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ABSTRACT

This study empirically tests the time-displacement hypothesis, examining if early

adolescents’ mobile phone use displaces time spent on developmentally beneficial
activities. Time displacement is often considered a key mechanism by which
mobile phone use negatively impacts developmental outcomes in adolescence, but
robust empirical evidence on this hypothesis is lacking. This study overcomes
several methodological limitations of prior studies on time displacement through a
specific research design. Using longitudinal time-use data from a sample of
Australian early adolescents (ages 10—13) in combination with a weighted
difference-in-differences (DID) design, the effect of first mobile phone acquisition
on allocation of time to various activities is examined. The results challenge the
time-displacement hypothesis, providing no evidence that early adolescents spend
less time on enrichment, physical activity, or sleep after acquiring their first
mobile phone. Instead, acquiring their first mobile phone is associated with a
significant reduction in time spent watching TV, movies, or videos. This suggests
that the historic rise in adolescent mobile phone use may partly reflect a shift
away from traditional screen-based activities rather than a displacement of
developmentally beneficial activities. Parental guidelines recommending later

ages of mobile phone acquisition are unlikely to impact early adolescents’
engagement in non-screen activities.
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