The Effects of Screen Avoidance Before Bed: A Qualitative Journal Study of Adults Aged 45-65 
The research question for this study is as follows: What effects does screen avoidance before bed have on sleep quality in adults aged 45-65?
Introduction 
Sleep is a vital component of physical, emotional, and cognitive wellbeing. It allows the body to recover from the demands of the day and prepares individuals to feel rested and alert for the day ahead. When sleep is lacking people often experience grogginess, reduced concentration, and difficulty managing daily tasks (Pennisi, 2022; Zhong et al., 2025). Sleep is essential for physical restoration, emotional regulation, and cognitive functioning (Pennisi, 2022; Zhong et al., 2025; Silvani et al., 2022; Arshad et al., 2021; Ren et al., 2025). Ren et al. (2025) found that sleep deprivation in healthy adults impairs cognitive performance, including reaction time and auditory processing. It is influenced not only by biological and psychological factors, but also by social expectations. For example, Zarhin (2023) conducted a qualitative study showing that sleep behaviours are often policed by family and community members, who respond to perceived norm violations—such as unusual sleep timing or excessive tiredness—with comments or judgements. These findings suggest that social norms shape how sleep is experienced, regulated, and emotionally understood (Zarhin, 2023; Sephton and Kay, 2023).
Screen use typically refers to engagement with digital devices such as smartphones, tablets, laptops, televisions, and smartwatches, often for entertainment or communication (White, 2022). It can involve passive activities like watching videos or streaming content, as well as active behaviours such as messaging, gaming, or scrolling, each with distinct emotional and cognitive demands (White, 2022). Recent research has shown that screen use before bed is associated with poorer sleep outcomes, including reduced sleep duration and lower self-reported sleep quality. Blue light exposure from screens has been shown to suppress melatonin and disrupt circadian rhythms, contributing to reduced sleep quality and delayed sleep onset (Silvani et al., 2022; Höhn et al. 2024). Factors such as sleep, light, temperature and social cues can impact circadian rhythm. This rhythm is regulated by the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), a cluster of neurons in the hypothalamus that acts as the body’s master clock, aligning internal time with external cues like light and darkness (Cirelli, 2025; Tsuno and Mieda, 2024). It acts as the body’s internal 24-hour clock, helping to regulate when people feel tired or alert (Farhud and Aryan, 2018; Cirelli, 2025). Light, especially blue light from screens, can delay melatonin release and disrupt this rhythm, making it harder to fall asleep. Other influences include meal timing, physical activity, and stress levels, all of which can shift the rhythm and affect sleep quality. When the circadian rhythm is disrupted, individuals may struggle to fall asleep, wake up during the night, or feel tired at the wrong times (Farhud and Aryan, 2018; Cirelli, 2025; Hartstein et al., 2025). In a cohort of medical students, longer smartphone screen time was significantly associated with poorer sleep quality, with over 65% of participants scoring above the clinical threshold for poor sleep (Arshad et al., 2021). Hartley et al. (2022) found that both the timing and duration of screen use were linked to sleep deprivation, insomnia, and daytime fatigue in adolescents, with nighttime use having the strongest impact. Zhong et al. (2025) found that adults who used screens in the hour before sleep had a 33% higher prevalence of poor sleep quality and slept nearly eight minutes less on workdays compared to those who did not. Other studies have also linked bedtime screen use in adults to reduced sleep duration and quality. Anderer (2025) reports that screen use in bed was associated with nearly 48 fewer minutes of sleep per week. 
Electronic media has become an integral part of children’s lives, with increasing evidence linking screen use to disrupted sleep patterns (Alam et al., 2024). Lund et al. (2021) found that adolescents often experience delayed bedtimes, poor sleep quality, and daytime tiredness associated with social media use before bed. While some qualitative research does exist, it mainly examines screen use or sleep separately, and is limited to younger groups such as adolescents or university students. For example, Ruan and Yeung (2025) explored university students’ experiences of bedtime procrastination, highlighting emotional themes such as self-reward, habit formation, and mindless scrolling.
Existing studies are largely quantitative and tend to focus on younger populations, clinical outcomes, or behavioural patterns (Lund et al. 2021; Dibben et al. 2023; Naing et al. 2024; Brosnan et al. 2024; Mohd Saat et al. 2024; Scott et al. 2023; Johnsen Hjetland et al. 2025) There is currently no qualitative research exploring screen use and sleep together in adults aged 45–65. This leaves a clear gap in understanding how midlife adults emotionally experience these habits in everyday life. This study addresses this gap by focusing on a group that is often overlooked in screen-related sleep research, offering insight into how screen avoidance may affect sleep quality in midlife.

Aims
The aim of this study is to explore how avoiding screens before bed affects perceived sleep quality in adults aged 45-65. It seeks to understand participants’ emotional and behavioural responses to screen use and screen avoidance through reflective journal entries. 
Method
Design 
This study uses a within-subjects qualitative journal design to explore the effects of screen avoidance before bed on sleep quality. The design allows participants to reflect on their own habits across two contrasting conditions, offering personal insight that quantitative methods cannot capture. 
Participants
Six participants aged 45-65 will take part. All participants must be regular screen users, defined as using screens for at least two hours each evening. Individuals with diagnosed sleep disorders or current shift work will be excluded, as these factors may independently affect sleep quality. Participants will be selected using purposive sampling to ensure they meet the age and usage criteria. 
Procedure 
Before the study begins, participants will receive an information sheet, complete a consent form, and confirm they meet the inclusion criteria. Each evening during the study, they will also answer a brief question estimating how long they used screens that evening, to help gauge habits and track any changes across the two phases.
The study is divided into two phases, each lasting seven consecutive nights. In week 1, participants will follow their usual evening routines, including screen use. Each morning, they will complete a journal entry reflecting on the previous night’s sleep, guided by prompts exploring screen use, emotional state, sleep onset, and perceived sleep quality. 
In week 2, which follows immediately after week 1, participants will avoid interactive screens including phones, tablets, laptops, and televisions for two hours before bedtime. They will be encouraged to engage in non-screen activities such as reading or drawing, and to be honest about any deviations from the screen-free plan. Each morning, they will again complete a journal entry reflecting on their sleep and emotional experience. At the end of week 2, participants will complete a final reflection comparing both weeks and identifying any lasting effects, challenges, or unexpected outcomes. Journal prompts will be listed in full in the appendix. 
Ethics and confidentiality 
Participants will provide informed consent, and the study will be reviewed and approved by the relevant ethics committee. All data will be anonymised to protect confidentiality. Participants will have the right to withdraw at any time during the study. 
Rationale 
This specific study was chosen because sleep is clearly an important topic. Many individuals rely heavily on screens in the evening and people can find it hard to get up in the morning. This approach explores whether sleep can be improved by making small changes before bed, such as avoiding screens. A within-subjects design suits this study because there is one age category engaging in two conditions. The 45-65 age range was chosen because it offers something different to the usual focus on younger people, who are often assumed to be regular screen users. This group might be overlooked, but as they still use screens in the evening, the study could show that they are just as affected by screen habits as younger generations. It also adds personal insight, as many in this age range were not brought up with screens from childhood. That difference in technological upbringing might influence how they respond to screen avoidance – some may find it easier to switch off, while others might rely on screens more than expected. Choosing this age group makes the study more interesting and could challenge assumptions about the types of people screen habits affect most. Journal entries were chosen because they allow participants to share personal experiences that would not be captured through quantitative methods. Numbers alone cannot show how someone feels or what they go through. 
Data analysis 
This study will use thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s framework, to explore patterns of meaning across participants’ journal entries. Thematic analysis is appropriate for this qualitative design because it allows for rich interpretation of personal experiences, emotional responses, and perceived changes in sleep quality. Journal entries will be completed each morning across two phases: baseline screen use and screen avoidance. These entries will then be examined for recurring ideas, reflections, and emotional shifts. These entries will be reviewed and coded to identify meaningful patterns, which will then be grouped into themes that reflect participants’ relationships with screen use, sleep, and evening routines. While the data will not be quantified, this approach supports the research question by capturing how screen avoidance may influence sleep in adults aged 45-64, and by highlighting the emotional and behavioural nuances that might be missed through quantitative methods; this approach links to the research question by identifying perceived effects of screen avoidance on sleep quality, such as changes in sleep onset, emotional state, or morning alertness. 
Indicative Timeline 
November 1st – 14th sampling participants 
14th – 30th data gathering 
December and January content and thematic analysis 
February discussion 
March rewriting 
April 4th submission 
Word count: 1635
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Appendix: Journal Prompts
Participants will be guided by journal prompts to support them when writing the journal. Prompts are written in first person.
Week 1 – normal screen use 
· What devices did you use tonight and for how long before bed?
· Why did you choose those particular devices?
· What apps did you use, and what were you seeking from them (entertainment, comfort, distraction)?
· Did you experience any benefits from screen use – e.g., relaxation, connection, or distraction from stress?
· Were there any drawbacks – like feeling sluggish, overstimulated, or physically uncomfortable (e.g., eye strain)?
· What kind of content did you engage with (e.g., social media, messaging, videos)?
· How did you feel emotionally before sleep?
· How long did it feel like it took you to fall asleep? What was on your mind at the time?
· Did you wake up during the night or have any vivid dreams?
· How did your sleep feel when you woke up – rested, light, disrupted?
Week 2 – screen avoidance 
· What did you do during the screen free period instead of using devices?
· Has your routine changed or adapted over the past few days (e.g., day 1: passing time; day 3: reading or colouring)?
· Did your evening routine feel different compared to normal?
· Did you feel tempted to use any screens or apps? What made it difficult or easy to comply?
· Did you comply fully with the 2 hour screen free plan? If not, what did you use and why?
· Were there any devices or specific apps you missed or felt drawn to most?
· How long did it take to fall asleep tonight? What thoughts or feelings were present?
· Did you wake up during the night or experience any vivid dreams?
· How did your sleep feel in the morning – any difference in depth, restfulness, or energy compared to the screen use week?

Final reflection (end of week 2)
· How did your routine evolve across the screen-free evenings – were there any new habits or comforts that developed?
· Did you experience any lasting benefits (e.g., easier sleep onset, calmer evenings)?
· What drawbacks did you experience from avoiding screens (e.g., boredom, restlessness, eye discomfort)?
· Would you consider continuing a screen-free routine long term, even for just an hour before bed? Why or why not?
End of the 2 weeks 
· What was your key takeaway or ‘message’ from this experience?
is there a habit you’d consider keeping, even if just for part of the evening and why?
· Did you experience anything unexpected – like changes in mood, focus, or alertness during the day?





