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1. What's the best age to get a child his or her first cellphone? The short answer is, “it 

depends.” Only you can know if your child is mature enough to follow family rules, take care of 

the phone and not lose it. Another major factor is whether the child understands how to use the 

phone in a way that considers the feelings and rights of others. The average age of kids getting 

their first mobile phones keeps going down. It was 16 a decade ago; in 2009 it was about 12, 

according to the latest available data from Pew Research Center. More recent (2013) Pew 

Research found that 68% of 12-13 year-olds own a cellphone and 23% a smartphone, while 

83% of older teens (14-17) have cellphones and 44% have smartphones.  
 

2. How can I limit or monitor what my kids do with their cellphones? In addition to family 

rules and lots of communication, there are parental-control tools you can use to block access to 

websites and apps; monitor what kids are doing (including texting) and control who can call 

them. You can check with your cellphone company and search for third-party parental-control 

tools in app stores to find what’s available. If you do use a parental-control tool, we recommend 

you tell your child why you’re using it. Also seriously consider how much information is too 

much. Some monitoring apps record a user's every keystroke—even in text messages. Think 

about whether you really need to know the content of every text.  
 

3. How can I make sure my child's privacy is protected? There are two types of privacy 

protection—the kind that can be set or installed on a phone and the kind that develops in a 

child's head. Privacy settings in apps and on phones can provide control over use of your child's 

data, and parental controls can give you more control or oversight over his or her phone 

activities. Locking a phone reduces the risk of it being used by someone to impersonate the 

phone's owner or bully others. The second kind—learning how to protect your and your friends' 

privacy—is just as important because the information users post and share with their 

smartphones has just as much impact on privacy as settings and other tech safeguards. Helping 

our kids share information carefully, showing respect for themselves and others, spells real 

protection of both privacy and well-being. It helps to be up front with your kids about the 

measures you take and learn together what rules and tools best keep their mobile phone use 

positive and constructive.  
 

4. How can I make sure my child only uses apps that are safe and appropriate? The best 

way to ensure that your kids are using safe and appropriate apps is to talk with them about each 

app they use or want to use and do a little research to make sure it’s appropriate. You can look 

at reviews in the mobile app stores, search the Web for information about an app or talk with 

friends who have used it. You could also have a rule that no app gets downloaded without a 

parent's permission or use parental controls to put app-downloading behind a password so that 

your child can only download one with your help. But even some appropriate apps can be 

misused, so kids still need to make sure that what they share doesn’t jeopardize their privacy 

and security.  
 

5. How do I control the cost of my child's cellphone service and apps? First, review your 

cellphone plan to make sure it’s appropriate for your child’s use. Factors to consider are limited 

or unlimited texting, the number of voice minutes and how much data can be used each month. 

Consider calling Customer Service at your service provider to make sure you have the right plan 

for your family. Also talk with your kids about Wi-Fi, which enables them to use their mobile 

devices to watch video or download apps or content without incurring the cost of cellular data 

use. People can also run up costs buying and using apps, so consider having a family policy 

that addresses spending money for or within apps or setting a password (your kids don’t know) 

that keeps them from buying apps or spending money via “in-app purchases” that can 

sometimes really add up. Setting limits on your child's use can help keep costs under control. 
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