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Abstract: Children are Dependents in a version of social construction theory regarding their inability
to self-direct their behavior in democratic society. In this regard, childhood represents a lack of
self-direction, a life period when people require the guidance and protection of adults. The assumed
necessity of adults supervising children in democracies necessitates substantial social resources,
reducing the self-direction of those charged with overseeing children. Given that self-direction
defines the optimal experience of people within a democratic society, finding ways to increase the
self-direction of children is an individual and a social benefit. In this regard, smartphones have
improved self-direction in children. How children have become empowered to self-direct their
lives with smartphone use considering social construction theory—as Advantaged, Contenders, or
Deviants—is the focus of a scoping review conducted on “children, empowerment, smartphones”
of the following databases: OVID, JSTOR, ProQuest, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science. The
result is that children permitted to self-direct their activities aided by smartphone technology have
comparable social behavior to adults positioned as Advantaged, Contenders, or Deviants, and as
such, they should be encouraged to utilize smartphone technology to improve their self-direction, as
doing so will augment individual and caregiver self-direction, providing increased social benefit.

Keywords: children; social construction theory; democracies; childhood; self-direction;
empowerment; smartphones

1. Introduction

Children are viewed as social dependents in democracies, unable to self-direct their
behavior in the society to which they are associated. From the perspective of social con-
struction theory (Schneider and Ingram 1993), children are dependent in various ways
(Schneider and Ingram 2019). Concerning the power to effect change in society, they are
weak. At the same time, they are viewed as good, innocent, and deserving of help by
society. Unlikely to mobilize, they assume the position of Dependent—one of the four
social construction positions (Schneider and Ingram 1993, 2019). As Dependents in this
social construction theory, children have low participation in society and accept that the
over-represented burdens they face are “for their own good”—they are not encouraged or
given support to devise their own solutions to problems, and social policy is designed to
deceive them into remaining weak (Schneider and Ingram 2019). Another position in this
theory—held by middle-class taxpayers—is equated with ‘the normal’ and ‘the common
good’ and represents the foundation of democracies. This position is labeled the Advan-
taged (Barbehön 2020), defining those who are strong with respect to democratic power and
are viewed positively by the society (Schneider and Ingram 1993). As such, policies related
to them are considered as conferred on the deserving. In contrast, two other social con-
structions are viewed negatively in democracies (Schneider and Ingram 1993). One group
is Contenders—those who are seen to strive for more than society considers their fair share
(Jabbar et al. 2022). They are able to do so by their accurate understanding of how society
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works—through money, connections, knowledge, and/or their skills—taking advantage of
loop-holes and increasing their power when successful; yet, when they achieve power, it is
considered by democratic society as a whole to be undeserved, although they are presented
with exceptional rewards for their accomplishments (Schneider and Ingram 1993). Finally,
there are the Deviants of this social construction theory. They are those with even less
power and fewer resources than Dependents, but unlike them, they are unwilling to accept
their powerless position.

Although not differentiated by Schneider and Ingram, for the purpose of this study
Deviants can themselves be divided into three distinct categories in relation to their re-
sponse to rules. They may achieve power by acting as disruptors, rationally demon-
strating the need for new rules by creating radically new technologies (Hopster 2021).
Alternatively, the actions of Deviants can lack persuasiveness in changing the rules be-
cause they offer irrational arguments. These Deviants act as deceivers, representing those
who saturate social media with fake news (considered one of the greatest threats to hu-
manity (Bodaghi and Oliveira 2022)) or exaggerated news (Buchanan 2020). Finally, De-
viants can resort to antisocial activities because they are not interested in society’s rules
for various reasons (Farrington 2020). These activities, among others, can result in liv-
ing unusual lives (Turner-Moore and Waterman 2023), destroying or stealing property
(Yang and Chen 2023), and/or committing violence against themselves (Lee et al. 2023) or
others (Sender et al. 2021). If Deviants of any type gain power as a result of their tactics, it
is considered undeserved by society. At best, Deviants are left free—attempts to change
them are through authoritarian means rather than reconsidering structural inequities in
society (Schneider and Ingram 1993).

Social construction theory originated with the work of Berger and Luckmann ([1966] 2011).
In this initial version of the theory, reality is considered to be socially constructed from birth,
fashioned by the primary caregiver’s language and actions in presenting that “this is how
things are done” (p. 88), representing “primary socialization” (p. 161). Individuals become
members of society through primary socialization in this view. In contrast, secondary
socialization is defined as an induction “into new sections of the objective world” (p. 163)
by a subsequent process once an individual has undergone primary socialization. In this
way, primary socialization is the perspective through which all secondary socialization
is considered. From this mid-20th century theory, peace is achievable in a society when
its members feel comfortable with their primary socialization and when any secondary
socialization is supportive of maintaining what in particular primary socialization values.
If a form of secondary socialization is in conflict with primary socialization and members
are attracted to the values of this secondary socialization, those with a primary socialization
that is successful will experience guilt and be accepting of the “therapy” offered by society
to enable them to gain “insight” to renounce the secondary socialization and re-establish
their bond with primary socialization (p. 141). In the view of Berger and Luckmann, “the
possibility of “individualism” (that is, of individual choice between discrepant realities and
identities) is directly linked to the probability of “unsuccessful socialization” with anyone
who self-directs as an individual considered a “traitor” to their primary socialization
(p. 210).

This portrayal of social construction theory as a type of competition between primary
and secondary socialization for citizen loyalties was called into question with the research
on self-directed learning that was initiated during the mid-1970s. To be a self-directed
learner was then identified as having the ability to learn independently (Knowles 1975) and
was found to be commonly associated with adult education (Knowles 1978; Loeng 2018).
What was also discovered is that, for self-directed learning to be effective, it requires
self-initiation based on the motivations and values of the individual, rather than those
imposed by society (Loeng 2018; Nash 2020; Schweder and Raufelder 2022). Consequently,
self-direction was recognized as the cornerstone of democracy (Loeng 2020) and discovered
to be the aim of adults and associated with improved health when undertaken (Beller 2021).
Such research then resulted in a very different portrayal of the self-directed individual
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than the view of Berger and Luckmann, who reasoned that those who act individually are
“traitors” to their primary socialization. Concerning young people, as Dependents, the
need for self-direction may not yet be recognized (Loeng 2020). This is likely because such
self-direction is not encouraged by the Advantaged.

Since this initial version of social construction theory in 1966, the theory evolved with
a 1993 publication by Schneider and Ingram (1993). It is this version of social construction
theory that represents the major divisions of Advantaged, Contender, Dependent, and De-
viant (terms capitalized in this study to distinguish them as components of the 1993 theory).
The theory was refashioned by these authors during the time when research regarding the
ability of self-directed learning to support mental health in adults in maintaining democra-
cies was at its peak (Candy 1987, 1989; Brookfield 1993). Written with an aim to improving
political and policy decisions in democracies (most specifically, in the United States) where
self-direction is found to be the healthy response of adults to learning, these authors argued
that the social construction of target populations is an important, overlooked phenomenon
deserving of attention as these social constructions influence policy agenda and provide
rationales that legitimate policy choices (Schneider and Ingram 1993).

Schneider and Ingram were considered to respond well to criticisms faced by this
theory (Pierce et al. 2014). Their 1997 book, Policy Design for Democracy, presented their
research corpus (Schneider and Ingram 1997). By 2008, this book had received the Aaron
Wildavsky Enduring Contribution Award, given for the best public policy book or article
published over the preceding 20-plus years. To receive this award, the publication was eval-
uated to have had a major impact on the field (American Political Science Association 2024).
By 2014, it was still considered one of the leading theories to understand the policy process
(Pierce et al. 2014). Yet, already as early as 1999, the most influential textbook regarding
policy process, Theories of the Policy Process (Sabatier 1999), reclassified this theory as a
“framework”, and it was omitted from consideration in the volume (Pierce et al. 2014).
However, Ingram, Schneider, and Peter deLeon were then invited to write the introductory
chapter (Barbehön 2020) for the second (Sabatier 2007) and third (Sabatier and Weible 2014)
editions of the textbook on the theory of social construction and policy design, with the
editorial comments lauding their contribution as rising “to the standard of science through
clarity, hypothesis-testing, and the acknowledgement of uncertainty” (Sabatier 2007, p. 11).
This recognition of their work by these editors did not extend to the fourth edition
(Weible and Sabatier 2018) or the fifth edition (Weible 2023), as the 1993 social construction
theory viewed as a framework (Srivastava 2020) was now characterized as worthy but no
longer to be highlighted in this influential publication. Recent research has argued that the
social construction theory of Schneider and Ingram should not have been reinterpreted as a
framework, decreasing its popularity (Barbehön 2020), with several current publications
making use of social construction theory as it was intended by these 1993 authors (Gándara
and Jones 2020; Nicholson-Crotty et al. 2021; Trochmann 2021). The work of Schneider
and Ingram has been taken up recently as a theory rather than a framework in relation
to children (Collins and Mead 2021). It is in this regard that the 1993 social construction
theory is considered an appropriate lens through which to assess children, empowerment,
and smartphones.

Empowerment is a process of gaining an understanding and control of personal,
social, economic, and political status to take action to improve one’s position in society
(Lindacher et al. 2018; Friska et al. 2022). The 1993 version of social construction theory
is important in considering empowerment because it helps to explain why some groups
are more advantaged than others, independent of traditional notions of political power
in resolving who gets what when (Schneider and Ingram 1993). Although children as a
group are Dependents, individual children historically have been empowered as each of the
Deviants, Contenders, or Advantaged. A child who gained power as a Deviant disruptor
is Philo Taylor Farnsworth, the inventor of the first television. Farnsworth worked out
the principles for television in the summer of 1921 while still 14 and demonstrated the
first working version at 21, inspired by the back-and-forth motion used to plow a field
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(Abramson 1992; Schatzkin 2002). As a Contender, Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg
was 15 in 2018 when she began protesting in front of the Swedish parliament to draw
attention to the climate crisis—later, taking her message across the Atlantic transported
by sail power (Lütkes et al. 2023)—becoming Time magazine’s Person of the Year for 2019
(Jung et al. 2020). During the period when child labor laws banned children from work
except for acting, Shirley Temple rose to become the most loved and well-known star of the
Depression in attractively representing the democratic values of middle-class America in
her many movies and her yearly birthday parties (Ngai 2023). Her ability to emulate what
was considered good in American society (Kasson 2014) placed her among the Advantaged.

Regarding the 1993 social construction theory, it has here been depicted hierarchically
whether or not the rules of society are accepted by its members and the power levels
in relation to this. In the power hierarchy, revealed in Figure 1, the first level concerns
the power of decision-making regarding society’s rules. The fact of making a decision,
whether “yes” or “no”, demonstrates equal power in either response. Next is the type
of decision made concerning the 1993 social construction theory. As each construction
defined by the theory is equal in the types of variables considered, the power as a social
construction is equal. The level below concerns the rewards and burdens associated with
these social constructions. Since each construction has both burdens and rewards in either
accepting or rejecting society’s rules, the power of the representative variables in this regard
is equal. However, Deviants can be divided into several other categories concerning how
they respond to rules in their interest and their ability to convince others that society’s rules
should be changed. This way of interpreting Deviants is not part of the Schneider and
Ingram social construction theory. Instead, it is informed by Cohen’s theory on delinquent
boys (Cohen 2016). Although developed in 1955, this theory continues its relevance today
(Holt 2020; Iuliana 2021; Rahman 2022). It is a theory of delinquency particularly relevant
to the 1993 social construction theory in considering the origins of deviance related to the
subculture assessment of middle-class rules (Cohen 2016).

In this way, Deviants have been divided for the purpose of this study into the sub-
classifications of disruptors, deceivers, and antisocial (not capitalized, as these divisions
are not part of the 1993 social construction theory), as seen in Figure 1. Of the Deviants,
disruptors remain supportive of rules—but not those accepted by society. They gain their
power by the ability to persuade others that the current rules of society are flawed, pro-
viding what are deemed to be useful demonstrations that the rules can be productively
changed (Baron 2018; Piazza et al. 2023). In contract, there are those Deviants who provide
irrational reasons to persuade others of their point of view in trying to gain power. They
become, for example, the deceivers in social media with fake news (Al-khateeb and Agar-
wal 2019; Carlson 2020) or merely by knowingly exaggerating or under-reporting the truth
(Markowitz 2020). Lastly, there are those Deviants who provide no reasons for why new
rules are required because they are uninterested in society’s rules. As a result, they try to
achieve power through antisocial means (Mathieu 2023), including (among other things)
those actions most harmful to society—stealing (Otto and Bolle 2020), destroying property
(Lai 2020), or violent behavior (likely against the Advantaged (Kunst and Obaidi 2020) or
Dependents (Kaukinen 2020)). As such, they have reduced power in this hierarchy regard-
ing the acceptance of society’s rules. How they respond against society’s rules further
reduces the power level of each classification of Deviants as seen in Figure 1 because policy
decisions in democratic societies are directed first and foremost to higher power relations
(Schneider and Ingram 1993). For this reason, the arguments put forward by Deviants
are the last to be considered. This is true even when disruptor Deviants can point to
rational arguments for considering change. In this way, it takes a significant amount of time
for disruptors to convince society that change is needed based on their demonstrations.
For example, as a Deviant disruptor, Farnsworth built the first functional television on
7 September 1927 (Lipton 2021). Yet, it was not until 1958 that 86% of Americans owned a
television (Falk 2004), making it then a recognized part of middle-class life and a normal
reward of the Advantaged.
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Figure 1. Based on social construction theory (Schneider and Ingram 1993), the power hierarchy of
positions taken regarding whether or not society’s rules are accepted by its members concerning
the rewards and burdens that they are provided, as well as different types of Deviants (based on a
division made here, after Cohen (Cohen 2016)) categorized and the types of reasons presented by
them for desiring alternative rules to those of society. Constructions of social construction theory are
capitalized. Categories of Deviants created for this study are in lowercase.

In considering smartphone use by children, it is notable that the results of a 2020
international study found that 95% of 13- to 17-year-olds have smartphones in the United
States (Herrero-Diz et al. 2020), making their use ubiquitous. Smartphone technology
represents and includes portable computer-mediated communication technology (Yao
and Ling 2020) that pertains to both the physical equipment and applicable software
applications. Smartphones permit individuals to own a personal, hand-held computer for
their unimpeded use (Yus 2021) in exchange for paying a monthly telecommunications fee
to a service provider (Oh et al. 2022), as well as for being within the range of a transmission
tower (Gopi et al. 2023) operated by a server-specific satellite (Liu et al. 2021). Unless users
reveal personal information about themselves, other users may be unable to tell the age of a
smartphone user. As a result, whether a smartphone user is a child would remain unknown.
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For a democratic society that considers children Dependents, this is a problem, as children
are unentitled to many forms of social participation. One of the overrepresented burdens
that children face is adults’ aim to control their smartphone use (Buabbas et al. 2021),
guided by medical professionals strongly encouraging parents to prevent their children
from opening social media accounts until around age 14 (Haidt and Allen 2020) and research
emphasizing smartphone addiction in children (Lee et al. 2020; Al-Amri et al. 2023). Yet, it
is found that such addiction is not independent to children and is directly related to parents’
own smartphone addiction (Mun and Lee 2021; Gong et al. 2022).

Regarding the 1993 social construction theory, in that society continues to place chil-
dren in the role of Dependents, this involves the necessity of limiting children’s access
to smartphone technology—conceivably for their own benefit. Considering children as
Dependents gives adults cause for reasons to restrict children’s smartphone use (Yadav and
Chakraborty 2022); however, this also decreases children’s self-direction, simultaneously
limiting the self-direction of their caregivers as they are charged with supervising children to
an extent that, when supervising, they are unable to devote time to their own self-direction.
This is a detriment not only for the children unable to self-direct but also for the adults
who are kept from their personal self-direction (Hepburn 2020; Mone and Benga 2022)—
important in producing parental burnout in democratic countries—negatively affecting
their mental health (Roskam et al. 2023). Therefore, with self-direction the aim, finding
ways and means to permit greater self-direction in children will aid not only children but
also their parents/caretakers who then would have time released from supervising children
to self-direct their own lives, longitudinally representing both an individual and social
benefit (Daniel et al. 2023).

The question is, under what conditions can children be empowered through their
self-direction to move from being Dependents to being repositioned to any of Deviants,
Contenders, or Advantaged through the use of smartphone technology? This scoping
review will investigate in what ways children’s use of smartphone technology enhances
their self-direction by redefining them as Deviants, Contenders, or Advantaged in relation
to the 1993 social construction theory. The hypothesis related to this scoping review is that
most research related to the three keywords “children, empowerment, smartphones” will
concern children as Dependents; otherwise, they will be considered Deviants next most
frequently, then Contenders. It is supposed that, since a feature of democratic society is
upholding children as less socially competent and in need of protection (Dupont et al. 2022),
the fewest studies will admit them as Advantaged. The results of the scoping review
surprisingly find this hypothesis is not upheld, as there are few studies related to Deviants,
and the number of reports concerning children who are portrayed as Advantaged equals the
number related to children who are Contenders. This study is valuable because it represents
the first study to conduct a scoping review of “children, empowerment, smartphones” of
research published in the last five years regarding democracies at a time when smartphone
use by children is found everywhere.

2. Materials and Methods

To gather the materials, the methods used pertained to the preferred reporting item
for the systematic review and meta-analyses (PRISMA) flow of information process. A
diagram specific to the scoping review was developed. The PRISMA diagram represented
in Figure 2 is based on the most recent PRISMA template (Page et al. 2021). Figure 2 follows
the flow of exclusion and inclusion criteria over the four days the searches were conducted
from 15 to 18 January 2024. In addition, the PRISMA scoping review checklist is included
in a Supplementary File (Table S1) outlining the process undertaken in this article. The
keywords searched over the four days include “children, empowerment, smartphones”.
Additionally, to ensure that only publications from the last five years were returned, the
qualifier “2019-present” was added to each search, as the best practice for referencing
scientific research is that it be published within the last five years (Paul et al. 2021).
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Figure 2. Mid-January 2024 scoping review of “children, empowerment, smartphones” of JSTOR,
OVID, ProQuest, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science, of reports published from “2019-present”
with no registers searched, based on PRISMA requirements (Page et al. 2021).

The intent of this scoping review is to investigate research that has been conducted
on children who have been empowered by their personal smartphone use. As such,
what is not investigated (and is excluded from consideration) is (1) parent/caregiver
smartphone use, (2) children’s smartphone use in following a standardized curriculum
(teaching and/or learning), (3) a focus on migrants or refugees, (4) how businesses can
advertise to children through smartphones, (5) development of smartphone technology in
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relation to children, (6) statistics gathered about children’s smartphone use for demographic
purposes, and (7) the maltreatment of children. The reason each of these was excluded
is that the research does not relate to empowering children’s self-direction through their
smartphone use. The following databases were searched in this regard: JSTOR, OVID,
ProQuest, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science. There were no registers searched.

Details of the Individual Searches

As per the requirements of the PRISMA flow diagram (Page et al. 2021), the databases
searched are differentiated only regarding from where it was the records were identified (see
Figure 2). Already, once the “Records removed before screening” is undertaken, all records
returned of each database are added together. As a result, the duplicate records removed in
total were 2. There were no records marked as ineligible by automation tools. Those that
were not peer reviewed = 11, and those not in English = 5. This left 151 records screened.
Of these, the records excluded that did not include children = 17 and empowerment = 8.
There were no records excluded for not including smartphones. This left 126 reports
sought for retrieval with 2 reports not retrieved. Of the 124 reports assessed for eligibility,
reports were excluded for concerning the following: parents/caregivers = 42, business = 9,
teaching/learning = 19, migrants/refugees = 8, technology = 7, demographics = 13, and
maltreatment = 2. This left 24 studies included, for a total of 24 reports of included studies.
However, this requirement for reporting by PRISMA means that the details of the individual
searches are not presented in the flow diagram. These details are thus presented as follows.

15 January 2024—JSTOR: 60 records were identified for a keyword search of “children,
empowerment, smartphones”. The records removed before screening included not peer
reviewed = 6 and not in English = 3. This left 51 records to be screened. The records excluded
that did not include children = 5 and empowerment = 6, producing 40 reports sought for
retrieval. One record was not retrieved. Records were then excluded for their focus
on parents/caregivers = 6, business = 5, teaching/learning = 10, migrants/refugees = 4,
technology = 3, demographics = 3, and maltreatment = 2. The final number of studies
included = 6. All 6 reports of studies were included.

16 January 2024—OVID: this search included the following databases searched
simultaneously—Embase Classic+Embase, APA PsycInfo, AMED (Allied and Complemen-
tary Medicine), and Journals@Ovid Full Text. The additional exclusions entered during
the search were “not parents, not adults”. The result was 48 records identified with not
peer reviewed = 3 and records screened = 45. The records then excluded were those that
did not include children = 3 and empowerment = 2. This resulted in 40 reports sought for
retrieval. As all reports were retrieved, the reports assessed for eligibility = 40. Of these
reports, those excluded were parents/caregivers = 17, teaching = 3, migrants/refugees = 1
technology = 3, and demographics = 6. The final number of studies included = 10.

17 January 2024—ProQuest: similar to OVID, additional exclusions were “not parents,
not adults”. From this search, unexpectedly, 678 records were identified. It was anticipated
that there might be many returns that did not pertain to improving children’s empowerment
through personal smartphone use. ProQuest offered a list of possible keywords that might
be excluded from the search. Of this list, there were 83 determined as unrelated to the
purpose of the search. These are the 83 additional exclusions: “COVID-19, pandemics,
coronaviruses, education, students, society, technology, families & family life, caregivers,
women, learning, data collection, teaching, distance learning, medical personnel, parents &
parenting, women’s health, questionnaires, consumers, developing countries, innovations,
artificial intelligence, online instruction, design, digital technology, household, poverty,
algorithms, databases, disease transmission, low income groups, pedagogy, population,
pregnancy, professionals, colleges & universities, educational technology, community, case
studies, informational technology, research methodology, sustainability, culture, employees,
minority & ethnic groups, qualitative research, research, citizenship, crime prevention,
information systems, job satisfaction, patients, consumption, content analysis, feedback,
leadership, neoliberalism, rural communities, sustainable development, teams, adults,
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ambivalence, big data, certification, citizen participation, civil society, communication
technology, crime, cultural heritage, gender, government agencies, health disparities, health
education, health research, hypotheses, medical research, participatory research, power,
qualitative analysis, race, refuges, religion, research design”. Following these exclusions,
there were 42 records identified. Of these, one was not in English. As such, records
screened = 41. Of these, 10 records excluded did not include children, resulting in the
reports sought for retrieval = 31. Of these, the reports not retrieved = 1, leaving the reports
assessed for eligibility = 30. Of these reports, those excluded were parents/caregivers = 9,
business = 4, teaching = 5, migrants/refugees = 2, and demographics = 6. Thus, the final
number of studies included = 7.

18 January 2024—PubMed: for this search, the additional exclusions were, “not parents,
not adults, not business, not technology, not teaching, not migrants, not refugees, not
technology, not demographics, not maltreatment”, which produced a return of 11. Each of
these additional qualifiers was added to the search in an attempt to preempt a similar large,
but unrelated, return as occurred with the ProQuest search the day before, when a vast
number of research reports were returned unrelated to the intent of the search. The records
removed before screening were not peer reviewed = 1, leaving 10 records to be screened.
Records excluded that did not include children = 1. This resulted in the reports sought
for retrieval = 9. All reports were retrieved, leaving reports assessed for eligibility = 9. Of
these, those excluded were parents/caregivers = 8 and migrants/refugees = 1. As a result
of these exclusions, the final number of studies included = 0.

18 January 2024—Scopus: similar to the PubMed search, additional exclusions were
made before the search by including the following keywords as qualifiers, “not parents, not
adults, not business, not technology, not teaching, not migrants, not refugees, not technol-
ogy, not demographics, not maltreatment”. This resulted in a return of 7 records. Records
removed before screening were as follows: duplicate record = 1, not peer reviewed = 1,
and not in English, leaving 5 records to be screened. There were no records excluded, so
reports sought for retrieval = 5. All reports were retrieved, leaving reports assessed for
eligibility = 5. Of these, those excluded were parents/caregivers = 2 and technology = 1.
The result was that the final number of studies included = 1.

18 January 2024—Web of Science: in keeping with the searches performed on both
PubMed and Scopus, additional exclusions were sought with the keywords, “not parents,
not adults, not business, not technology, not teaching, not migrants, not refugees, not
technology, not demographics, not maltreatment”. The result was that only one record
was returned. As this one record was a duplicate of another, the final number of studies
included = 0.

3. Results

The results of the sequential searches performed from 15 to 18 January 2024 regarding
the keywords “children, empowerment, smartphones” of those articles published “2019-
present” are presented in Table 1.

The full titles and citations of the articles appearing in truncated form in Table 1 are as
follows: “Disability Rights and Robotics” (Savage and Curran 2023); “Prosthetic Perfor-
mances: Artistic Strategies, and Tactics for Everyday Life” (Zdrodowska 2021); “Privacy
in a Pandemic: An Examination of the United States’ Response to COVID-19 Analyzing
Privacy Rights Afforded to Children Under International Law” (Richens 2021); “Chil-
dren and Online Privacy Protection: Empowerment from Cognitive Defense Strategies”
(Andrews et al. 2020); “Digital hyperconnectivity and the self” (Brubaker 2020); “Unseen
potential: photovoice methods in hazard and disaster science” (Schumann et al. 2019); “Left
to their own devices? A mixed methods study exploring the impacts of smartphone use
on children’s outdoor experiences” (Nielsen and Arvidsen 2021); “The promises and chal-
lenges of clinical AI in community paediatric medicine” (Singh et al. 2023); “Assessment of
digital risks in child and adolescent mental health services: A mixed-method, theory-driven
study of clinicians’ experiences and perspectives” (Lau-Zhu et al. 2023); “What has been
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done to improve learning for intellectual disability? An umbrella review of published
meta-analyses and systematic reviews” (De Alvarenga et al. 2023); “Adolescents’ experi-
ences of a theory-based behavioural intervention for improved oral hygiene: A qualitative
interview study” (Dimenäs et al. 2022), “Iranian nongovernmental organizations’ initiatives
in COVID-19 pandemic” (Vameghi et al. 2022); “Considerations in pediatric intervention
research: Lessons learned from two pediatric pilot studies” (McGovern et al. 2022); “The
effectiveness of web-based mobile health interventions in paediatric outpatient surgery: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials” (Rantala et al. 2020);
“Developing web-based health guidance for coaches and parents in child athletics (track
and field)” (Jacobsson et al. 2020); “Controlled trial of an mHealth intervention to promote
healthy behaviours in adolescence (Teen Power): Effectiveness analysis” (Sousa et al. 2020);
“Acceptability and Utility of an Open-Access, Online Single-Session Intervention Plat-
form for Adolescent Mental Health” (Schleider et al. 2020); “Safety.Net: A Pilot Study on
a Multi-Risk Internet Prevention Program” (Ortega-Barón et al. 2021); “Effectiveness of
mobile health-based self-management application for posttransplant cares: A systematic
review” (Abasi et al. 2021); “Development and feasibility testing of the Comfort Ability
Program for sickle cell pain: A patient-informed, video-based pain management interven-
tion for adolescents with sickle cell disease” (Wihak et al. 2020); “Technological Ecological
Momentary Assessment Tools to Study Type 1 Diabetes in Youth: Viewpoint of Methodolo-
gies” (Ray et al. 2021); “’It’s like a safe haven fantasy world’: Online fandom communities
and the identity development activities of sexual and gender minority youth” (McInroy
and Craig 2020); “Leveraging the Full Continuum of Care to Prevent Opioid Use Disor-
der” (Cance et al. 2023); “Growing Up with Smartphones: How Stay-behind Filipino and
Indonesian Children Exercise Agency in Transnational Families” (Acedera et al. 2022).

Table 1. Twenty-four returns for a search of the keywords “children, empowerment, smartphones”
of those articles published “2019-present” conducted on the following dates in January 2024 for
specific databases (including number of returns): 15th—JSTOR (6), 16th—OVID (10), 17th—ProQuest,
(7) 18th—PubMed (0), 18th—Scopus, (1) 18th—Web of Science (0) listed the truncated title of each
article and the year of publication. Horizontal lines divide returns ordered by the specific databases.

Truncated Article Title Year

Disability Rights and Robotics: Co-producing Futures 2023
Prosthetic Performances: Artistic Strategies 2021

Privacy in a Pandemic: An Examination 2021
Children and Online Privacy Protection: Empowerment 2020

Digital hyperconnectivity and the self 2020
Unseen potential: photovoice methods in hazard and disaster 2019

Left to their own devices? A mixed methods study 2021
The promises and challenges of clinical AI in community 2023

Assessment of digital risks in child & adolescent mental health 2023
What has been done to improve learning for intellectual 2023
Adolescents’ experiences of a theory-based behavioural 2022

Iranian nongovernmental organizations’ initiatives in COVID 2022
Considerations in pediatric intervention research: Lessons 2022
The effectiveness of web-based mobile health interventions 2020

Developing web-based health guidance for coaches 2020
Controlled trial of an mHealth intervention 2020

Acceptability and Utility of an Open-Access, Online 2020
Safety.Net: A Pilot Study on a Multi-Risk Internet Prevention 2021

Effectiveness of mobile health-based self-management 2021
Development and feasibility testing of the Comfort Ability 2020

Technological Ecological Momentary Assessment Tools 2021
“It’s like a safe haven fantasy world”: Online fandom 2020

Leveraging the Full Continuum of Care to Prevent Opioid Use 2023

Growing Up with Smartphones 2022
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The number of articles from each year is as follows: 2019 = 1, 2020 = 8, 2021 = 6,
2022 = 4, and 2023 = 5, demonstrating that the empowerment of children with the use of
smartphone technology is a continuing research concern. Yet, although this is a persisting
research interest, the most recent publications from 2023 are from the perspective of children
retaining little power, with four of those from 2023 investigating children as Dependents
and one researching children as Deviants. This can be seen from Table 2, which divides
the reports assessed into the four categories of social construction theory. The division
is in relation to the order of the returns that the databases were searched for in mid-
January 2024. In total, these were the number of reports assessed of the returns for each
category of social construction: Dependent = 10, Advantaged = 6, Contender = 6, and
Deviant = 2. Consequently, the hypothesis that the category of Dependent would be
associated with the most numerous results related to the search was correct. However, all
other aspects of the hypothesis did not hold. Deviant was expected to be the next most
numerous social construction to be represented by research on “children, empowerment,
smartphone”; however, it was instead the least frequently studied. As well, the number
of studies on Contenders and Advantaged was equal. This unexpected result meant that,
regarding smartphone use, children were being considered in these studies as legitimately
representing a similar expectation of rewards and burdens as Advantaged middle-class
taxpayers. The reasons for classifying the studies as has been done in Table 2 are next to be
examined in relation to each social construction.

Table 2. Truncated article titles from Table 1 regarding how children would be classified in relation to
social construction theory as Dependent, Advantaged, Contender, or Deviant based on the analysis
presented by each published study.

Truncated Article Title Dependent Advantaged Contender Deviant

Disability Rights and Robotics: Co-producing Futures ✓
Prosthetic Performances: Artistic Strategies ✓

Privacy in a Pandemic: An Examination ✓
Children and Online Privacy Protection: Empowerment ✓

Digital hyperconnectivity and the self ✓
Unseen potential: photovoice methods in hazard and disaster ✓

Left to their own devices? A mixed methods study ✓
The promises and challenges of clinical AI in community ✓

Assessment of digital risks in child & adolescent mental health ✓
What has been done to improve learning for intellectual ✓
Adolescents’ experiences of a theory-based behavioural ✓

Iranian nongovernmental organizations’ initiatives in COVID ✓
Considerations in pediatric intervention research: Lessons ✓
The effectiveness of web-based mobile health interventions ✓

Developing web-based health guidance for coaches ✓
Controlled trial of an mHealth intervention ✓

Acceptability and Utility of an Open-Access, Online ✓
Safety.Net: A Pilot Study on a Multi-Risk Internet Prevention ✓

Effectiveness of mobile health-based self-management ✓
Development and feasibility testing of the Comfort Ability ✓

Technological Ecological Momentary Assessment Tools ✓
“It’s like a safe haven fantasy world”: Online fandom ✓

Leveraging the Full Continuum of Care to Prevent Opioid Use ✓

Growing Up with Smartphones ✓

3.1. Dependents

There are 10 reports that consider children from the perspective of Dependents. All
of these except one (Ortega-Barón et al. 2021) are healthcare-related and regard children
as needing special protection beyond what would be required by adults in similar circum-
stances. The use of smartphone technology for empowering either physically or mentally
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disabled children (Savage and Curran 2023; Zdrodowska 2021; Singh et al. 2023; De Al-
varenga et al. 2023; Rantala et al. 2020) is to achieve the level of social participation normally
expected of children. There is no argument put forward in these articles that children might
display the empowerment of the Advantaged as a result of this technology. Other articles
report on the concern that empowering children with smartphone technology presents risks
to children as those people requiring special healthcare protection (Lau-Zhu et al. 2023;
Vameghi et al. 2022; McGovern et al. 2022; Jacobsson et al. 2020). The one article that is not
healthcare-related (Ortega-Barón et al. 2021) is concerned with the vulnerability of children
regarding internet risks. Topics discussed in this report are cyberbullying, sexting, online
grooming, cyber-dating abuse, problematic internet use, nomophobia, internet gaming
disorder, and online gambling disorder. The intent of the article is to present a program
found effective in preventing the increase in these risks for children.

3.2. Advantaged

Unexpectedly, there are six reports assessed that consider children in a manner equat-
ing them as among the Advantaged. As such, they are presented as legitimately entitled to
the same rewards and burdens as middle-class taxpaying adults. In these articles, children
are viewed as having a point of view in social decision-making that is merely different,
but equivalent, to that of these adults. How children differ is explained, and the use of
smartphones that can empower them based on these differences is presented. The first of
these articles (Andrews et al. 2020) examines how children can monitor their own use of
smartphones to protect their privacy. In examining the qualities of a digital self, children
in the second study (Brubaker 2020) are equivalent to adults in the fact of having what
is referred to as “digitable selves”. For the third report (Schumann et al. 2019), children
are characterized as possibly more important than adult smartphone users in developing
photovoice methods for hazards and disasters, as children are those more likely to use their
smartphones for recording activity in their neighborhoods. Similar to this study, a report
on improving oral hygiene in adolescents considered that they are probably more inclined
to look after their oral hygiene than adults in similar circumstances as a result of their using
a smartphone app to help in this regard. A point of difference is that the teens (unlike the
adults) requested reminders to keep with the program (Dimenäs et al. 2022). In an article
on the effectiveness of a mobile health-based self-management application for managing
posttransplant care, children were considered equivalent to adults in managing their post-
transplant care through the use of smartphone technology. In the view of these authors, as
smartphones are available to almost all children, they can and should be used to “reduce
psychosocial consequences and improve self-management skills” (Abasi et al. 2021). As
those who must learn to manage their self-care from the time they are very young, children
with type 1 diabetes are viewed as prime candidates for making use of smartphone apps
that help with all aspects of controlling their disease (Ray et al. 2021). Smartphones, in this
regard, have greatly empowered children in the successful self-management of individual
diabetic consequences in a manner similar to adults.

3.3. Contenders

In the reports where children are presented as Contenders, the authors at some point
in the articles define that children generally should be protected in a way that is equivalent
to categorizing them as Dependents in social construction theory. Yet, the authors of
each paper put forward arguments for why, in the special circumstances presented in
each study, children should be treated similarly to adults. The first paper (Richens 2021)
presents a position regarding why children are legally entitled to privacy concerning
their smartphone use based on the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the
Child. Yet, although this is the position taken by the authors, they are apologetic about
promoting this view, as they recognize that children are considered to have the qualities
of Dependents by society. It is under this perceived limitation that the authors explain
in detail why children must be permitted their privacy. The second report (Nielsen and
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Arvidsen 2021) begins from the perspective of understanding and promoting the view
that children are Dependents. However, after conducting a study on children’s outdoor
experience in relation to smartphone use, these authors alter their position, arguing that
smartphone use actually increases and empowers children’s outdoor sociality and that
children should be “left to their own devises” in using smartphones since smartphones
are not “all bad”. Initially presented as part of “vulnerable groups”, adolescents are then
found to be significantly and positively impacted by an mHealth intervention (Teen Power)
improving their lifestyle in multiple domains in the next report returned (Sousa et al. 2020).
In feeling the need to present an effective open-access, online single intervention platform
for adolescent mental health for its acceptability, the authors of this study present various
justifications for the value of this intervention in empowering adolescents in ways that they
would not consider necessary if they were testing an adult population (Schleider et al. 2020).
Concerning the excruciating pain that children with sickle cell disease are explained to
suffer, these children are described in a study as vulnerable (Wihak et al. 2020). On the
other hand, these same children are presented as those who are able to become empowered
to take control of their pain through various means, including using smartphone apps. The
final paper that presents children in a style equivalent to Contenders is one focused on how
Filipino and Indonesian children of transnational families, instead of being Dependents (as
these authors had expected), are found to be self-directing their lives empowered with the
aid of their smartphones (Acedera et al. 2022).

3.4. Deviants

Unexpectedly, there are only two papers that portray children as Deviants regarding
social construction theory in relation to their empowerment with the use of their smart-
phones. Furthermore, based on the more detailed division of Deviant presented in Figure 1,
the type of Deviant they represent is antisocial, rather than either a disruptor or deceiver.
The first of the two papers (McInroy and Craig 2020) concerns the identity development
of 3665 sexual and gender minority youth across the United States and Canada. The im-
portance of smartphone technologies in empowering safe and anonymous communication
of these youth based on the culture to which they ascribe is the focus of the article. The
second article (Cance et al. 2023) regards the use of smartphone technology to empower
youth with opioid use disorder to self-direct to leverage harm reduction programs. It is by
tailoring these programs to the young opioid user that they have been found effective.

4. Discussion

This discussion will focus on (1) the implications of the results of the scoping review
conducted and (2) the limitations of the search of “children, empowerment, smartphone”
in relation to finding so few reports considering children as Deviants with respect to social
construction theory. This was the result when it was hypothesized that viewing children as
Deviants would return the next greatest number of results for the scoping review compared
with the returns of characterizing them as Dependents.

4.1. Implications of the Scoping Review

One of the most significant problems that comes from considering children as De-
pendents is that they do not see their interests as coinciding with important public goals.
Instead, children are encouraged to believe that their problems can only be solved individ-
ually and dealt with privately (Schneider and Ingram 1993). They may view the claims of
others—especially powerful individuals who are Advantaged—to be more legitimate than
their own, agreeing to wait in line until they get what others have. Their participation in
society is low and conventional (Schneider and Ingram 1993). In this way, for children to
assume another position in social construction theory—improving their self-direction and
that of their parents/caregivers—they, their parents/caregivers, and society in general need
to disassociate from the mental constraint that children must be Dependents. If becoming
Deviants, they no longer accept that they should remain powerless by waiting in line for
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what others have already. If altering to Contenders, they must be considered as having
power, but of the type that remains exceptional in order for them to retain this power. To
redefine themselves as part of the Advantaged, a young age would no longer be considered
relevant to the benefits and burdens that are socially distributed.

Although it had been hypothesized that when children were viewed as other than
Dependents by researchers that the most frequent way they would be considered was as
Deviants, this was not the case—particularly in regards to viewing them as either disruptors
or deceivers, for which there were no returns. On the other hand, it was also not expected
that the number of reports returned viewing children as Contenders would be equal to
recognizing them as Advantaged. It was not considered that children would be viewed
positively because their usual position in society as Dependents presents them with few
rewards and leaves them overburdened. Thus, it was thought that researchers would be
most likely to study decreasing the rewards to children regarding their smartphone use.
The reason is that there has been a recent focus on smartphone addiction in children (Jin
Jeong et al. 2020; Kim et al. 2021), seeing this as a form of deviance (Lee et al. 2020). This
view persists, although good and currently unrefuted reasons were proposed in 2018 for
why children’s smartphone use is not an addiction but merely problematic use regarding
society’s expectations of children (Panova and Carbonell 2018).

Still, from the unexpected results of the scoping review, it may be that researchers have
generally taken note of the advice in the 2018 article and in the last five years have focused
on the benefits to children’s smartphone use. As such, concerning social construction
theory, the interest becomes the rewards children are considered entitled to in smartphone
use—placing consideration of children in this regard either as Contenders or as Advantaged.
That an equal number of the returns recognized children as Advantaged to Contenders
means that children are being accepted as smartphone users comparable to normal adult
users (Vaterlaus et al. 2021). In fact, regarding the returns of the scoping review, it is
only when researchers hold the position that children rightfully should be Dependents
that they are presented as Contenders rather than viewed as Advantaged. This is evident
from the returns depicting children as Contenders in this scoping review. When the
reason for children’s competence in using smartphones is studied, it is recognized that
children learn to use smartphones competently, on their own, without the help of adults
(Feijoo et al. 2021). Furthermore, a decrease is noted regarding specific children’s gaming
addictions when the competence of children in using smartphone technology is encouraged
(Tso et al. 2022). In other words, when children can self-direct their smartphone use, they
become empowered in ways comparable to adults and are then not considered smartphone-
addicted. Furthermore, in becoming more self-directed, time and attention is released
from their parents and caregivers to permit these adults to self-direct their own lives—an
additional social benefit.

4.2. Limitations

The primary limitation of this scoping review is that the keywords that were searched,
“children, empowerment, smartphones”, were unable to return any results pertaining
to Deviants in relation to social construction theory with respect to either disruptors or
deceivers and few antisocial. One reason may be that there is no such research. To test this
possibility, a subsequent approach was taken. A limited search of Google Scholar conducted
on 4 February 2024 of “deviant crimes against the middle class using smartphones” was
undertaken to investigate the widest range of research that this statement might return. As
a crawler-based web search engine (Gusenbauer and Haddaway 2020), the order of returns
with Google Scholar is that the most relevant articles are returned first. Therefore, with
8610 returns, only the first 40 results were investigated, representing the initial four pages
of returns. Nevertheless, although these 40 results were those returned as the most relevant,
it is a limitation that not all of the 8610 returns were examined regarding their relevance.
Of the 40 results, 11 of these returns were published in peer-reviewed journals and are with
respect to children’s deviance in democratic societies regarding their smartphone use.
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The following are the titles of the reports of included studies as seen in Table 3: “Im-
pacts of Low Self-control and Opportunity Structure on Cyberbullying Developmental
Trajectories: Using a Latent Class Growth Analysis” (Cho and Glassner 2021); “Scrolling
and the In-Between Spaces of Boredom: Marginalized Youths on the Periphery of Vienna”
(Jovicic 2020); “Cyberbullying Victimization and Perpetration in South Korean Youth: Struc-
tural Equation Modeling and Latent Means Analysis” (Kim and Lee 2023); “Predictors for
runaway behavior in adolescents in South Korea: national data from a comprehensive sur-
vey of adolescents” (Kim and Moon 2023); “Associations Between Parental Maltreatment
and Online Behavior Among Young Adolescents” (Kim and Han 2021); “Understanding
deviance from the perspectives of youth labelled as children in conflict with law in Mum-
bai, India” (Korde and Raghavan 2023); “Smartphone Addiction Culminating into Youth
Deviance: A Sociological Study” (Mohan and Mahanta 2022); “The digital divide in the
US criminal justice system” (Ramirez 2022); “The Effects of Korean Parents’ Smartphone
Addiction on Korean Children’s Smartphone Addiction: Moderating Effects of Children’s
Gender and Age” (Son et al. 2021); “Exploring the Role of Self-Control Across Distinct
Patterns of Cyber-Deviance in Emerging Adolescence” (Whitten et al. 2024); “Exploring the
Decisional Drivers of Deviance: A Qualitative Study of Institutionalized Adolescents in
Malaysia” (Yoga Ratnam et al. 2022).

Table 3. Truncated article titles of a 4 February 2024 Google Scholar search of “deviant crimes against
the middle class using smartphones” regarding the type of Deviant presented in the report based on
the author’s classification of disruptor, deceiver, or antisocial.

Truncated Article Title Disruptor Deceiver Antisocial

Low Self-control and Opportunity Structure on Cyberbullying ✓
Scrolling and the In-Between Spaces of Boredom: Marginalized Youths ✓
Cyberbullying Victimization and Perpetration in South Korean Youth ✓

Predictors for runaway behavior in adolescents in South Korea ✓
Associations Between Parental Maltreatment and Online Behavior ✓

Understanding deviance from the perspectives of youth ✓
Smartphone Addiction Culminating into Youth Deviance ✓

The digital divide in the US criminal justice system ✓
The Effects of Korean Parents’ Smartphone Addiction on Korean ✓

Exploring the Role of Self-Control Across Distinct Patterns of Cyber ✓
Exploring the Decisional Drivers of Deviance ✓

A reason these publications did not return in the scoping review of “children, empow-
erment, smartphones” may have been that the focus of the 4 February 2024 limited Google
Scholar search was not empowerment. Google Scholar was not searched as part of the scop-
ing review because it has been evaluated as inappropriate as a principal database since the
publication of influential 2020 research in this regard (Gusenbauer and Haddaway 2020).
Therefore, there may have been results returned concerning children as disruptors or de-
ceivers if Google Scholar had been searched in the search of “children, empowerment,
smartphones”. Taking this into consideration, a quick search on 4 February 2024 of the
keywords “children, empowerment, smartphones” for publications since 2020 returned
54,500 results—orders of magnitude more than any of the primary databases returns from
the mid-January 2024 searches. In other words, had Google Scholar been part of the initial
scoping review, there may have been returns among all of these that did consider children
as disruptors or deceivers.

Examining the 11 returns from the limited Google Scholar search of “deviant crimes
against the middle class using smartphones” (see Table 3), there are three points to note.
The first is that, of the 11 returns, five are concerning South Korea (Cho and Glassner 2021;
Kim and Lee 2023; Kim and Moon 2023; Kim and Han 2021; Son et al. 2021), two are
regarding India (Korde and Raghavan 2023; Mohan and Mahanta 2022), and one focuses on
Malaysia (Yoga Ratnam et al. 2022)—all Eastern democracies. There are only three reports
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concerning Western democracies: one considering Austria (Jovicic 2020), another focused
on the United States (Ramirez 2022), and the third concerning Australia (Whitten et al. 2024).
This is relevant to note because these particular Eastern democracies have a ‘collectivist-
hierarchical’ culture while the Western democracies are represented by ‘individualistic-
egalitarian’ culture (Choo et al. 2023; Steffensmeier et al. 2019; Steffensmeier et al. 2020;
You 2023). As such, when children do not do as they are told by parents or caregivers,
they are considered deviants in Eastern democracies (Zhai 2022), whereas in Western
democracies, children are expected and encouraged to act more independently (Green 2020).
In Western democracies, this requires self-control, something that those judged as Deviants
in Western cultures are seen to lack—mentioned in each of the three articles concerning
Western democracies. The second observation is that most of the ways that children are
considered Deviant regarding their smartphone use can be viewed as antisocial. There
are only three papers that concern deceivers (Cho and Glassner 2021; Kim and Lee 2023;
Whitten et al. 2024), and how they are deceptive in these cases is regarding cyberbullying—
spreading false or misleading information online to negatively affect the mental health
of a person (Zhang et al. 2022). Third, what is most evident is that none of the articles
concern disruptors. However, the paper reporting the scrolling behavior of Viennese youth
(Jovicic 2020) hints that scrolling behavior may not be merely antisocial. Instead, children
who socialize by meeting together to individually scroll through their smartphones, rarely
interacting with each other, may be in the process of recreating the norms of how people
socialize when together from the point of view of the ethnologist author of this article who,
in this respect, does not consider the scrolling behavior of these children a waste of time.
Instead, this ethnographer viewed the behavior as a legitimate form of society—one that
has been witnessed to grow increasingly attractive to children (Marek 2023). However, for
a change to happen regarding how people are seen to rightfully interact when they meet
together using smartphones, children must first no longer feel guilt concerning what society
currently considers their “mindless scrolling” (De Segovia Vicente et al. 2023). Furthermore,
even when such antisocial Deviants move to become part of the Advantaged as a result of
attitudinal changes in society, it has been found that changes from disruptors to Advantaged
remain unstable and, as a result of this instability, can be reversed (Coppola 2021).

Beyond the limitations that may have resulted from the particular keywords that
were chosen to search, an additional limitation of this work is that this scoping review
was conducted by one researcher. This may have resulted in a cognitive bias that went
undetected in evaluating the various references. Although this author undertook the
present study with the aim of objectivity, it is possible that a cognitive bias was unrecognized
(Neal et al. 2022). Various frameworks have been developed to debias the research reported
(Lauscher et al. 2020; Chen et al. 2023; Yang et al. 2023). These frameworks have recently
attracted increased research on the efficacy of these models, something that was an area in
need of additional research in 2018 (Tricco et al. 2018). None of these frameworks were used
to potentially debias this research; thus, steps were not taken to overcome this limitation.

5. Conclusions

The importance of social construction theory in understanding the relationship of chil-
dren to their society is one that has evolved since the mid-20th century view that children
can be considered properly socialized only if their socialization is imposed regarding the
primary socialization of their society (Berger and Luckmann [1966] 2011). After the research
regarding self-directed learning in the 1970s (Knowles 1975, 1978), social construction
theory (Schneider and Ingram 1993) became more nuanced regarding the view of children
living in democracies—recognizing that they are normally Dependents, overburdened
with few rewards in this role. Furthermore, as Dependents, they require supervision and
support by society through their parents and/or caregivers.

Since an integral component of democratic society has been found to be the self-
direction of its members (Loeng 2020), this need for responsible adults to supervise children
reduces both the self-direction of children and that of these adults, creating a detriment for
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democratic society as a whole, which includes children learning they need to supervise the
use of smartphone technology by their parents (Mols et al. 2023). To this extent, supported
smartphone use presents the possibility of empowering children in a way that the self-
direction of both the children and their parents/caregivers can be increased.

This scoping review of research published within the last five years regarding “chil-
dren, empowerment, smartphones” has revealed that the almost universal use of smart-
phones by children has increased their self-direction in a manner equivalent to adults as
each of Advantaged, Contenders, and Deviants. Furthermore, what is most surprising is
that when the use of smartphones by children is considered without reference to the age
of the user (Abasi et al. 2021; Brubaker 2020), children are viewed as Advantaged. The
result is that, as children continue to make use of smartphones in their daily lives, their
empowerment increases in society. At the same time, this increases their self-direction,
releasing the time and attention of their parents and caregivers from supervision to de-
vote themselves to their own self-direction, providing a benefit to democratic society as
a whole. The results of this research point to the need for an attitudinal change regard-
ing the smartphone use of children from a focus on protecting them from smartphone
addiction (which has been found to be highly dependent on the smartphone addiction
of their parents/caregivers (Mun and Lee 2021; Gong et al. 2022)) to encouraging their
empowerment through self-directed smartphone use. This is especially so as suspicion
regarding the use of smartphones has been noted recently to possibly be merely part of a
“broader psychological restoration process” (Areni 2021) regarding this new technology.

The lack of research into empowering children through the use of smartphone tech-
nology offers a vast area to be explored. This is particularly so regarding children who
would be defined as Deviants with respect to the Schneider and Ingram version of social
construction theory. Furthermore, if this type of research is undertaken, the suggestion
is that Deviants be investigated concerning the divisions that have been presented here
of disruptors, deceivers, and antisocial. The specific focus should be research on children
as disruptors and deceivers, as currently, there is a lack of research regarding either of
these types of Deviants. Why this research is distinctly important to pursue is that studies
on adults as disruptors (French et al. 2020; Hilken et al. 2022; Kelly et al. 2021; Mit Sloan
Management Review 2021) and as deceivers (Samoilenko and Suvorova 2023; Sarkadi
et al. 2021; Walther et al. 2022; Zainal et al. 2022) are currently the focus of much research
concerning smartphone use. Thus, there is the opportunity and need for this research to be
extended to children and their ability to be empowered as Deviants—as well as Contenders
and as Advantaged—with the use of smartphone technology.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/socsci13040196/s1: Supplementary Table S1: Preferred Reporting Items
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