online was demanded when Facebook enacted its policy to 

register with one‘s real name (Van Dijck 2013: 181). Norms in online environments are 

constantly being negotiated between powerful corporate institutions and user practices, but 

once a practice or technology has been adopted and gained “naturalized presence“ (ibid 

20) it gets harder to contest it. 

Williams (2018: 97ff.) observes this problematic when it comes to the design of digital 

technologies – buzzing, beeping and demanding our attention. He believes that as users, we 

might have come to accept technology that is not aligned with our goals and values. In his 

opinion “we must not reply that if someone doesn‘t like the choices on technology‘s menu, 

their only option is to ‘unplug‘ or ‘detox‘“ as well as “we must reject the impulse to ask users 

to ‘just adapt‘ to distraction: to bear the burdens of impossible self-regulation, to suddenly 

become superhuman and take on the armies of industrialized persuasion“ (ibid. 100f.). 

According to him our privacy is not the only thing being threatened by the attention 

economy. The less discussed threat is that to our human faculty of attention (William 

2018). As long as technology and media industry rely on advertisement revenue as a major 

part of their business models, so he argues, the potential to capture users‘ attention for 

advertisement will be the goal built into our technologies and media formats: “In the 

attention economy, winning means getting as many people as possible to spend as much 

time and attention as possible with one’s product or service“ (ibid. 33). As a consequence 

“[v]alue is therefore created not by the information itself, but by creating an environment 

capable of drawing the attention of the greatest number of people for the longest amount of 

time“ (Broadbent & Lobet-Maris 2015: 112). Creating such environments is what 
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developers and designers do: equipped with individual user data from search queries or 

browsing behavior to physical locations, as well as knowledge of cognitive biases from loss 

aversion to social comparison (Williams 31ff.). It is what the CHT (2019c) calls the “race to 

the bottom of the brain stem“ and what Nir Eyal (2014) teaches in his guide-book for 

design practitioners “Hooked: How to Build Habit Forming Products“. 

The industry measures the success of the developers’ and designers’ work in metrics such as 

clicks, views or monthly active users (Rose 2015: 49f.). Rose (2015) regards those metrics 

at the heart of the problem, because “[w]e reward what we measure, and we get what we 

reward“ (ibid. 50). In other words: As long as the technology industry measure success in 

clicks, we will get clickbait. As long as advertisers reward views, we will get endless loops 

of video recommendations. As Van Dijck (2013: 170) puts it: “Buying into the ‘free‘ deal, 

users barter away privacy for convenience and facilities“. What she hints at, is what 

research terms the information privacy paradox: users report to be aware of the threats to 

their privacy but keep on giving away personal data in exchange for seemingly free benefits 

(Barth & De Jong 2017). Giving away our attention could be regarded to go hand in hand 

with it. Just as we, as users, adopted to the norm of sharing private information online, 

Williams (2018) argues we also adopted to the norm of being drawn to endless scrolling 

and binge watching and the increased burden of self-regulation that comes with it. He 

notes: “Rarely do we realize how costly our free things are“ (ibid. 35). 

2.4 The Chains of Self-Regulation 

An ancient Roman myth tells the story of slave Addictus, who became so accustomed to his 

chains that even after being freed he would not take them off. He could not accept his 

freedom. The term addiction originates from Ancient Roman language. A person who had 

been enslaved due to a debt and would stay a slave for as long as it took to repay it, was 

referred to as an addict (Freund 1834: 69). 

Following the arguments presented in this chapter, what is problematic about increasing 

smartphone use might fit with this ancient concept of addiction more than it does with 
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pathological definitions . To create an analogy: in the economic ecosystem of the attention 9

economy nothing is truly for free. By using our smartphones and apps to be informed, 

entertained or connected we gather debt, which our creditors (those providing information, 

entertainment or connection) collect in form of our data. To be able to collect as much of it 

as possible, their technologies are designed to keep our attention. As a consequence,  

technology “amplifies, rather than mitigates, the challenges of self-regulation we already 

face in the era of information abundance“ (Williams 2018: 35).  

But when self-regulation is a key mediator in achieving healthy and beneficial media use 

(Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier 2017: 234) while at the same time it is what current 

technology is designed for to challenge, we as media users find ourselves at the heart of a 

conflict. We find ourselves carrying the burden of, what I term, chains of self-regulation. 

I argue that a nuanced debate over the negative impacts of smartphone use, both in the 

public as well as scholarly world, can not be lead without considering the potentially 

distorting effect of moral panics as well as the rationale of the attention economy, engraved 

in media content and technology. 

The second part of this thesis therefore introduces the approach of the walkthrough method  

(Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018) to apply these insights and explore the role of Screen Time, 

which is supposed to help users carry the burden of self-regulation. The following study 

attends to the potential intentions of Apple launching this feature as well as user 

engagement and experiences with Screen Time. To do so it employs a theoretical framework 

combining the posthumanist actor-network theory, critical discourse analysis as well as a 

critical political economy approach. These approaches will then be applied within a largely 

hermeneutic and qualitative research design, consisting of the mentioned walkthrough 

method and an online user survey. 

 as for example by the American Society of Addiction Medicine (2011): “Addiction is a primary, chronic disease of 9

brain reward, motivation, memory and related circuitry. Dysfunction in these circuits leads to characteristic 
biological, psychological, social and spiritual manifestations. This is reflected in an individual pathologically 
pursuing reward and/or relief by substance use and other behaviors. Addiction is characterized by inability to 
consistently abstain, impairment in behavioral control, craving, diminished recognition of significant problems with 
one’s behaviors and interpersonal relationships, and a dysfunctional emotional response. Like other chronic 
diseases, addiction often involves cycles of relapse and remission. Without treatment or engagement in recovery 
activities, addiction is progressive and can result in disability or premature death.“ 
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3. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 
As this thesis operates at the intersection of social sciences and humanities, empiricism and 

hermeneutics, the theoretical framework not only guides the research interest and informs 

a critical discussion, but will also be employed on a methodological level. Going into the 

different mindsets and conventions of social scientists and humanists, Bardzell & Bardzell 

(2015) explain that for the latter a theory can consist of “a conglomeration of theory, 

standard methods, and standard expected outcomes” (36). Therefore the following 

subchapter presents the strengths and weaknesses of the three approaches, both on a 

theoretical level as well as its applicability for analysis. 

While I do believe the research subject demands for a breadth of theoretical approaches 

and that the framework I employ meets three relevant cornerstones of the outlined 

discourse, other approaches might have been equally fruitful. Humanistic human-

computing interaction (Bardzell & Bardzell 2015), a media ecology approach (McLuhan & 

Fiore 1967; Postman 1985) or the concept of media life (Deuze, Blank & Speers 2012) 

might have been suitable alternatives. 

3.1 Combining Three Approaches 

3.1.1 Posthumanist Actor-Network Theory 

Some researchers state, often in passing, that we live in a media- or tech-saturated society 

(e.g. Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier 2017: 234; Anderson & Reinie 2018; LaRose 2010: 215; 

Bahl & Deluliis 2015: 745). While this probably serves as a metaphor, illustrating what 

might be the felt life reality of some media users, it is also misleading. Even if it was 

possible to state a maximum capacity for technology in our lives and societies, we seem far 

from reaching it. Instead of drawing a line between what is human and what is 

technological, this thesis attends to the complex relationship between the two. Thus, 

posthumanism provides a suitable ontological starting point.  

As Wolfe (2009: xv) points out, posthumanism is not one philosophy or discipline, but 

consists of different and even competing strands . I will follow his definition: 10

“posthumanism in my sense isn‘t posthuman at all – in the sense of being ‘after‘ our 

embodiment has been transcended – but is only posthumanist, in the sense that it opposes 

the fantasies of disembodiment and autonomy, inherited from humanism itself“. In other 

 For an overview see the introductory chapter in Wolfe (2009)10
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words: this posthumanism can be understood as a critical reaction to humanistic philosophy 

and is regarded as a next step in the evolution of the field (Wolfe 2009: xv-xvi; Bolter 2016: 

3ff.). More specifically, it proposes a shift away from anthropocentric thinking and to focus 

on the relationships between the human and non-human, between us and the material, 

digital or natural world we live in (Adams & Thompson 2016: 4f.).  

This thesis follows Adams‘ & Thompson‘s appeal: “Our intimate and often ubiquitous 

relationships with all things – including the digital – must be reckoned with, human and 

nonhuman agency needs to be reconsidered, and the presumed neutrality of technologies in 

human affairs questioned“ (2016: 2). In accordance with this appeal and the closely related 

actor-network theory (ANT), this thesis regards smartphones as actors rather than tools. 

What does that mean?  

The founding fathers of ANT, Bruno Latour, Michel Callon and John Law, radically 

challenge our modes of thinking by dissolving the binaries of human/technology or active/

passive (Cressman 2009: 1; Adams & Thompson 2016: 4). They ascribe equal agency to 

both, human and non-human actors , and encourage researchers to rethink the relations 11

between what is considered social or technical (Adams & Thompson 4f.; Cressman 2009: 

4). As the name of the theory implies, actors are not investigated as single entities, but as 

heterogenous networks. This is made clear in Akrich‘s (1992: 205) description of devices, 

which “form part of a long chain of people, products, tools, machines, money, and so forth“.  

To question the neutrality of technology does not mean to think of a device as either “an 

instrument of progress or a new method of subjugating people“ (ibid. 206) but to attend to 

the potential intentions of these actors.  

These intentions can be made visible in the form of so-called inscriptions, which according 

to Callon (1991: 143) are “the result of the translation of one‘s interest into material form“. 

The designer or inventor of a technological device inscribes his or her worldview and vision 

of how it is supposed to be used into the device (Akrich & Latour 1992: 259; Akrich 1992: 

208). By identifying these inscribed visions we can better understand the role our 

technological devices are intended to play in our everyday lives. What has changed since 

the early days of ANT is that these intentions can and are now data-tailored in anticipation 

of user needs and based on previous usage patterns (Broadbent & Lobet-Maris 2015: 114). 

 Actor-network theory also uses the term actant for “[w]hatever act or shift actions” (Akrich & Latour 1992: 259).11
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A common critique ANT faces is that it does not factor in a nuanced perspective of the 

social context in which its actor-networks emerge (Cressmann 2009: 10; Van Dijck 2013: 

26f.). Due to its descriptive character it is also not able to fully challenge power relations 

within a network (Bengtsson 2018). To fill this gap, this thesis complements the 

posthumanist ANT with critical discourse analysis and critical political economy. 

3.1.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

Both, ANT and critical discourse analysis (CDA), believe in the mutually shaping 

relationships between humans and what might conventionally be considered their tools – 

may that be the relationship between culture and technology (Van Dijck 2013: 28) or 

society and language (Machin & Mayr 2012: 4). CDA is not one methodology, but rather a 

collection of closely related research approaches which emerged around the 1990s  12

(Hansen & Machin 2013; Wodak 2001: 4; Machin & Mayr: 1).  

While it is rooted in linguistics, CDA seeks not only to describe and understand language 

but to grasp the link between the language used, the ideology it carries and the power 

relations it emerges from (Hansen & Machin 2013: 119f.). It is critical in the sense that it 

follows a sociopolitical cause: “The term ‘critical‘ [...] means ‘denaturalising‘ the language 

to reveal the kinds of ideas, absences and taken-for-granted assumptions in texts. This 

allows us to reveal the kinds of power interests buried in texts“ (Machin & Mayr 2012: 5). 

The meaningfulness of CDA is controversial. The outspoken critic Widdowson (2004: 107) 

questions its analytical potential at the backdrop of its lack of systematic sampling:  
The text is taken to be a static patchwork and [...] analysis involves taking sample patches from it 
and assigning them special significance. Where there are features which seem on the face of it to 
provide possible counter-evidence against a favoured interpretation, they are downplayed, or passed 
over in silence.  

According to Widdowson (2004) we rarely learn what motivates such selection, which is 

even more problematic regarding the common practice of extracting single text items and 

isolating them from their context (ibid. 100ff.). As a result CDA is often regarded as 

interpretative instead of analytical (Widdowson 2004: 103; Machin & Mayr 2012: 208ff.).  13

As researchers we bring our own agenda to the analysis that leads us to – deliberately or 

unconsciously – select some material over another (Machin & Mayr 2012: 213) or focus on 

 Key authors and their approaches are: Fairclough’s dialectical-relational approach (2008), Wodak’s discourse-12

historical approach (Riesigl & Wodak 2009), van Dijk’s socio-cognitive discourse studies (2018) as well as Kress & 
van Leeuwen with work such as the “Grammar of Visual Design“ (2006). 

�  Widdowson notes: “[W]hat we find in CDA are critical discourse interpretations“ (2004: 103).13
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some attributes of a text while overseeing others (Widdowson 2004: 104). Widdowson 

labels such agenda as pretexts, the “ulterior motive“ (ibid. 79) which guides the producer of 

a text as well as its recipient. As researchers, we too must ask ourselves and be transparent 

about the assumptions that brought us to and that we bring to a material.    

CDA does not only lack a systematic sampling strategy, it generally provides few applicable 

and replicable instructions on how to be used. Widdowson argues that CDA is an approach 

but should not be confused for a method (ibid. 518): “A method makes an approach 

operational and provides data to be interpreted as evidence for its tenability“. It is precisely 

the lack of operationalization that I, too, regard as a justified target for critique. 

Imagine a piece of unassembled IKEA furniture with no manual: While we do have all the 

tools and material laid out in front of us, we have no idea which steps to take or which 

screw fits which item exactly. The same feeling arises from reading Machin & Mayr’s 

guidebook on “How To Do Critical Discourse Analysis“ (2012). While it presents its readers 

with a highly comprehensive and comprehensible list of tools to apply in CDA, ironically it 

does not explain explicitly how to apply them. What characterizes a unit of analysis? Do we 

start by looking at words, sentences or a whole body of text? Do we quantify findings to 

state the predominant ideology underlying such texts? How can we integrate the findings of 

one text within a larger sample of materials? It seems there are no rules .  14

The most drastic critique towards CDA, however, questions its scientific intentions  

altogether. Widdowson (2014) emphasizes more than once that he is on board with CDA‘s 

engagement in social and political causes, but that the end of challenging social injustice or 

power abuse does not justify the means of scientific shortcomings as described above (ibid. 

89 & 163). “The only way in which scholars as scholars can promote a cause is by 

presenting a case, and one which does not compromise these principles [Author‘s note: he 

referred to “the principles of scholarly enquiry“] but conforms to them“ (ibid. 163).  

It is important to note that Widdowson allows for us to question conventional scholarly 

principles, even more so he poses the question whether pressing socio-political issues might 

even demand for new modes of inquiry (ibid. 168). At the same time he seems rather 

drawn to the existing social scientific conventions of “intellectual rigour, rational argument 

and empirical validation“ (ibid. 172) and it stays unclear if justifying other principles (e.g. 

hermeneutic conventions) is even possible (ibid. 168).  

�  For a similar line of questions see Widdowson (2004: 166).14
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It might seem to the reader now that there are few benefits compared to the many flaws of 

CDA, or that this is a poorly presented choice of method. The truth is, however, that “doing 

critical discourse analysis is not inconsistent with being critical about discourse 

analysis“ (ibid. 174).  

The striking strength of CDA is that it can offer access to the otherwise inaccessible. In the 

study at hand, gaining direct access to the Apple employees responsible for initiating, 

designing and operating Screen Time seems rather improbable. Therefore to learn about the 

potential intentions of launching the feature, this study relies on marketing materials as 

well as the technical characteristics of the feature itself. 

3.1.3 Critical Political Economy 

The second critical approach this thesis will borrow from is critical political economy, which 

according to Mosco (2009: 2) “is the study of the social relations, particularly the power 

relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of 

resources, including communication resources“. Questioning the neutrality of technology in 

this case seems impossible without illuminating the economic context in which it is created. 

I agree with Van Dijck, who for similar reasons regards ANT and critical political economy 

as complementary (2013: 26ff.). Where ANT offers a framework to examine the role of 

technology, critical political economy draws lines of power relations which in our society 

are often connected to economic power. In the case of problematic smartphone use, critical 

political economy can shed light on the correlation between the centralized power held by a 

small number of companies and the development and design of technology (Williams 2018; 

Davenport & Beck 2001; CHT 2019a). 

3.2 Research Design 

3.2.1 The Walkthrough Method 

The theoretical framework outlined in the previous chapter corresponds to that of the 

walkthrough method (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018). The scholars combine ANT and 

cultural research skills (such as CDA) while at the same time referring to Van Dijck’s (2013) 

inclusion of socioeconomic factors. These factors correspond to a critical political economy 

approach (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018). The first part of this study attends to the 

following research questions:  
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RQ 1: How does Apple, through providing Screen Time, intend its customers to use 

their smartphones and what are the material traces of these intentions? 

RQ 2: What are the socioeconomic implications of Apple launching Screen Time? 

The walkthrough method follows a two-step process. During the first step researchers 

identify the so-called environment of expected use by illuminating the app‘s vision, 

operating model and governance as communicated by its developers. Mainly organizational 

materials such as websites, press releases or app instructions are of interest here (ibid. 

889ff.).  

Aligned with the posthumanist research philosophy, the scholars believe in the mutual 

shaping of technology and cultural values and regard both humans and non-humans as 

actors in that process. They examine such processes in the second step by identifying 

inscriptions or so-called mediators, a term stemming from actor-network theory, describing 

those actors who transform or alter meaning within a network (ibid. 886f.). These 

mediators refer to the material traces demanded by RQ 1. The scholars propose three stages 

of the technical walkthrough: (1) registration and entry, (2) everyday use, (3) app 

suspension, closure and leaving.  

The goal is to imitate the user‘s steps with a researcher‘s mindset, uncovering subtle 

processes of meaning-making that would otherwise get lost in everyday use (ibid. 891ff.). 

Walking through an app interface, identifying mediators in the placement of buttons, 

symbolic representations or textual content, the researcher gathers data which should then 

be analyzed by applying “cultural research skills“ (ibid. 891). Where the scholars do not 

specify their method for analysis, I chose to draw on Machin & Mayr‘s (2012) multimodal 

critical discourse analysis. 

Screen Time is not an app but has, as a feature of iOS software, similar characteristics 

regarding its user interfaces and is accessible to all mobile Apple devices that support iOS 

12. It is therefore a suitable case for the walkthrough analysis. For the first step of 

investigation I collected the marketing materials Apple provided about Screen Time, which 

include press releases about the launch of iOS 12 (2019a) and Screen Time (2018), two 

informational articles about Screen Time usage (2019b; 2019c) as well as a company 

statement (2019d). The technical walkthrough was performed on an iPhone 6 and iPhone 

5. 
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By applying the walkthrough method researchers do not only gather data but also generate 

it themselves by deciding on where to click first, which functions to use or how to interact. 

Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018: 891f.) use both verbs, gathering and generating, 

interchangeably when describing the technical walkthrough. I do believe that it is 

important to point at the difference: The data drawn from and analyzed during the 

walkthrough method is not simply gathered, but colored by the researcher‘s decisions and 

biases.  

Speaking in strictly social scientific terms, the walkthrough method is not a method but as 

Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018: 881) suggest, an “approach to the study of apps”. It is 

important to note that this thesis can not accomplish to create a methodological manual 

which creates validity and reliability as demanded by empiricism. Instead I open up to a 

hermeneutic approach as described by Bardzell & Bardzell (2015: 34ff.): “Rather than 

donning the metaphorical white lab coat and seeking to maintain objective distance from 

the facts with the goal of obtaining the truth, the humanist researcher is explicitly and 

unapologetically subjective“. Not being entirely unapologetic, I attempt to moderate a clash 

of research philosophies by emphasizing transparency and reflexivity throughout the 

analysis. 

Another point of critique towards CDA, which can easily be expanded to the walkthrough 

method, is that what a researcher identifies as underlying intentions might neither match 

with the producers‘ intention nor the audiences‘ perception (Machin & Mary 2012: 211). 

Both, the context in which the material is produced and consumed as well as individual 

cognitive processes when producing and consuming a text are understood to influence the 

texts and are recommended to be integrated in the analysis (ibid. 211ff.). While the first 

point of critique is addressed by incorporating the socioeconomic implications in the 

analysis, the second will be explored within the online user survey. 

3.2.2 Online User Survey 

The lack of knowledge about user engagement with Screen Time created room for 

assumptions throughout the walkthrough analysis. In order to support my research with 

empirical knowledge I conducted an online survey, answering the following research 

question. RQ 3: How du users engage with and experience Screen Time? 
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The survey was constructed and published through the software Artologic. A pretest among 

ten persons (media and communication scholars as well as known iOS12 users of different 

age groups) lead to minor changes: a detailed description of how to find out whether one’s 

iPhone is updated to the relevant software version and a translation of the feature title 

Screen Time to German as well as Swedish (due to my own demographics I had to assume 

that some participants use their iPhones set to these languages). 

As Bryman (2012: 198) points out, the decision for a sampling strategy is often largely 

influenced by considerations of time and costs. The trade-off, low cost instead of improved 

representativity, was also made here. The survey was distributed through a combination of 

convenience and snowball sampling. In greater detail, the link to the online survey was 

distributed both as a Facebook post from my private account as well as in different personal 

and special interest Facebook Groups . Additionally, colleagues, friends and family 15

distributed the link among their networks. Both my own demographics as well as the 

Facebook groups chosen to share the survey will strongly influence the sample and thereby 

the outcome of this user survey. The findings are neither regarded as representative nor as 

the basis for generalizations.  

This trade-off can be legitimized with the aim of this study: to serve as a first exploration of 

an unstudied research subject. The quantitative analysis of user engagement was conducted 

through the statistical software SPSS but includes solely frequency analyses. Correlation 

analyses did not seem relevant to the explorative research interest and sample 

characteristics. 

4. A Critical Study of Screen Time 
In June 2018 Apple announced Screen Time as a new feature of its software iOS 12. Screen 

Time provides the user with daily and weekly statistics of the individual iPhone, iPad or 

iPod touch usage. It reports when and how much time users spent with single apps as well 

as predefined categories of apps, how often they unlock the device and how many 

notifications they receive (Apple Inc. 2018). Different to existing apps fulfilling similar 

purposes, Screen Time came as a default feature with the new iOS software. It thereby 

instantly reached the large audience of iPhone or iPad users. 

 Special interest groups included: “Limited Screen-time Families”; “Digital Detox Secrets”; “Screen Time Habyts 15

Hub; “Better Screen Time Group”; “Apple iPhone”.
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Screen Time is not the first of its kind. A multitude of other apps and techniques for 

intervening with problematic smartphone usage had already existed before its launch. One 

of the most comprehensive lists of recommendations is provided by the Center for Humane 

Technology. Amongst other things it suggests to turn off notifications from apps other than 

personal messengers, to change the screen to grayscale or to remove all social media apps 

(CHT 2019d). Even though many intervention apps and techniques exist, only little 

research has been done to evaluate their effectiveness (Van Velthofen, Powell & Powell 

2018: 3; Kobie 2018). The few existing studies need to be handled with care, as they are 

often conducted by researchers involved in developing such apps themselves (e.g. Ko et al 

2015 working on NUGU; Van Velthoven, Powell & Powell 2018 working on SPACE; Aranda 

& Baig 2018 served as basis for Google’s Digital Wellbeing feature). Christopher Burr (in 

Resnick, Belluiz & Barclay 2019) from the Oxford Internet Institute voices concern over 

health apps in general:  
there is often insufficient consideration by the companies who develop the growing variety of 
“health and well-being” technologies of the risks of intervening. For instance, companies may be 
nudging a user to change sleep patterns, mood, or dietary preferences and causing unintended 
harm. 

Although the researcher did not address his concerns towards intervention apps for 

smartphone usage specifically, they seem similarly relevant in this case.  

Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier (2017: 240) demand that “future research should explore 

strategies and interventions that may help media users to regulate their media desires more 

successfully.“ This thesis explores Screen Time as one example of such interventions. 

However, instead of examining its effectiveness, the feature will be scrutinized as actor 

within the discourse. The background knowledge about the discourse as well as the 

theoretical framework outlined in the previous chapters will influence this explorative 

study. The analysis follows the largely qualitative and hermeneutic research design of the 

walkthrough method (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018) and will then be complemented with 

empirical findings from an online user survey. 

4.1 Screen Time Walkthrough 

4.1.1 Environment Of Expected Use 

Vision: What are Screen Time‘s purpose, target user base and scenarios of use? (Light, 

Burgess & Duguay 2018: 889) 
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When Apple (Apple Inc. 2019a) introduced Screen Time as a new feature of iOS 12, the 

company stated:  
Screen Time helps give you a better understanding of the time you and your kids spend using apps, 
visiting websites, and on your devices overall. So you can make the most of how you choose to spend 
time on your iPhone or iPad. 

Following this statement, Screen Time’s proposed purpose is to help smartphone users make 

more informed decisions about their smartphone use. A lexical analysis of the company 

statements shows a predominance of words such as “manage“, “take control“, “better 

understand“ or “make more informed decisions“. Screen Time itself is being described as 

provider of “management tools“, “insight“, “information“ or as “empowering users“ (Apple 

Inc. 2018; Apple Inc. 2019a-c). Machin & Mayr (2012: 37f.) describe this as 

overlexicalisation. “Overlexicalisation gives a sense of over-persuasion and is normally 

evidence that something is problematic or of ideological contention“ (ibid. 37). The 

language used focuses on the desired outcome of Screen Time to make its users active 

agents, not only in their media use but in their everyday lives in general. The marketing 

materials highlight that the user should be in control. But when Screen Time is supposed to 

help users “take control“ (Apple Inc. 2018), what made them lose it in the first place?  

The closest to answering this question comes the following statement: “Apps help us do so 

many extraordinary things that we can sometimes lose track of how much we use 

them“ (Apple Inc. 2019a). Fitting with what Machin & Mayr term as suppression (2012: 

38f.) the statements lack descriptions of the forms of problematic smartphone use that 

Apple acknowledges and that Screen Time aims to solve. Considering that Apple follows the 

commercial interest of selling technology it is not surprising that marketing materials do 

not take a critical stance towards apps or smartphones in general. Based on current 

research, however, it is clear to say that smartphone use is not considered problematic by 

the user while engaged in “extraordinary things” (Apple Inc. 2019a) but for example when 

doing things so ordinary that they happen out of habit (Lukoff et al. 2018).  

Not only problematic forms of smartphone use are suppressed in the texts, they also largely 

miss to mention Apple as actor. Even though the company developed both Screen Time as 

well as the technology its use it is supposed to help regulate, the company is largely absent 

from the marketing materials. Throughout the texts it is the user, mostly addressed as 

“you“, who engages in actions. “[Y]ou set up Screen Time“, “you can set daily limits“, “you 

enable this feature“ and it is “Screen Time“, “the feature“ or “a set of tools“ which “lets 
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you“, “helps you“ or through which “you can“ (Apple Inc. 2018; Apple Inc. 2019a-c) be the 

active agent Apple seems to envision. The company only appears as actor in the press 

release, where “Apple today announced new tools built into iOS 12“ and “Craig Federighi, 

Apple‘s senior Vice President of Software Engineering“ (Apple Inc. 2018) is quoted directly. 

The feature or its different functions speak for themselves: “Screen Time is a set of tools 

that lets you see which apps you use“ (Apple Inc. 2019c) or “A tool called Downtime 

encourages you to put your phone down after bedtime“ (ibid.). 

Machin & Mayr (2012: 85) point out that suppressing actors can create the impression that 

a phenomenon is „something that must be responded to and adapted to rather than 

something that should be questioned“. It seems a likely supposition that by suppressing 

both the problem as well as the agency of Apple, the company achieves to trivialize 

problematic forms of smartphone use and conceal its role in co-creating them.  

Apple targets two main user bases: “you and your kids“ (Apple Inc. 2019a). While “you“ 

refers to basically any smartphone user, parents and their children are being addressed 

specifically in the articles. Screen Time is communicated as “great for everyone to better 

understand and manage their device usage, but can be especially helpful for kids and 

families“ (Apple Inc. 2018). Connected to Apple‘s Family Sharing function Screen Time 

allows parents to set time limits for their children’s apps or block specific content. The texts 

give a very matter-of-fact introduction to the different parental control functions of Screen 

Time. The article published in the App Store targets the family users not only through its 

text but also with two illustrations in comic style (Apple Inc. 2019c). As Machin & Mayr 

(2012: 9) state: “an image accompanying a news story may not actually depict what is in 

the story yet is able to contribute to some of the meanings communicated by the text, 

helping to background others that the text also seeks to conceal.“  
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Where the texts encourages parents to control their children‘s smartphone use, the 

accompanying illustrations give the impression that there is no urgent need to do so. Both 

illustrations depict what can be assumed to be an at least middle-classed family of father, 

mother, daughter and dog in their home. As viewers we observe both scenes from a slight 

distance while at the same time recognizing familiar situations.  

Illustration 1 shows the family gathered around a nicely set dinner table. While the father 

seems ready to start dinner, his wife and daughter are engrossed in their smartphones. 

Their eyes are fixated on, and their index fingers point towards lit screens. We see the 

father from behind, which suggests that we take his point of view (Machin & Mayr 2012: 

99). What he experiences is the classic conflict scenario of the smartphone interrupting the 

social situation of a shared meal, which viewers can probably relate to. 

As Moser, Schoenebeck & Reinecke (2016) state, the practice of shared meals is connected 

to traditions and values and is perceived as especially important in the family context. Their 

study about mobile phone use at mealtimes shows that it is perceived less appropriate for 

children to use mobile phones at the table than it is for adults. The presence of a child is 

also understood to decrease the appropriateness of adults to use their phones, probably 

because they feel obligated to act as role models (ibid.). Even though the illustration 

therefore shows an example of inappropriate smartphone use, the atmosphere it conveys, 

mainly through the facial expressions of all actors, stays light and harmonic.  

Illustration 2 conveys a similar atmosphere. At the center of this image is the daughter, 

interfering with her father‘s smartphone use by taking the device away and replacing it 

with a book. Comic elements symbolize this sudden movement and attract the eye to the 

depicted interaction. The daughter‘s facial expression is precocious. The scene suggests that 

she is playfully reversing the roles, reinforcing a rule about smartphone use that her parents 

might have set for her in the past. The mother observes the scene amused while the father 

appears surprised by the interruption. The role model function of parents and family rules  

related to media use are regularly debated in the public discourse, also considering the 

double standards parents often seem to apply to their own and their children’s media 

behaviors (e.g. Chokshi 2019; Christakis 2018). 

While the text in which these two illustrations are embedded describes the parental control 

functions of Screen Time by clearly addressing the parents‘ need to be informed about their 

childrens‘ smartphone use, it seems the illustration takes a humorous stance by reversing 
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the roles. It gives the impression that children, who in the context of media panics are often 

portrayed as most vulnerable (Drotner 1999: 611), are active agents after all. Apple might 

have chosen these images to diminish the negative associations with problematic forms of 

smartphone use.  

What are the proposed scenarios of use? Searching for concrete suggestions within the 

materials provides a few hints. While they are not presented as problematic, two specific 

forms of smartphone use are repeatedly mentioned as examples for what users might want 

to limit or block: gaming apps and social networking (Apple Inc. 2018; Apple Inc. 2019b). 

This is especially striking since monitoring or limiting other forms of use is often described 

abstractly, such as: “Ever wonder how much time you spend on social media, playing 

games, or the other things you do with your iPhone and iPad each day?” (Apple Inc. 

2019c). But while the statements might suggest to reduce social media and gaming time, 

and Screen Time provides tools to set time limits for these apps, the material does not give 

advice on how to successfully stick with these goals of self-regulation. Using the App Limits 

function might be rather simple, but not constantly overriding one’s self-set limit might be 

the real challenge. Moreover, the marketing materials make it sound easy to regulate 

smartphone use: “By understanding how they’re interacting with their iOS devices, people 

can take control of how much time they spend in a particular app, website or category of 

apps” (Apple Inc. 2018) or “If you’ve spotted an app or game that you would like to use less 

of, doing so is easy” (Apple Inc. 2019c).  

Halliday‘s (1994) analysis of verbal processes (in Machin & Mayr 2012: 105ff.) offers a tool 

to analyze the representation of actions. He distinguishes between six types of verbs: 

material, mental, behavioral, verbal, relational and existential (Machin & Mayr 2012: 105). 

As identified before, Apple appears only rarely as actor but instead lets its products speak 

(and act) for themselves. Therefore the analysis broadly distinguishes between two actors: 

“you“ or the user on the one hand, and Screen Time or its functions on the other. The 

actions the user is involved in are predominantly described with the use of cognitive and 

perceptive mental verbs, such as “view”, “see”, “understand” or “decide” (Apple Inc. 2018; 

Apple Inc. 2019a-c). Machin and Mayr (2012: 107) describe the effect of this verb type as 

showing that “[t]hese actors are allowed an internal view of themselves”. While Machin & 

Mayr point at this as a possibility to create empathy with these actors, in the case at hand 

using mental verb types could be less regarded as a means to an end. In fact, mental verb 
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types best describe the function and purpose of Screen Time: to allow its users an “internal 

view” (ibid. 107) of their usage. 

Other actions the user can engage in through Screen Time are described with material verbs, 

such as “set limits“, “manage“ or “access“ (Apple Inc. 2018; Apple Inc. 2019a-c). Not only 

these verbs, but the language used in the materials in general, show a high level of 

abstraction. According to Machin & Mayr (2012: 115f.) abstract representations of actions 

can make actors appear to be doing something while in fact they are doing something else 

or less than they aim to convey. While the user is depicted as engaging in actions, both the 

mental verbs as well as the abstract material verbs do not entail clear instructions of Screen 

Time use. In combination with phrases stating that self-regulation with Screen Time is an 

easy endeavor (Apple Inc. 2018; Apple Inc. 2019c) this lack of instructions and high level 

of abstraction might cause frustration with the Screen Time user. 

Scenarios of use are also proposed visually, mostly in the form of product visualizations 

(Illustrations 3, 4 and 5). As the depicted interfaces in Illustration 3 and 4 both report the 

same time stamp on the top left of the screen, it is highly likely that these visuals were  

designed specifically for marketing purposes. The depicted information can therefore be 

understood as ideal Screen Time use. For example: Illustration 3 shows that the fictional 

user Elizabeth limits her Instagram usage and schedules bedtime, while Illustration 4 

depicts the option of accessing the Screen Time statistics for other iOS devices from one’s 

smartphone. The examples also state a total amount of time spent with the devices: 2 hours 

and 45 minutes smartphone usage and a time spent with the iPad of 3 hours and 14 

minutes. To limit social media apps, mute notifications during conventional sleeping hours 

as well as those total amounts of time could therefore be considered as Apple’s envisioned 

use of Screen Time and smartphones in general. 

Another product visualization is depicted in Illustration 5. It shows the iPad interface of a 

mobile game. Elements such as the time stamp on the top left or the “fired“ engine of the 

depicted racing vehicle at the centre of the image allow the recipient to interpret the 

scenario as gaming. The user of the depicted interface is apparently in the middle of 

playing this racing game, while a notification of Screen Time pops up on the top of the 

screen. It informs that there is a set time limit for the app category of games which is to 

expire in five minutes. This notification does not interrupt the ongoing game severely but 

�34



appears rather subtly in the periphery of the game interface. As the image caption shows, 

limiting gaming apps might be especially interesting for parental control scenarios. 

Based on these observations, Apple seems to envision a smartphone user who takes control 

over his or her usage. Screen Time is supposed to serve him or her as a tool, providing 

information based on which to make decisions and judgements about what constitutes  

good smartphone use for this individual user. Parents are encouraged to take on this role 

for their children and partake in their device use, protecting them from inappropriate 
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content, bad sleeping hygiene or excessive app usage. Notions of problematic forms of 

smartphone use are largely suppressed, but social networking, gaming and smartphone use 

during conventional sleeping hours are specific forms of usage the marketing materials 

suggest to monitor and limit.  

Operating Model: What are the underlying economical and political interests of 

Screen Time? (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018: 890) 

Steve Jobs‘ biographer Walter Isaacson provides a fitting metaphor for Apple’s operating 

model. He describes it as a “gated garden“ (Isaacson 2011: 534). Apple operates as a closed 

system, integrating hardware, software and content over multiple devices and designing the 

single elements only to fit with each other. This open vs. closed mentality is what 

fundamentally distinguishes Apple from its competitor Google. “Apple‘s content created 

through its mobile devices (iPhone and iPad) is part of a cultivated garden, and hence 

impenetrable by Google‘s search functions; [...] the real data value is generated by Apple‘s 

mobile devices“ (Van Dijck 2003: 164).  

Providing the user with such a seamless system surely is one of Apple‘s competitive 

advantages. According to Isaacson, however, it is not merely an economic rationale that 

drove Apple‘s technology development in this direction, but Jobs‘ personality: “His quest for 

perfection led to his compulsion for Apple to have end-to-end control of every product that 

it made. [...] This ability to integrate hardware and software and content into one unified 

system enabled him to impose simplicity“ (2011: 561). 

What role does Screen Time play in this “gated garden“ (ibid. 534)? When last summer 

both, Google and Apple, launched their features for monitoring and regulating smartphone 

use, it sent a signal. It seemed as if the big players acknowledged the existence of 

problematic smartphone use. Reacting to the growing public concern for smartphone 

addiction surely is one reason why these companies developed said features in the first 

place. Screen Time could be considered as boosting Apple as a brand taking social corporate 

responsibility. 

Based on the concept of the attention economy another potential reason arises: novel user 

data. While Apple has probably always measured the usage statistics it now shares with its 

users, Screen Time might provide the company with new insight into user behavior. The 

more people engage with the functions of Screen Time, the more information the company 
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receives: What limits do people set for what types of usage? How often do they continue 

usage after their set limits? What functions and usage times do parents find problematic for 

their children? Such data would, for example, be highly valuable for digital phenotyping, a 

form of data mining which assesses individuals’ well-being based on their interactions with 

the devices (Venkatesan 2019). This is, however, an assumption I am unable to prove.  

Governance: How does Apple manage and regulate user activity to sustain its 

operating model and fulfill its vision? (Light, Burgess & Duguay 2018: 890) 

How does Apples sustain its operating model? Applying this question to the case of Screen 

Time, recent events offer an example. A few months after launching Screen Time, multiple 

other parental control and smartphone intervention apps were taken off the App Store. It 

seemed as if Apple did not want the competition. As the New York Times titled: “Apple 

Cracks Down on Apps That Fight iPhone Addiction“ (Nicas 2019). Shortly thereafter Apple 

published a company statement with the title: “The facts about parental control 

apps“ (Apple Inc. 2019d). The company negates this accusation and explains that the apps 

were made unavailable on the App Store because they could not meet the security 

standards. “Parents shouldn‘t have to trade their fears of their children‘s device usage for 

risks to privacy and security, and the App Store should not be a platform to force this 

choice“ (ibid.). 

Interesting to note is that while Apple did appear scarcely as actor in the above investigated 

marketing materials presenting Screen Time, it does appear very prominently in this most 

recent company statement. Here Apple is mentioned as actor multiple times instead of 

letting its products speak for themselves: “Apple has always believed that parents should 

have tools to manage their children’s device usage”, “We recently removed several parental 

control apps from the App Store” or “Apple has always supported third-party apps on the 

App Store” (ibid.). The language seems to imply that the company has nothing to hide and 

can openly speak about its motives, as they are honorable and oriented towards the users’ 

security.  

While the New York Times wrote about “Apps that Fight iPhone Addiction” (Nicas 2019) 

Apple labels Screen Time as a “parental control app” (Apple Inc. 2019d) – different to 

previous marketing material, where the feature was also presented as management tool for 

the individual user (e.g. Apple Inc. 2018). On the other side the press statement focuses on 
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the technical part of the conflict and therefore uses language from the technology industry 

realm. It describes the “highly invasive technology called Mobile Device Management”, 

speaks of “third party control” or “non-enterprise developers” (Apple Inc. 2019d). By 

focusing on its role in providing a secure service for children, who might be considered in 

more need of protection, Apple might intend to strengthen the impression that its action 

was necessary and not a competitive move. The use of expert language lets Apple’s decision 

appear additionally legitimate. Without wanting to take sides in this debate, this example 

does illustrate how Apple exerts control over its operating system by making sure that every 

piece of software or content fits its standards.  

Another central measure to sustain its vision of making the user take control over his or her 

(or his or her children’s) device usage is the default character of Screen Time. Instead of 

asking the user if he or she would like to opt for the feature during the configuration of iOS 

12, the default is set on having it activated. Van Dijck (2013: 172) notes: “Corporations do 

everything to make their default accepted as the norm, as norms define habits and users do 

not usually question what is ‘normal.’“ As Apple might profit from the user data produced 

through interactions with Screen Time, it might be interested in making Screen Time use 

such a norm. This assumption agrees with existing cases of default settings. Sharing 

information with a service or third parties is usually set as activated by default. If there is a 

possibility to change this setting, it is in the responsibility of the user to opt out (ibid. 172). 

4.1.2 The Technical Walkthrough 

An overview of the technical walkthrough with the respective screenshots can be found in 

the appendix on page 72. 

Registration and Entry 

As Screen Time is part of the iOS 12 software it does not require an active registration 

process but is installed with the software by default. If a user decides to update to the latest 

software version (usually after having been reminded to do so by one or more notifications) 

he or she is first asked to read and agree to the terms and conditions of iOS, iCloud and 

Game Center. Although the interface highlights that reading these terms is “IMPORTANT“ 

and offers the possibility to have them sent by e-mail, most users will probably click on 

“Agree“ immediately. A 2017 Deloitte study shows that in the US 91% of respondents agree 
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to terms of use or service without reading them (Cakebread 2017). What might be 

considered the main obstacle to access Screen Time is that either the user‘s phone is too old, 

has too little capacity to install the latest software or the internet connection is not stable 

enough for the installation process. 

After the installation process of iOS 12 is completed, the user will be guided through 

several steps of configuration and receive introductions to the new features of the software. 

While other features demand the user to agree to privacy policies and other terms of use, 

Screen Time is solely presented here, leaving no options to choose from for the user. 

Activating the feature is shown as the default setting. This is visible in the design and 

arrangement of buttons: The user can either click on the prominent “Continue” button and 

Screen Time will be activated automatically or choose the less visible “Set Up Later in 

Settings” and the feature will remain deactivated (Screenshot 1).  

After the user has clicked through all steps of configuration the phone re-starts. For those 

users who accepted Screen Time it now appears both in the widget section as well as within 

the settings and they will automatically receive a weekly notification from now on. For 

those who choose not to accept Screen Time the feature appears in the settings and can be 

activated there. 

In theory every iOS 12 user should know about Screen Time after the installation process. 

However, even if activated, it is not visible on the homescreen and therefore probably  

many users do not take further notice of it until they receive their first weekly notification 

(Screenshot 2). 

As Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018: 892) note, the registration phase is often where an app 

communicates its expected use and preferred user. In the case of Screen Time the most 

striking point here is its default character. Although the user has the option to not activate 

the feature, the interface and buttons clearly guide him or her to do so. Screen Time, 

however, does not provide a tutorial function which would give further hints towards 

expected use. 

Everyday Use 

Because Screen Time is not a feature users download deliberately, it can not be assumed to 

be used regularly or at all. Those who accepted the feature during the configuration phase 

and not actively deactivate it in the phone‘s settings, will at least receive the weekly 
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notifications (on Sunday morning). It appears on the locked or home screen, displaying a 

text that follows the form „Weekly Report Available. Your screen time was down/up x% last 

week, for an average of x hours, x minutes a day“ (Screenshot 2). The user learns the 

average time he or she spent with the device the past week, as well as how the time 

corresponds to the previous week. The title of the notification suggests to check out the 

more detailed report the feature offers by clicking on the notification. It is also possible that 

users take notice of the message but do not take any further actions.  

In the widgets Screen Time appears by default under the weather feature. It shows the time 

spent in total that day as well as a bar chart which distinguishes between the preset 

categories of apps. Additionally it shows how the time spent corresponds to the average 

time spent (Screenshot 3). Clicking on it, Screen Time opens up within the settings. Two 

buttons at the top of the screen allow the user to switch between the daily or weekly 

statistics. Both pages are constructed similarly: First they show the overview of time spent 

in total and according to the app categories in a bar chart, then the most used apps, screen 

pickups and notifications (Screenshot 5). Most elements provide even more detailed 

information when clicking on them. Clicking on specific apps allows the user also to 

instantly change the settings for this app: for example to deactivate its notifications or set a 

time limit for it (Screenshot 6). 

Apps can also be presented in predefined categories. Screen Time distinguishes between 

nine different ones: Social Networking, Games, Entertainment, Creativity, Productivity, 

Education, Reading & Reference, Health & Fitness and Other. The user can not define his or 

her own categories or change the contents of the existing ones (Screenshot 7).  

The general impression of the interfaces is functional, but could also be perceived as 

overwhelmingly so, due to the amount of information and its almost scientific presentation.  

While the use of elements such as graphs and bar charts correspond to the kind of 

information Screen Time is meant to depict, these visual elements might also foster the 

impression of Screen Time being objective and non-emotional. The total amount of the time 

spent, the total number of activations and the total number of notifications are 

foregrounded through bigger font. Because of the large amount of information displayed on 

the screen these numbers attract the user’s eye and could therefore appear to the user as 

the most relevant information depicted.  
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As research shows, screen time as determent for healthy media use oversimplifies the 

complexity of media effects (Orben & Przybylski 2019: 1). On the other hand providing 

information about the quality of screen time is harder than providing quantitative 

information. Regarding the fact that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to healthy media 

use (Reinecke & Oliver 2017: 21f.), this can hardly be regarded as a shortcoming of the 

feature. One of the marketing materials emphasizes as well that “everyone uses their 

devices differently” (Apple Inc. 2019c). One could assume that Apple would have the 

technical capacity to provide a more personalized and smart tool for self-regulation: for 

example users could receive average statistics of their age cohort to compare themselves 

with. As the examination of the company’s vision showed, however, Apple seems to 

promote Screen Time as a passive tool, not intruding on the users’ privacy. 

Within the settings Screen Time belongs to the second block of features, along with 

Notifications, Sound and Do Not Disturb. Its icon is a sandglass in the same color than Do 

Not Disturb, which is a related feature to mute notifications (Screenshot 4). The first page 

within the feature shows the same bar chart as in the widget section whereas right below is 

a list of more specific settings. Apart from providing the user statistics (daily as well as 

weekly) Screen Time allows the user to engage in four different functions: Downtime, App 

Limits, Always Allowed and Content & Privacy Restrictions (Screenshot 8). Apple describes 

them as “management tools for customers“ (Apple Inc. 2018). These functions hint at what 

Apple might envision as the ideal smartphone user: one that schedules dedicated times 

away from the screen, who sets time limits to apps he or she does not experience as 

valuable, but at the same time is aware of the benefits of smartphone use and therefore 

allows other apps at all times. By default these apps are the iOS communication features 

Phone, Messages and FaceTime as well as Maps (Apple Inc. 2019b). When needed, this 

ideal user actively engages in blocking inappropriate content (Apple Inc. 2018). 

App Suspension, Closure and Leaving 

Screen Time can not be fully deleted but only deactivated. To do so, the user needs to enter 

the feature through the iPhone settings, where the option “Turn Off Screen Time” can be 

found at the bottom of the main page. The option is shown in red font color, which 

following the commonly used traffic lights metaphor signalizes “no” or “stop” compared to 

a green “yes” or “go”. By clicking on the text a pop-up window appears on the screen 
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explaining the consequences of deactivating Screen Time (such as losing the set app limits). 

The user has to click on the same text again in order to complete the deactivation, or can 

reconsider and click on the button “Cancel” (Screenshot 9). As Screen Time does not appear 

as an app on the homescreen, it could be considered slightly more inconvenient to find the 

option to deactivate. However, the process of deactivation can be described as quick and 

uncomplicated. 

4.2 Screen Time Survey 

4.2.1 Participant Demographics 

A total of n=199 participants completed the online survey, with 73,4% female and 26,6% 

male participants. The age ranges from 14 to 84, but with a mean age of 32,8 and a median 

age of 27 the largest amount of participants is in their 20s (54,1%). More than half of the 

participants have a university degree: 38,2% graduated on Bachelor level and 25,6% from 

Master level or higher. 1% reported to not have completed a degree, 12,1% completed a 

degree with up to ten years of primary or secondary school and 23,1% completed a degree 

with up to 13 years of high school.   16

4.2.2 User Engagement Statistics 

61,3% of participants reported using an iPhone, 16,6% an iPad and 1,5% an iPod touch 

with iOS 12. 35,7% of participants reported to not use any of said devices with the relevant 

software and were therefore excluded from any further questions. 

The remaining sample therefore consisted of n=128 participants. Among them 74,2% 

reported to have noticed the Screen Time feature. As identified during the technical 

walkthrough every iOS12 user should have received information about the Screen Time 

feature during the configuration process. However, not all 128 participants reported to have 

noticed the feature. This can have different reasons: the participants could have either 

responded incorrectly to the previous question and, in fact, not have installed iOS 12 or 

clicked on “Set Up Later in Settings“ automatically, for example out of a habit of distrusting 

 It is important to note the challenges of recording the education level when addressing international research 16

participants: As educational systems are structured vastly different it is problematic to provide categories which 
every participant can unambiguously choose from. 19 participants struggled to do so and opted for a written 
answer. These where then sorted into existing categories. Most could be added to the highest education level by 
broadening the category from Master degree to even higher education levels (e.g. PhD). Those who listed vocational 
trainings were added to the education level which is considered as prerequisite to enter into the specific training. 
This can be considered problematic as vocational trainings surely do add value to the school education level, but 
could not be accounted for in this study.
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default settings. As the remaining questions were only relevant to Screen Time users, the 

following findings refer to the sample of those who noticed Screen Time (n=95). 

56,8% of those 95 participants reported to receive the weekly notifications, 18,9% reported 

to look at the bar chart in the widgets, 28,4% check the daily or weekly reports (at least 

once a week) by entering the feature actively and 13,7% use the Screen Time functions 

which allow to set time limits or schedule hours in which notifications are turned off. 

11,6% reported to have deactivated the feature. 

Out of the 95 participants who noticed Screen Time, 28 were parents. 13 of them reported 

that their children do not use one of the relevant devices, another 13 that they do not use 

Screen Time for their children‘s devices and only two reported to use Screen Time to control 

their child‘s device use. 

4.2.3 Thematic Analysis of User Experiences 

The final question of the survey was open-coded: “Please describe your experience with 

Screen Time. For example: You can think of a time you interacted with the feature, how did 

you feel using it?” Of the 95 participants who reported noticing Screen Time 73 provided 

written answers to this final question.  

Considering the already broad variety of theories and approaches employed as framework 

for this thesis, I decided to analyze these answers along the lines of a method which 

operates independently of theory or epistemology (Clark & Brown 2006: 8). “Thematic 

analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within 

data“ (ibid. 6). Its six phases  do not necessarily have to be followed chronologically but 17

rather encourage the researcher to go back and forth between the data, initial codes and 

themes.  

As data items I regard the 73 individual responses. Codes describe those descriptive  

observations of the items’ characteristics which allow for an initial structuring of the data. 

Themes are neither created based on the quantity of data items which fit with it, nor are 

those themes considered more crucial which appear in a larger amount of data items. One 

data item might furthermore fit with more than one theme. 

I started to familiarize myself with the data during the data collection period. Regularly 

checking the incoming responses I took notes on emerging patterns early on. These notes 

 This six phases are: familiarizing yourself with your data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 17

reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, producing the report (Clark & Braun 2006: 16ff.) 
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largely influenced my initial codes. However, as Braun & Clarke recommend to pay “equal 

attention“ (2006: 18) to every item of the dataset, I listed all of them in a table once the 

sampling was completed and added new codes while going through the single items one by 

one. While this approach can be understood as an inductive inquiry, in search for themes I 

consulted with my background knowledge of moral panics, media effect research and well-

being as well as the findings from the Screen Time walkthrough. 

Once the themes are identified and reviewed one “should have a fairly good idea of what 

your different themes are, how they fit together, and the overall story they tell about the 

data“ (Braun & Clarke 2006: 21). I aim to tell this story through six main themes. 

The User In Control 

Reports within this theme explained how users engaged in self-regulatory processes based 

on the Screen Time statistics or functions. This 32 year old female respondent observed a 

pattern of usage she perceived as unhealthy with the help of the daily statistic:  
I noticed when I am beyond tired that it often has to do with a screen time of 4 hours and if this 
happened (normaly [sic!] i have about 2 hours screen time) I try to make a cut and give the phone 
a rest.  

Another answer by a 51 year old female participant fits with the finding from the technical 

walkthrough that Screen Time’s interfaces were intended to create a objective and factual 

impression: “My interaction with the app is totally un-emotional and purely informative”.  

As the theme title suggests, the usage reports within this theme are the most aligned with 

Apple’s vision for Screen Time as identified during the walkthrough analysis. The 

respondents observed usage patterns with the help of user statistics or applied functions 

such as App Limits to support the goals they had set for themselves – as Apple envisioned, 

the user takes control while Screen Time serves as a tool. 

While not all data items within this theme include examples of users engaging with Screen 

Time, many respondents voiced positive associations towards the feature. They describe it 

and its functions as “helpful”, “useful”, “interesting”, “cool” or “pleasant”. 

Self-Regulation and the Social 

Self-regulation does not happen in a social vacuum. Two respondents mentioned to share 

their statistics with other users. As for example this 24-year old female participant 

explained: “I always thought 4 hours is much time to spend in front of my mobile screen. 
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But when I talked to my father who would spend just as much time I knew that it's ok.” 

While Screen Time provided this user with information about her usage, she was unsure 

how to judge the amount of time spent. 

The social environment can not only serve as external standard for judgement, it can also 

be a reason to engage in self-regulation of media use, as this 23 year old female participant 

describes:  
When a friend of mine told me about the feature [...] it felt promising so I started the app and 
would look at my weekly reports very carefully trying to understand how I can limit some of my 
screentime [sic!] on social media. I wouldn’t check social media timeline during social experiences. 
A couple of weeks in and I stopped using the app. I have to admit that I perhaps lack the exact 
factual notices that the time that I spent on my phone affects my experiences negatively. It 
sometimes does but when I found myself not checking the social media during social experiences, 
everyone else was on the phone at times and I just didn’t know what to do. I guess it’s just 
embedded in sociality these days and I have come to accept that after some struggle. So the app 
becomes useless and senseless in this context. 

This data item fits with more than just this theme. The respondent definitely took control 

over her smartphone usage by carefully monitoring and evaluating behavior which was 

then changed according to the goal of not using social media during social interactions. 

However, the respondent opted out when she could not feel an impact on the well-being, 

but even more importantly the respondent surrendered to the fact, that her goals were not 

a shared goal of her social environment.  

Screen Time Surprise 

Many respondents reported that they felt “surprised”, some even “shocked”, about the 

amount of time they spent with their devices. Almost all of them were shown a higher 

amount of time by Screen Time than they thought they would spend with their devices.  

Only one report mentions the positive surprise of spending less time than estimated with 

the smartphone. The respondents’ discovery agrees with the current state of research, 

which shows that users are bad at estimating their usage time (Ellis et. al 2019; Orben & 

Przybylski 2019). Should users regard this surprising discovery as cause to engage in self-

regulation and decrease screen time?  

Not necessarily. While it might be true that users are bad at estimating exact amounts of 

time, Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier (2017) claim that self-regulation failures based on a lack 

of self-monitoring are rare. In other words media users rarely show “a lack of awareness of 

conflicts between a current desire and other situational goals” (ibid. 240). Being surprised 
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about a bad estimate of screen time does not mean that the user perceives a conflict and 

reason to change media behavior. 

Arguing on a philosophical instead of analytical level, Williams (2018) believes that they 

should. He regards media technologies in general as not aligned with our higher goals and 

values. To him, the question whether or not users should engage in self-regulation of media 

use, is a normative instead of analytical question. In the beginning of his book he asks the 

reader to “[t]hink for a moment about the goals you have for yourself: [...] for later today, 

for this week, even for later this year and beyond. [...] Now try to imagine what your 

technologies’ goals are for you” (ibid 8). The cause behind this rhetorical trope is, of course, 

to lay out the conflict that the reader might not have perceived so far. To engage in this 

thought experiment proves his point: for example while the user’s goal might be to enjoy a 

movie to recreate after a day of work, Netflix’ goal is to keep him or her watching instead of 

sleeping . As argued in the early chapters of this thesis, the success metrics of the attention 18

economy are suggested to lie at the heart of this conflict (ibid. 8; Rose 2015). 

The Ugly Truth 

Screen Time might turn problematic for the user’s well-being, when feelings of surprise or 

shock turn bad and into guilt. The items within this theme included reports of feeling 

“guilty”, “odd” or like “wasting time”. The name-giving data item of this theme is the report 

of a 29 year old female respondent: “Interacted with the feature in the beginning and was 

chocked [sic!] and after a couple times I ignored it to kind of stay away from the ugly 

truth.”  

In their article “Of Sweet Temptations and Bitter Aftertaste” Hofmann, Reinecke & Meier 

(2017) describe the consequences of self-regulation failure, in their case procrastination, on 

the user’s well-being. Apart from the long-term consequences of delaying other tasks or 

goals, the authors claim that procrastinators also do not benefit from the short-term 

gratifications of media use. Instead media use turns into “guilty pleasure”, causing negative 

self-conscious emotions (ibid. 239f.). How do negative emotions arising from Screen Time 

use figure into the challenges of self-regulation? Are feelings of guilt necessary to motivate 

a change of behavior towards healthier and more beneficial forms of smartphone use? 

 “At Netflix, we are competing for our customers’ time, so our competitors include Snapchat, YouTube, sleep, 18

etc.” (Reed Hastings, CEO of Netflix in Williams 2018: 50)
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These are questions future research should explore in order to improve support for self-

regulation of media use.  

First answers can be gained from Bandura’s (1991) social cognitive theory of self-

regulation. At the backdrop of his theory, the “truth” Screen Time provides in the form of 

usage statistics might become an “ugly truth”, if the user does not feel confident or 

equipped enough to change the problematic behavior he or she feels guilty for. This belief 

or confidence in one’s own ability to enact a change of behavior is termed self-efficacy and 

influences the likelihood of successful self-regulation (ibid. 257f.).  

Bandura (1991) also notes, that the motivation to self-regulate behavior can not grow from 

simply reacting to negative feedback: “Negative feedback may help to keep people going on 

a preset course, but from time to time they must transcend the feedback loop to initiate 

new challenging courses for themselves” (ibid. 259).  

As the reports show, some Screen Time users perceive the usage statistics as negative 

feedback on their smartphone use. Due to its default character, using Screen Time is not 

necessarily based on an active choice or set goal to change media behavior. It does not 

necessarily support the user to follow a “preset course” (ibid. 259). By nudging the user to 

think about his or her goals for using Screen Time before receiving the first statistics, the 

feature might provide a more sustainable entry to self-regulation.  

Self-Regulation as Self-Optimization 

A reoccurring theme of Screen Time usage is that of challenging one’s own statistics. 

Respondents mention that they compare their current numbers with those of the previous 

week and try to reduce the time spent with the smartphone. As this 26 year old male 

participant explains: “At the end of the week I check my statistics. Meanwhile I try to 

challenge myself and try to optimize my usage. It feels good when my statistics get better.” 

Is Screen Time a tool for self-optimization instead of self-regulation? 

Where Chapter 2 presented moral panics as reaffirming moral values of society (Critcher 

2008), The New Yorker author Alexandra Schwartz (2018) claims that “[s]elf-help advice 

tends to reflect the beliefs and priorities of the era that spawns it”. Where smartphone 

addiction might reflect the fear of humans losing control over technology, the current trend 

of self-optimization might be an attempt to keep up with the rapid changes brought about 

by technological innovation. As with Screen Time, self-help advice comes in the shape of or 

is accompanied by metrics to measure and improve (ibid.). 
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While Apple emphasizes that every user should make his or her personal decision about 

what constitutes the right smartphone use for them, the dominantly positioned comparison 

with previous week’s statistics seems to direct users’ awareness towards this standard for 

judging smartphone use. The rule seems simple: more screen time is bad and less screen 

time is good. Beating the previous week’s performance becomes a goal for some of the 

survey respondents. They report that higher numbers make them feel “guilty” or like time 

was “wasted”, while lower numbers make them feel “proud” or “relieved”. As this 22 year 

old female respondent notes: “It makes me feel good when the number is low but if it’s high 

I feel like I’m too attached to my phone and wasting too much time”. 

Screen Time Opt Outs 

Not all participants regarded Screen Time as relevant or had other reasons for not engaging 

in, or quitting its use. As assumed during the technical walkthrough, some participants 

reported to only notice the Screen Time notification but not engage in further actions with 

the feature.  

In anticipation of discovering high amounts of screen time two respondents reported to 

keep the feature deactivated from the start. A 30 year old female respondent wrote: “I 

turned it of from start since i’m sure that it would tell me that i use the phone for 80-90% 

of my time awake”. And a 29 year old female respondent stated:  
I had it deactivated for ages because I didn’t want to know. I use my phone a lot for work and hoped 
I could justify how much time I used it but also somewhere I felt like it was probably more than 
needed.  

They avoided the “ugly truth” which was presented in a previous theme. Other respondents 

opted out because Screen Time had negative impacts on their well-being: “I checked it out 

when Screen Time was new but found it a bit scary and now live in denial of how much I 

use my phone” (25 year old female respondent) or “Using Screen Time made me feel 

stressed and guilty. I even started checking it a lot which made my screen time increase. I 

feel better having turned it off especially as I don’t obsessively use my phone anyway” (27 

year old female respondent).  

While Screen Time seems to support some users successfully in observing and changing 

usage patterns (as the theme “The User in Control” illustrates), others quit the feature 

because of the negative self-conscious emotions resulting from its use. This occurrence 

highlights Burr’s demand towards “health and wellbeing technologies”: “Any inference or 
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subsequent intervention that aims at changing the behavior of a user should be fully 

transparent, and ideally scrutinized by an ethical review committee. This would help to 

minimize the chance of unintended consequences“ (Burr in Resnick, Belluz & Barclay 

2019). 

4.4 Limitations  

Practicing empirical research means to strive for systematic strategies of sampling and 

analysis, for valid and reliable instruments, for unambiguous definitions and 

operationalized concepts (e.g. Bryman 2012). At the backdrop of these scientific 

conventions the shortcomings of the study at hand appear obvious. Neither the theoretical 

framework presented nor the walkthrough method I applied fully correspond to the 

scientific conventions of empirical methodology.  

While the materials included all company statements released about Screen Time as well as 

the feature itself, especially the sampling of data items within the material did not always 

follow systematic strategies. Other researchers might have chosen to examine different 

elements of the Screen Time interfaces, or have chosen different cultural study tools for 

their analysis, which again would have directed their focus towards different data items. 

Additionally, departing from different background knowledge than the discourse I chose to 

outline in Chapter 2, would have lead to different interpretations. 

Even though Light, Burgess & Duguay (2018) do not label their method as hermeneutic, I 

would regard it as such to a large extent. Bardzell & Bardzell (2015: 34) point out that 

while for social scientists “researchers, methods, and data are categorically separate” these 

boundaries are more fluent in the humanities. Thus, the validation of hermeneutic research 

is not based on its potential for replication, but on the inter-subjectiveness of interpretation 

through an “expert subject” (Bardzell & Bardzell 2015: 36). I gained and shared expertise 

on the topic through researching a variety of influencing factors, from the discursive 

characteristics of moral panics to the economic ecosystem of the attention economy. 

Throughout the walkthrough method I focused on clear descriptions and aimed to take as 

little steps of interpretation as possible, to allow the reader to arrive at the same 

conclusions with me. To test my own assumptions, I additionally discussed parts of my 

findings with two fellow student researchers, one from the field of economics and one 
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sociologist, and applied more detailed explanations where they were not able to follow my 

arguments. 

Compared to the walkthrough method, the online user survey combined with statistical  

and thematic analysis, could be regarded a conservative choice. The limitations are more 

clear: the sampling does not offer representative findings or generalizable claims and can 

not offer correlational findings. The qualitative themes gained from the survey responses 

would offer a point of departure for more in-depth investigations of user attitudes towards 

self-regulation of media use. Qualitative interviews combined with a user walkthrough 

would have also been an alternative to the online user survey – however, providing the 

quantitative user engagement data was regarded similarly relevant to the research interest 

and motivated the choice of a quantitative instrument. 

While I do agree with the scientific conventions I listed on top of this chapter, I believe it is 

important to keep in mind the “messiness of social research” (Bryman 2012: 15f.). 

Sociologist Howard S. Becker  (1998) offers a list of valuable advice on „How To Think 

About Your Research While You’re Doing It“. According to him going back and forth and 

continuously adjusting questions, concepts and own biases are necessary parts of research. 

He admits that “[t]here is no sense imagining that this will be a neat, logical, unmessy 

process“ (ibid. 19).  

By engaging in research at the intersection of empirical and hermeneutic standards, by 

including both analytical and normative questions as well as by applying the relatively 

young walkthrough method, messiness was a constant companion in this research project. 

First and foremost this thesis aimed to do justice to the complexity and breadth of opinions 

and knowledge involved in the discourse departing from smartphone addiction – accepting 

the messiness seemed a fair trade-off.  

5. Conclusion 
5.1 Summary of Results  

This thesis outlined a body of opinions and knowledge that co-created the notion of 

addictive smartphones: among them the discursive characteristics of media panics, the 

challenges of current research as well as technology influenced by the attention economy. 

Based on this variety of arguments the concept of self-regulation stood out as a more 

�50



sustainable and meaningful concept to understand and improve the interplay between 

smartphone use and user well-being.  

I started into this inquiry wondering whether we are slaves to our screens, but conclude 

that instead we carry chains of self-regulation. The reason is a conflict between user well-

being and the economic ecosystem of the attention economy: while self-regulation is 

understood to be an important mediator between costs and benefits of smartphone use 

(Hofman, Reinecke & Meier 2017), technology is designed to challenge this self-regulation 

(Williams 2018). By exploring Apple’s Screen Time feature, I also aimed to explore this 

conflict. I posed the question why a powerful technology company like Apple would launch 

a feature to support users’ self-regulation and how this feature would shape and be shaped 

by the outlined discourse. The walkthrough analysis approached two specific research 

questions: 

RQ 1: How does Apple, through providing Screen Time, intend its customers to use 

their smartphones and what are the material traces of these intentions? 

Apple portrays a user-smartphone relationship in which Screen Time, and smartphones in 

general, serve as technical tools to the active human agents. The feature itself is a material 

trace of this intention. With information and so-called “management tools“ (Apple Inc. 

2018)  provided by Screen Time, Apple’s envisioned smartphone user takes control over his 

or her media use.  

As described in the marketing materials as well as conveyed through the objective and 

functional design of interfaces, Screen Time is promoted as the basis for, but not making 

judgements itself, about what constitutes the right smartphone use. While Screen Time is 

installed with the iOS 12 software by default – during the configuration the user can decide 

between the highlighted button “Continue“ and the less visible „Set Up Later in Settings“ – 

its only function activated to interact with the user by default are the weekly notifications. 

These display the total amount spent with the device the week of the notification as well as 

a comparison to the previous week‘s statistic. Other functions need to be set up manually: 

for example App Limits, with which the user can set time limits for certain apps, or 

Downtime, which mutes all notifications for a scheduled period of time. Apple thereby 

emphasizes how “everyone uses their devices differently“ (Apple Inc. 2019c). However, the 

company seems to regard some kinds of use less controversial than others. A material trace 
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of this intention is the function Always Allowed, which makes the communication apps 

Phone, Messages and FaceTime as well as Maps accessible and activated at all times. 

Meanwhile social networking and gaming are repeatedly addressed as examples of 

smartphone use to be monitored or limited with the help of Screen Time. 

Apple shapes a concept of self-regulation which makes the change of media behaviors seem 

simple. At the same time neither the feature itself nor the marketing materials give concrete 

suggestions on how to break with habits or create a long-term change of behavior. 

RQ 2: What are the socioeconomic implications of Apple launching Screen Time? 

Prior to the analysis the launch of Screen Time was assumed to be a PR strategy and 

reaction to the growing concerns about addictive smartphone use. The suppression of 

problematic forms of smartphone use and of Apple‘s agency in co-creating them throughout 

the marketing materials, supports this assumption. The company tries to diminish negative 

associations with smartphone use, for example by marketing with comic-style illustrations 

showing a harmonic family, despite phones as the dinner table. A focus on parents as Screen 

Time users and children as beneficiaries of this use is described and depicted throughout 

the materials. Thereby Apple regards parental control as a necessity for smartphone use in 

families, however, without portraying children as “vulnerable victims“ (Drotner 1999: 611) 

of the media technology. 

Based on the knowledge of the attention economy and Apple’s operating model of a “gated 

garden” (Isaacson 2011: 534) the assumption can be made that Apple might have 

additional motives for launching Screen Time. On the one hand it now offers its users a 

service which they previously had to use from other app developers, and thereby adds 

another piece to its seamless product range. On the other hand the company might benefit 

from users’ interaction with Screen Time by receiving novel user data about self-regulation 

patterns and needs.  

RQ 3: How du users engage with and experience Screen Time? 

The third research question included the users‘ perspective on Screen Time. A statistical 

analysis of user engagement showed that over one third of those users who reported to use 

a device with iOS 12 have not noticed Screen Time. This result might either be caused by 
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faulty survey answers, or these users had clicked on „Set Up Later in Settings“ without 

taking notice of the feature.  

From the 95 participants who had noticed Screen Time, user engagement was distributed 

like this: 56,8% receive the weekly notifications, 18,9% look at the bar chart in the widgets, 

28,4% check the daily or weekly reports (at least once a week), 13,7% use the Screen Time 

functions, for example App Limits or Downtime, and 11,6% reported to have deactivated 

the feature. Out of 28 responding parents, 13 participants reported that their children were 

using different devices than iPhones with iOS 12 and only two reported to use Screen Time 

to control their child‘s device use. 

The thematic analysis of user experiences resulted in six main themes: The User In Control, 

Self-Regulation and the Social, Screen Time Surprise, The Ugly Truth, Self-Regulation as 

Self-Optimization and Screen Time Opt Outs. These themes describe different reactions to 

the information Screen Time provided them with – not all of them were positive. While 

many respondents voiced positive associations towards Screen Time and some reports 

corresponded to Apple‘s envisioned smartphone user taking control by observing and 

changing usage patterns, other reports described negative emotions resulting from Screen 

Time use. 

According to Williams (2018: 21) the environment for self-regulation drastically changed 

through modernity:  
For most of human history, when you were born you inherited an off-the-shelf package of religious 
and cultural constraints. This was a kind of library of limits that was embedded in your social and 
physical environment. These limits performed certain self-regulatory tasks for you so you didn’t 
have to take them on yourself.  

These limits were replaced by the values of individualism and liberation. It is now the 

responsibility of the individual to set own boundaries (ibid.). A powerful technology 

company launching a feature like Screen Time and thereby reaching a large group of 

smartphone users might strongly influence the boundaries users set in place. Its influence 

makes it even more important that Apple encourages a concept of self-regulation which 

offers meaningful and sustainable support in carrying the chains of self-regulation – the 

study at hand, especially the themes of user experiences, show that there is room for 

improvement. 
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5.2 Outlook 

This study should not be understood as an accusation towards Apple or the technology 

industry in general. It is certainly a positive development that leading technology 

companies engage in strategies to improve user well-being. It is important to stay aware, 

however, that first and foremost these companies follow their corporate and not the users’ 

best interests.  

Although it sounded strange to me at first, I came to agree with Williams (2018: 102) that 

“there is no one to blame“. He argues that designers as well as technology companies do 

not intentionally want to harm their customers (ibid. 102). By regarding the attention 

economy as a mere product of corporations striving for profit no matter the cost and 

exploiting vulnerable media users, I believe we might engage in a debate as oversimplified 

as arguments voiced in the tropes of moral panic. The question is how we can find ways to 

criticize without pointing fingers and to take responsibility without having to take the 

blame. As Kissinger points out (2018):  
Philosophers and others in the field of the humanities who helped shape previous concepts of world 
order tend to be disadvantaged, lacking knowledge of AI’s mechanisms or being overawed by its 
capacities. In contrast, the scientific world is impelled to explore the technical possibilities of its 
achievements, and the technological world is preoccupied with commercial vistas of fabulous scale.  

This observation can not only be made about the role of the humanities in shaping the 

technologized world of tomorrow, but also fits with the challenges the humanities face 

investigating today’s lifeworlds already disrupted by technologies. Ubiquitous and 

connected media already pose challenges to our “world order” (ibid.): for example 

increased challenges to the individual’s self-regulation (Williams 2018; Broadbent & Lobet-

Maris 2015). 

In this context engaging in a posthumanist approach as presented in this thesis has shown 

to have a both humbling as well as empowering effect. As we are not only understood to be 

the “creators or inventors or developers of technology” but “technologies likewise and 

simultaneously create, invent and develop [...] us” (Bengtsson 2018), we can assume to be 

shaped by smartphones in one way or another. At the same time engaging in the creation 

and invention of technologies can have the potential of shaping our societies in return. This 

is why I strongly believe that media and communication scholars need to find their access 

point to engage in discussions about technology development. This thesis presented an 

approach which complemented the posthumanist perspective with critical approaches 
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illuminating the economic ecosystem as well as the discursive elements shaping the user-

smartphone relationship.  

As media and communication scholar as well as smartphone user, I believe we can not leave 

the conceptualization of self-regulation to the technology industry alone. Neither can we 

rely on its interest to provide the best possible environment for us to engage in self-

regulation of media use. What might be more sustainable and meaningful concepts of self-

regulation? Broadbent & Lobet-Maris (2015: 120) refer to the philosopher Paul Virilio. His 

“[g]rey ecology can be considered as an invitation to politicize our concerns about our 

human and mental resources, just as green ecology is doing with the natural 

resources” (ibid.). William (2018: 127f.) makes a similar remark: 
Future generations will judge us not only for our stewardship of the outer environment, but of the 
inner environment as well. Our current crisis does not only come in the form of rising global 
temperatures, but also in our injured capacities of attention. 

With this metaphor in mind challenges of self-regulation are no longer regarded as an 

individual struggle, but playing out on societal level.  Instead of promoting self-regulation 19

as a way to optimize ourselves or as based on an ugly truth which must be faced, I agree 

with Virilio (2010 in Broadbent & Lobet-Maris 2015: 120) and William (2018: 127f.). We 

need a concept of self-regulation which not only asks us to take control over our media use, 

but to voice our concerns regarding the environments challenging our attention. 

 And there are other parallels to William’s climate crisis metaphor, which illustrate such societal struggle: 19

challenges of self-regulation might affect those living in poverty more then the rich (Williams 2018: 22; Bowles 
2018).
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7. Appendix 
7.1 Screen Time Marketing Material  

List of Full Sample 

• Apple Inc. (2018) iOS 12 introduces new features to reduce interruptions and manage 

Screen Time [Online] Available at: https://www.apple.com/ca/newsroom/2018/06/

ios-12-introduces-new-features-to-reduce-interruptions-and-manage-screen-time/ 

(accessed 10 July 2019) 

• Apple Inc. (2019a) iOS 12. More power to you [Online] Available at: https://

www.apple.com/lae/ios/ios-12/ (accessed 10 July 2019). 

• Apple Inc. (2019b) Use Screen Time on your iPhone, iPad, or iPod touch [Online] Available 

at: https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT208982 (accessed 10 July 2019). 

• Apple Inc. (2019c) A beginner’s guide to Screen Time [Available on the App Store through 

the search query “screen time”] (accessed 7 April 2019). 

• Apple Inc. (2019d) The facts about parental control apps [Online] Available at: https://

www.apple.com/newsroom/2019/04/the-facts-about-parental-control-apps/ (accessed 10 

July 2019). 

List of Illustrations 

• Illustration 1 (Apple Inc. 2019c) 

• Illustration 2 (Apple Inc. 2019c) 

• Illustration 3 (Apple Inc. 2018) 

• Illustration 4 (Apple Inc. 2018) 

• Illustration 4 (Apple Inc. 2018) 
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Screenshot of Sample Example (Apple Inc. 2019b) 
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7.2 Environment of Expected Use (Research Notes) 
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Environment of Expected Use - Vision (transcript of research notes)

Reference Title Purpose Target User Base Scenarios of Use CDA Tools

Apple Inc. 2018 iOS 12 introduces new features to reduce interruptions and manage 
Screen Time

help customers understand and take control of the time they spend 
interacting with their iOS devices

Screen Time is great for everyone to better understand and manage their 
device usage, but can be especially helpful for kids and families.

The App Limits feature allows people to set a specific amount of time to 
be in an app, and a notification will display when a time limit is about to 
expire.

designed to help customers reduce interruptions and manage screen time 
for themselves and their families.

Parents can access their child’s Activity Report right from their own iOS 
devices to understand where their child spends their time and can manage 
and set App Limits for them.

“In iOS 12, we’re offering our users detailed information and tools to help 
them better understand and control the time they spend with apps and 
websites, how often they pick up their iPhone or iPad during the day and 
how they receive notifications,” said Craig Federighi, Apple’s senior Vice 
President of Software Engineering. “We first introduced parental controls 
for iPhone in 2008, and our team has worked thoughtfully over the years 
to add features to help parents manage their children’s content. With 
Screen Time, these new tools are empowering users who want help 
managing their device time, and balancing the many things that are 
important to them.”

Screen Time also gives parents the ability to schedule a block of time to 
limit when their child’s iOS device can’t be used, such as at bedtime. [...] 
Parents can choose specific apps like Phone or Books that will always be 
available, even during downtime or after a limit is spent.

Empowering customers with insight into how they are spending time with 
apps and websites

By understanding how they’re interacting with their iOS devices, people 
can take control of how much time they spend in a particular app, website 
or category of apps.

Apple Inc. 2019a iOS 12. More power to you; Titel of Screen Time section: Be more aware 
of how you and your kids use your devices.

Apps help us do so many extraordinary things that we can sometimes lose 
track of how much we use them. Screen Time helps give you a better 
understanding of the time you and your kids spend using apps, visiting 
websites, and on your devices overall.

you and your kids can make the most of how you choose to spend time on your iPhone or 
iPad

Apple Inc. 
2019b

Use Screen Time on your iPhone, iPad, or iPod touch With Screen Time, you can access real-time reports about how much time 
you spend on your iPhone, iPad, or iPod touch, and set limits for what you 
want to manage. [...] This way, you can make more informed decisions 
about how you use your devices, and set limits if you’d like to.

you When you schedule Downtime in Settings, only phone calls and apps that 
you chose to allow are available.

Use Screen Time with your family You can set limits for app categories with App Limits. [...] you might want 
to use Productivity apps while you’re at work, but not Social Networking 
or Gaming.

You might want to access certain apps, even if it’s Downtime or if you set 
the All Apps & Categories app limit. Phone, Messages, FaceTime, and 
Maps are Always Allowed by default

You decide the type of content that appears on your device. Block 
inappropriate content, purchases, and downloads, and set your privacy 
settings with Content & Privacy Restrictions.

Apple Inc. 2019c A beginner’s guide to Screen Time Ever wonder how much time you spend on social media, playing games, 
or the other things you do with your iPhone and iPad each day? Now you 
can find out, right down to the minute.

you Get your report

Screen Time is a set of tools that lets you see which apps you use (and 
how long you use them) in easy-to- read reports. Parents can see how 
much time their kids are spending in apps and games, too.

you You can have Screen Time tally your usage on each device individually, or 
across all of your iPads and iPhones

Parents [...] their kids Screen Time includes optional tools to set daily time limits on apps, or the 
ability to block specific types of content – like 15-and-up rated movies, or 
explicit songs. Since everyone uses their devices differently, these tools 
aren‘t turned on until you decide to use them.

If you‘re a parent, you can turn on Family Sharing to use Screen Time as a 
family. As you‘ll be able to see your children‘s reports and set whatever 
content and app limits you‘d like. It‘s a good idea to look at your Activity 
Reports together as a group, so you can discuss how everyone uses their 
devices.

Act on your report

If you‘ve spotted an app or game that you would like to use less of, doing 
so is easy. A tool called Downtime encourages you to put your phone 
down after bedtime. [...] App Limits let you set time limits for apps and 
games and will notify you when you‘re close to hitting your limit. [...] 
Always Allowed lets you choose specific apps you want to exclude from 
any restrictions (like the Phone or Maps). Content & Privacy Resitrictions 
is where you can block any forms of content you deem inappropriate for 
yourself or your kids.

Apple Inc. 
2019d —> 
company 
statement 
reacting to New 
York Times’ 
accusation 
(Nicas 2019)

The facts about parental control apps Apple has always believed that parents should have tools to manage their 
children’s device usage. It’s the reason we created, and continue to 
develop, Screen Time.

No one, except you, should have unrestricted access to manage your 
child’s device.

Balance the benefits of technology with other activities that help young 
minds learn and grow

Parents shouldn’t have to trade their fears of their children’s device usage 
for risks to privacy and security

Semiotic Choices 

- Overlexicalisation: “gives a sense of over-persuasion and is 
normally evidence that something is problematic or of 
ideological contention” (Machin & Mayr 2012: 37) 

- Suppression: “where certain terms that we might expect are 
absent” (Machin & Mayr 2012: 38) 

—> suppression of problematic forms of smartphone use and 
negative impacts on the individual; only hint : “Apps help us do 
so many extraordinary things that we can sometimes lose track of 
how much we use them” (Apple Inc. 2019a) 

Classification of Actors 

—> suppression of Apple as actor; the company appears rarely 
as actor but lets its products speak for themselves (Suppression 
of agents  in Machin & Mayr 2012: 85) 

Representing Action 

- Verb Processes (Halliday 1994 in Machin & Mayr 2012: 
104ff.); six verb types: material (processes of doing), mental 
(processes of sensing), behavioural (psychological or physical 
behaviour), verbal, relational, existential 

- Abstract Actions (Machin & Mayr 2012: 115f.)

Overlexicalisation Suppression

manage What made the user lose 
control?

take control

better understand Why was the user not 
informed or could not 
understand?information

decisions

tools Why does the user need tools 
and empowerment?         set limits

empowering users

User Other Actors

everyone Screen Time

kids and families The App Limits feature

you A tool called Downtime

you and your kids iOS 12

Parents Passive speech: tools aren’t 
turned on; designed to helpcustomer

Exceptions in which Apple or 
employees appear as actors: 
quote by software engineer 
(Apple Inc. 2018); Company 
Statement (Apple Inc. 2019d) 

User Other Actors

Mental processes: helps

understand includes

make more informed decisions encourages

want to lets

can see will notify

decide empowering

deem allows

would like to ...

find out —> Screen Time and its 
features are depicted as 
supporting the user in 
engaging his or her actions

can chose

Material processes (mainly 
abstract):

take control

lose track

reduce

access 

set limits

manage

balance

use

...



7.3 Technical Walkthrough (Screenshots) 
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Screenshot 1 Screenshot 2 Screenshot 3

Screenshot 5 Screenshot 6 Screenshot 7

Screenshot 8

Screenshot 9

[many more 
similar interfaces 
and options to 
walkthrough]

three alternatives to first 

interact with Screen Time: 

Notification, Widgets, 

Settings
“management tools“  
(Apple Inc. 2018)
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]

[click here to get to 
main page = 
Screenshot 8]

[click 
here to 
get to 
reports 
=  
Screen-
shot 5]

[click here to 
deactivate Screen 
Time; the feature 
can be reactivated 
in the Settings 
(=Screenshot 4) 
anytime]

Screenshot 4

Registration and Entry Everyday Use Suspension, Closure and Leaving
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1

Dear participant,

Thanks for taking the time to fill out this survey.
All responses are anonymous and will be used solely for my master thesis at Stockholm University. 

Katharina Berr (Master Student Media and Communication Studies)

1. What gender do you identify with?
Female

Male

Other

2. How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).

3. What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, 
please list the highest degree received so far.

Primary and/or secondary school degree (up to 10 years)

High school degree (up to 13 years)

University degree (Bachelor)

University degree (Master)

No degree

If other, please specify

4. Are you using an iPhone, iPad and/or iPod touch with iOS 12?
Yes (iPhone)

Yes (iPad)

Yes (iPod touch)

No

If you are unsure about the iOS software installed on your device, you can look it up in your device 
settings (Settings, General, About, Software Version). All versions of iOS 12 (12.0, 12.1, 12.2, etc.) are
valid.

5. Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?
Yes

No

German: “Bildschirmzeit“; Swedish: “Skärmtid“ 



2

6. How do you use Screen Time?
I receive weekly notifications.

I look at the bar chart in the Widgets (at least once a week).

I check the daily or weekly reports (at least once a week).

I actively engage with its functions (setting time limits, scheduling “downtime“, etc.).

I have deactivated the feature.

The screenshots below show the different Screen Time interfaces (from left to right): weekly 
notifications, the bar chart in the Widgets, daily or weekly reports, Screen Time functions to limit app 
time etc., deactivation.

7. Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?
No, I don‘t have children.

No, my child doesn’t use such devices.

Yes, but I don‘t use Screen Time on my child‘s device.

Yes, I use Screen Time to control her/his use of the device.

8. Please describe your experience with Screen Time. For example: You can think of a time you 
interacted with the feature, how did you feel using it?

Please submit the survey by clicking on the button below. Thank you for your participation!
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Statistics

What gender do you identify with?What gender do you identify with?What gender do you identify with?

N Valid

Missing

What gender do you identify with?

199

0

What gender do you identify with?What gender do you identify with?What gender do you identify with?

What gender do you identify with?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Female

Male

Total

146 73,4 73,4 73,4

5 3 26,6 26,6 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Statistics

How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).

N Valid

Missing

Mean

Median

How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).

199

0

32,80

27,00

How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).How old are you? Please fill in your age (for example: 25).

How old are you? Please fill in your age (for 
example: 25).

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid 1 4

1 5

1 6

1 7

1 8

1 9

2 0

2 1

2 2

2 3

2 4

2 5

2 6

2 7

2 8

2 9

3 0

3 1

3 2

1 ,5 ,5 ,5

1 ,5 ,5 1,0

5 2,5 2,5 3,5

1 ,5 ,5 4,0

1 ,5 ,5 4,5

3 1,5 1,5 6,0

9 4,5 4,5 10,6

6 3,0 3,0 13,6

7 3,5 3,5 17,1

4 2,0 2,0 19,1

1 8 9,0 9,0 28,1

2 7 13,6 13,6 41,7

1 1 5,5 5,5 47,2

8 4,0 4,0 51,3

9 4,5 4,5 55,8

9 4,5 4,5 60,3

6 3,0 3,0 63,3

4 2,0 2,0 65,3

6 3,0 3,0 68,3

1 ,5 ,5 68,8
Page 1



How old are you? Please fill in your age (for 
example: 25).

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

3 3

3 4

3 5

3 6

3 7

3 8

3 9

4 0

4 1

4 2

4 4

4 5

4 6

4 8

4 9

5 0

5 1

5 2

5 4

5 5

5 6

5 7

5 8

5 9

6 0

6 1

6 3

6 6

6 7

6 8

6 9

7 1

7 5

8 4

Total

1 ,5 ,5 68,8

3 1,5 1,5 70,4

1 ,5 ,5 70,9

2 1,0 1,0 71,9

3 1,5 1,5 73,4

3 1,5 1,5 74,9

1 ,5 ,5 75,4

1 ,5 ,5 75,9

3 1,5 1,5 77,4

1 ,5 ,5 77,9

2 1,0 1,0 78,9

5 2,5 2,5 81,4

2 1,0 1,0 82,4

1 ,5 ,5 82,9

4 2,0 2,0 84,9

2 1,0 1,0 85,9

2 1,0 1,0 86,9

2 1,0 1,0 87,9

2 1,0 1,0 88,9

4 2,0 2,0 91,0

2 1,0 1,0 92,0

1 ,5 ,5 92,5

2 1,0 1,0 93,5

2 1,0 1,0 94,5

1 ,5 ,5 95,0

1 ,5 ,5 95,5

1 ,5 ,5 96,0

1 ,5 ,5 96,5

1 ,5 ,5 97,0

1 ,5 ,5 97,5

1 ,5 ,5 98,0

1 ,5 ,5 98,5

2 1,0 1,0 99,5

1 ,5 ,5 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Page 2



Statistics

What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.

N Valid

Missing

What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.

199

0

What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so far.

What is the highest level of education you have completed? If you 
are currently enrolled, please list the highest degree received so 

far. (Vocational training is not accounted for in this overview. The 
19 answers within the category of "If other, please specify" were 

sorted into existing categories.)

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Primary and/or 
secondary school degree 
(up to 10 years)

High school degree (up to 
13 years)

University degree 
(Bachelor)

University degree (Master 
and higher)

No degree

Total

2 4 12,1 12,1 12,1

4 6 23,1 23,1 35,2

7 6 38,2 38,2 73,4

5 1 25,6 25,6 99,0

2 1,0 1,0 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Statistics

Are you using 
an iPhone, 

iPad and/or 
iPod touch 

with iOS 12? - 
Yes (iPhone)

Are you using 
an iPhone, 

iPad and/or 
iPod touch 

with iOS 12? - 
Yes (iPad)

Are you using 
an iPhone, 

iPad and/or 
iPod touch 

with iOS 12? - 
Yes (iPod 

touch)

Are you using 
an iPhone, 

iPad and/or 
iPod touch 

with iOS 12? - 
No

N Valid

Missing

199 199 199 199

0 0 0 0

Are you using an iPhone, iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes (iPhone)

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

122 61,3 61,3 61,3

7 7 38,7 38,7 100,0

199 100,0 100,0
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Are you using an iPhone, iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes (iPad)

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

3 3 16,6 16,6 16,6

166 83,4 83,4 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Are you using an iPhone, iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes (iPod touch)

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

3 1,5 1,5 1,5

196 98,5 98,5 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Are you using an iPhone, iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - No

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

7 1 35,7 35,7 35,7

128 64,3 64,3 100,0

199 100,0 100,0

Case Summary

Cases

Valid Missing Total

N Percent N Percent N Percent

$Devicea 199 100,0% 0 0,0% 199 100,0%

Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.a. 
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$Device Frequencies

Responses Percent of 
CasesN Percent

iPhone, iPad, iPod touch 
with iOS12a

Are you using an iPhone, 
iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes 
(iPhone)

Are you using an iPhone, 
iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes (iPad)

Are you using an iPhone, 
iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - Yes (iPod 
touch)

Are you using an iPhone, 
iPad and/or iPod touch 
with iOS 12? - No

Total

122 53,3% 61,3%

3 3 14,4% 16,6%

3 1,3% 1,5%

7 1 31,0% 35,7%

229 100,0% 115,1%

Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.a. 

Statistics

Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?

N Valid

Missing

Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?

199

0

Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?

Have you noticed the feature Screen Time?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

999

Total

9 5 47,7 47,7 47,7

3 3 16,6 16,6 64,3

7 1 35,7 35,7 100,0

199 100,0 100,0
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Statistics

How do you 
use Screen 
Time? - I 

receive weekly 
notifications.

How do you 
use Screen 

Time? - I look 
at the bar 

chart in the 
Widgets (at 
least once a 

week).

How do you 
use Screen 
Time? - I 

check the daily 
or weekly 
reports (at 

least once a 
week).

How do you 
use Screen 
Time? - I 
actively 

engage with its 
functions 

(setting time 
limits, 

scheduling 
“downtime“, 

etc.).

How do you 
use Screen 

Time? - I have 
deactivated 
the feature.

N Valid

Missing

9 5 9 5 9 5 9 5 9 5

104 104 104 104 104

How do you use Screen Time? - I receive weekly 
notifications.

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

Missing 999

Total

5 4 27,1 56,8 56,8

4 1 20,6 43,2 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0

How do you use Screen Time? - I look at the bar chart 
in the Widgets (at least once a week).

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

Missing 999

Total

1 8 9,0 18,9 18,9

7 7 38,7 81,1 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0

How do you use Screen Time? - I check the daily or 
weekly reports (at least once a week).

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

Missing 999

Total

2 7 13,6 28,4 28,4

6 8 34,2 71,6 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0
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How do you use Screen Time? - I actively engage with 
its functions (setting time limits, scheduling 

“downtime“, etc.).

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

Missing 999

Total

1 3 6,5 13,7 13,7

8 2 41,2 86,3 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0

How do you use Screen Time? - I have deactivated the 
feature.

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid Yes

No

Total

Missing 999

Total

1 1 5,5 11,6 11,6

8 4 42,2 88,4 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0

Case Summary

Cases

Valid Missing Total

N Percent N Percent N Percent

$ScreenTimeUsea 9 5 47,7% 104 52,3% 199 100,0%

Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.a. 
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$ScreenTimeUse Frequencies

Responses Percent of 
CasesN Percent

How do you use Screen 
Time?a

How do you use Screen 
Time? - I receive weekly 
notifications.

How do you use Screen 
Time? - I look at the bar 
chart in the Widgets (at 
least once a week).

How do you use Screen 
Time? - I check the daily 
or weekly reports (at 
least once a week).

How do you use Screen 
Time? - I actively engage 
with its functions (setting 
time limits, scheduling 
“downtime“, etc.).

How do you use Screen 
Time? - I have 
deactivated the feature.

Total

5 4 43,9% 56,8%

1 8 14,6% 18,9%

2 7 22,0% 28,4%

1 3 10,6% 13,7%

1 1 8,9% 11,6%

123 100,0% 129,5%

Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.a. 

Statistics

Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?

N Valid

Missing

Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?

9 5

104

Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 12?

Do you have a child who uses an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch with iOS 
12?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid No, I don‘t have children.

No, my child doesn’t use 
such devices.

Yes, but I don‘t use 
Screen Time on my child
‘s device.

Yes, I use Screen Time to 
control her/his use of the 
device.

Total

Missing 999

Total

6 7 33,7 70,5 70,5

1 3 6,5 13,7 84,2

1 3 6,5 13,7 97,9

2 1,0 2,1 100,0

9 5 47,7 100,0

104 52,3

199 100,0
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7.6 Thematic Analysis of User Experiences  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Thematic Analysis of User Experiences with Screen Time

Themes: Screen Time Surprise
Self-Regulation as Self-

Optimisation

The User In Control Self-Regulation and the 

Social

The Ugly Truth Screen Time Opt Outs

Item 
Number Data item includes the following codes:

Expressions of positive 
surprise over usage times

Expressions of surprise 
(negative or neutral) or 
shock over higher than 
expected usage times 

Reports of comparing 
current usage statistics 
with previous usage 
statistics / Metrics: high 
screen time is bad, low 
screen time is good

Positive associations with 
Screen Time  (more 
general)

Reports of observation 
and/or change of usage 
patterns based on the 
information and 
functions provided by 
Screen Time

Reports of sharing self-
regulation experiences 
with others

Expressions of guilt and 
negative self-conscious 
emotions / reports of 
“wasted time“

Criticism towards 
functionality or 
usefulness of Screen 
Time  

No Screen Time use at all 
or declared irrelevant

Report of not “really“ 
using Screen Time or not 
using it often and limited

Report of avoiding 
Screen Time in 
anticipation of negative 
emotions

1

When I had seen the time I had used my phone it made me remember what app I had spent the 
time on. An depending on how I valued the activities I had done and how much time I the 
feature showed me, I felt either frustrated (too much wasted time) or relieved (less wasted time 
than before)

✔ ✔

2

When a friend of mine told me about the feature(hadnt noticed it even though had been using 
an IPhone for 2 years) it felt promising so I started the app and would look at my weekly 
reports very carefully trying to understand how I can limit some of my screentime on social 
media. I wouldn’t check social media timeline during social experiences. A couple of weeks in 
and I stopped using the app. I have to admit that I perhaps lack the exact factual notices that 
the time that I spent on my phone affects my experiences negatively. It sometimes does but 
when I found myself not checking the social media during social experiences, everyone else was 
on the phone at times and I just didn’t know what to do. I guess it’s just embedded in sociality 
these days and I have come to accept that after some struggle. So the app becomes useless and 
senseless in this context.

✔ ✔ ✔

3 Very helpful user control ✔

4

Using Screen Time made me feel stressed and guilty. I even started checking it a lot which made 
my screen time increase. I feel better having turned it off especially as I don’t obsessively use 
my phone anyway. ✔ ✔

5
Up to now I have only noticed that it’s installed on my phone and that I receive weekly reports. 
However, I don’t use its features actively at all. ✔

6
The reports are annoying. Default time is sometime on Sunday morning and more often than 
once, alert for that weeks screen time report has woken me up ✔

7
The feature is helpful, as it gives a heads-up in case too many time is wasted for mobile phone 
useage. My interaction with the app is totally un-emotional and purely informative. If screen-
time was too high, I try to decrease the next weeks

✔ ✔

8 surprised, because I used the phone more than I thought ✔

9 Sometimes useful ✔

10

Since I can't enter any of my apps after 22:00, and when I've spent more than 0,5h on social 
media without being forced to press one extra time at "remind me in 15 minutes" I use the apps 
less frequently. It has lead to me deleting the FaceBook-app since I didn't find value in spending 
my 1h social media range on that. It has felt good being more productive irl, but also kinda 
upsetting realising how much more time I spend on my phone than I thought I did. But, 
problems has to be identified before we can solve them, so I'm really happy about the Screen 
saving-function! 

✔

11
Really casual, just chacking it out of Curiosity. Makes me feel bad when i am ob social media 
too often, feeling guilty gor wasting my time. Worried about restricting myself too much if i set 
timelimits, so haven‘t done that.

✔ ✔

12
provides an objective overview.good would be a comparison with others.is not able to deal with 
slam clock apps (increases screen time dramatically) ✔ ✔

13
Personlally I just want to use it as little as possible. Therefore I mainly chack if I used the phone 
more often compared to the last week. ✔

14 Only a short view, but not actively thinking about it. Surprised about the amount of time ✔ ✔

15 Made me think about the amount of time I actually spend using my mobile phone ✔

16 Its good to have the possibility to make limits for using social media for example ✔

17 It’s very useful as you can see how much time you’ve spent on social media for example ✔

18 It’s useless in the fact you can easily over ride the time limit restrictions. ✔

19
It’s interesting to see how long and for what I used my iPhone. Sometimes I’m surprised how 
much time I have spent on it at a particular day, but only once or twice I feel I’m using it to 
much.

✔ ✔

20 It’s a nice feature to use. ✔

21 It's not relevant to me. ✔

22 It's good but would like to be able to do more. ✔

23
It's a good way to monitor my apple usage. It reminds me of the limitations that I have set for 
myself which is pleasant to me ✔

24
It was a good tool to see if I used more or less than the previous week. Sometimes scary to see 
how much we are on our phones ✔ ✔

25
It shows how much time I spend (aka waste) on social media. A good indicator to put down my 
phone and enjoy life. ✔ ✔

26
It ś a good way to see how much you use your phone 

✔

27
It made me uneasy because I always went over the time limit, but it also doesn’t account for the 
time that I have YouTube open to just listen to music. ✔

28 It is helpful, and I should use it more. ✔

29
It is great to use it since I don't need to install another app to check my screen time. Great to 
see which apps or types of apps I use the most. Its cool! ✔

30
It is actually a mixed bag. Even though I’m glad I get a report of my use which makes me aware 
but there’s always a tinge of guilt. ✔ ✔

31 It highlights how I’m on my phone too much ✔

32 it feels odd being shown how much time i actually spend on my phone ✔

33
It feels like a cool widget to have some overview about your screen time. I noticed when I am 
beyond tired that it often has to do with a screen time of 4 hours and if this happened (normaly 
i have about 2 hours screen time) I try to make a cut and give the phone a rest.

✔

34 Ist deaktiviert ✔

35 Interesting to see an overview of usage ✔

36
Interacted with the feature in the beginning and was chocked and after a couple times I ignored 
it to kind of stay away from the ugly truth.. ✔ ✔ ✔

37
I’ve get notifications if I use certain apps after 20:00. It been really good in minimizing my 
screen time and do more productive things in the evening ✔

38 I‘m using it After work for an hour

39
I turned it of from start since i’m sure that it would tell me that i use the phone for 80-90% of 
my time awake ✔ ✔

40 I thought it was well-structured and informative. ✔

41 I think it’s awesome. I wish I used it more. ✔

42
I recognize the notification and sometimes finds it fun to see whether I got more or less this 
week compared to the prior week but not more than that. ✔ ✔

43 I only use it to look at the weekly reports.

44
I only looked at it a couple of times, sometimes being (negatively) surprised how much time I 
spent on Instagram and Facebook. Never took any actions with the app but tried to regulate 
myself a bit.

✔

45
I love that it makes me aware of how much time I’m spending on each device. I don’t like how it 
doesn’t differentiate between apps though because some I use more for business than pleasure ✔

46

I havet only been using Screen Time for the integrity function om My childrens devices. Making 
sure that they cant purchase anything alone in app Store ordentligt iTunes. What was Precious 
Begränsningar. I find it harder to know where to find that function now cause to me it idnt 
natural that its under screen time. I usually have to Google it but I guess I will learn soon.

✔

47
I haven't used it extensively. My use of iPad is also limited. Other than knowing the time I 
haven't used to make changes in my routines

✔

48
I have not really used it. I only have it activated in my ipad. One a week ( I guess) I get a 
notification, which I either instantly ignore or have a quick glance at. ✔

49
I have not interacted with the features, but sometimes I get the notification and it makes me 
happy when I see my screen time had been down that week. ✔ ✔

50

I had it deactivated for ages because I didn’t want to know. I use my phone a lot for work and 
hoped I could justify how much time I used it but also somewhere I felt like it was probably 
more than needed. When I finally activated it and got the notifications, I realized that my 
screen time went down every week and I felt proud of myself. I don’t think about screen time at 
all except for when I get the notifications.

✔ ✔

51 I get the weekly reports but don’t pay much attention to them. ✔

52

I get notifications at the end of the week that tell me about my screen time and I go and look at 
the more detailed report to see what I spent most of my time on. It makes me feel good when 
the number is low but if it’s high I feel like I’m too attached to my phone and wasting too much 
time

✔ ✔

53 I felt suprised over how much time i used on my phone during one day ✔

54
I felt like someone was pointing out how much time I am wasting on my phone. Whenever I 
have less screen time than the previous week, I believe that's a good thing. ✔ ✔

55 I felt guilty of the amount of time spent on social media apps ✔

56
I feel Screen Time is useful for keeping track of my mobile use. If I weren't using it, I'd be using 
my phone way too much for my own good. ✔

57
I enjoy setting a limit and only being to go over by 15 minutes at a time. Having to interact with 
the interphase in that way reminds me that I don’t want to be sucked into my phone

✔

58
I don’t use it often. But when I do I am usually pleasantly surprised that I actually don’t use so 
much time on my phone. ✔ ✔

59 I don't really use it for myself or my kids. ✔

Themes:

Item 
Number Data item includes the following codes:
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60

I define a limit for all social network apps so I can‘t use them after 10 pm. Finally it‘s hard to 
not use these apps at this time and I still click in them and realize that I can‘t use them. At the 
end of the week I check my statistics. Meanwhile I try to challenge myself and try to optimize 
my usage. It feels good when my statistics get better.

✔ ✔

61
I am aware of how much time I am spending on my phone and try and have a lower screen-
time the next week. ✔ ✔

62 I always used a different screen time app, because of that I don‘t often use the ios feature. ✔

63
I always thought 4 hours is much time to spend in front of my mobile screen. But when I talked 
to my father who would spend just as much time I knew that it's ok. ✔

64
I actively use the time limit function but that's about it. I never check or engage with the 
statistics (charts), I checked it out when Screen Time was new but found it a bit scary and now 
live in denial of how much I use my phone.

✔ ✔ ✔

65 Heute erst aktiviert ✔

66 Guilty! ✔

67 Do not like to Spende my time for it ✔

68
Definitely makes me realize how much time I spend on my phone every day, quite shocking. 
Definitely more time than I expected ✔

69 Bis heute habe ich Screen Time nicht benutzt. ✔

70
At first I was surprised that I spent that much time with using my phone. And after checking it 
every now and than I limited my time with using apps I didn’t even recognize that I’m using 
them that often. Sometimes I’m sharing the results with friends via screenshot.

✔ ✔ ✔

71 Able to check, if necessary decrease screen time ✔

72 A good reminder about usage patterns ✔

73
 I‘m think it is a nice feature to have, just to check how much time you actually spend looking at 
screens. I remeber feeling surprised the first time seeing how much time I spend on my phone. ✔ ✔

Screen Time Surprise
Self-Regulation as Self-

Optimisation

The User In Control Self-Regulation and the 

Social

The Ugly Truth Screen Time Opt Outs

Expressions of positive 
surprise over usage times

Expressions of surprise 
(negative or neutral) or 
shock over higher than 
expected usage times 

Reports of comparing 
current usage statistics 
with previous usage 
statistics / Metrics: high 
screen time is bad, low 
screen time is good

Positive associations with 
Screen Time  (more 
general)

Reports of observation 
and/or change of usage 
patterns based on the 
information and 
functions provided by 
Screen Time

Reports of sharing self-
regulation experiences 
with others

Expressions of guilt and 
negative self-conscious 
emotions / reports of 
“wasted time“

Criticism towards 
functionality or 
usefulness of Screen 
Time  

No Screen Time use at all 
or declared irrelevant

Report of not “really“ 
using Screen Time or not 
using it often and limited

Report of avoiding 
Screen Time in 
anticipation of negative 
emotions

Themes:

Item 
Number Data item includes the following codes:
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