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This presentation will discuss digital addiction within young children and what impact this is having on their health and well-being from a holistic perspective. The presentation will refer to relevant literature and resources used to support statements surrounding the theme of digital addiction, focusing on what this does to a child’s physical, emotional, intellectual and social well-being. There will be discussions surrounding the impact that digital addiction has on children’s mental health and strategies to help overcome an addiction to technology.  

According to Radesky et al (2020) the prevalence of digital addiction among young children has reached alarming proportions, representing one of the most significant public health challenges of the 21st century. Research conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic revealed that children were already spending an average of seven or more hours daily engaged with various forms of digital media, a figure that has substantially increased during and following the pandemic period (Radesky et al, 2020).

 Pazarcikci (2024) states that digital addiction in young children represents a complex behavioural phenomenon characterized by compulsive and excessive use of digital devices and platforms that interferes with normal development and daily functioning. A digital addiction encompasses interference with essential daily activities including sleep patterns, social interactions, academic performance, and healthy developmental milestones (Pazarcikci, 2024). Lin and colleagues published research in 2019 establishing that sleep quality is significantly impacted by evening screen use, with blue light exposure disrupting natural circadian rhythms and melatonin production in children (Hale and Guan, 2015; Lin et al, 2019). Anderson and Subrahmanyam's comprehensive review published in 2017 documented various cognitive development delays associated with excessive screen time, including difficulties with sustained attention, working memory, and executive function skills essential for academic success and daily life management (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). Children's early exposure to highly stimulating digital environments creates neurological adaptations that increase vulnerability to addictive behaviours, particularly when combined with the dopamine driven reward systems embedded in most digital platforms and applications (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017).

Young children, particularly those aged 2-12 years, demonstrate heightened vulnerability to digital addiction due to their developing neurological systems and limited capacity for self regulation (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). The condition spans across various digital platforms including video gaming, social media consumption, streaming services, and general recreational screen use (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). Furthermore, unlike adult digital addiction, childhood digital addiction presents unique challenges as it occurs during critical periods of brain development, language acquisition, and social skill formation (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). 


According to (Twenge and Campbell, 2018) the psychological and emotional consequences of digital addiction in young children represent some of the most concerning aspects of this modern health crisis. Research has consistently demonstrated increased rates of anxiety and depression among children with excessive screen time exposure, with symptoms often manifesting as irritability, mood swings, social withdrawal, and persistent feelings of sadness or worry (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). These mental health challenges appear to be directly linked to the dopamine dysregulation caused by constant digital stimulation and the comparative nature of much digital content.

Twenge and Campbell's conducted comprehensive research published in 2018 that revealed disturbing trends in mental health decline among children and adolescents, with increased rates of depression and anxiety strongly correlated with the rise in smartphone and social media usage (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). Their longitudinal studies suggest that the timing of these mental health changes directly corresponds with increased digital device adoption. Radesky and her research team published findings in 2020 demonstrating that parent-child interaction quality significantly decreases when digital devices are present, even when not actively being used, suggesting that the mere presence of devices can disrupt family bonding and communication patterns (Radesky et al., 2020).

Executive function impairment manifests as difficulties with impulse control, planning, working memory, and cognitive flexibility, skills that are essential for academic success and life management (Radesky et al, 2020). Additionally, attachment issues may develop when digital devices interfere with the quality time and emotional attunement necessary for secure parent child bonding, potentially affecting the child's ability to form healthy relationships throughout their life (Radesky et al, 2020).

Stiglic and Viner (2019) discusses how digital addictions can also lead to physical health complications, affecting virtually every aspect of physical development and wellbeing. Obesity rates among children have shown strong correlations with excessive screen time, primarily due to the sedentary nature of digital device usage and the displacement of physical activity (Stiglic and Viner, 2019). When children spend extensive periods engaged with screens, they naturally reduce time spent in active play, outdoor exploration, and structured physical activities essential for healthy growth and development (Stiglic and Viner, 2019).

The World Health Organization's formal recognition of Gaming Disorder in the International Classification of Diseases in 2019, being marked a “watershed moment” in acknowledging digital addiction as a legitimate medical condition requiring professional attention and treatment (World Health Organization, 2019). This classification provides healthcare professionals with standardized diagnostic criteria and emphasizes the serious nature of problematic digital device usage in children and adults.

Paediatric screening during routine wellness visits has become increasingly common, with healthcare providers incorporating questions about screen time habits, sleep patterns, and behavioural changes related to digital device usage into standard assessments (Madigan et al, 2019). This systematic approach allows for early identification of concerning patterns and provides opportunities for timely intervention before problematic behaviours become entrenched (Madigan et al, 2019). Furthermore, school based interventions focusing on digital literacy and balance programs help children develop critical thinking skills about media consumption while promoting awareness of healthy technology relationships.

When digital addiction has already developed, evidence based treatment approaches offer hope for recovery and the restoration of healthy technology relationships (Potenza et al, (2020). Cognitive Behavioural Therapy has demonstrated significant effectiveness in addressing the thought patterns and behaviours associated with digital addiction, helping children develop awareness of triggers, learn alternative coping strategies, and establish healthier relationships with technology (Potenza et al, (2020). Another strategy is mindfulness based interventions, this can help children develop self awareness and emotional regulation skills, teaching them to recognize internal cues related to technology craving and developing alternative responses to stress, boredom, or emotional discomfort. Outdoor therapy programs have shown remarkable success in helping children reconnect with nature and physical activity while reducing dependence on digital stimulation for entertainment and emotional regulation.

According to (Stiglic and Viner, 2019) gradual reduction protocols provide structured approaches to decreasing screen time while minimizing withdrawal symptoms and resistance. These programs typically involve systematic planning, alternative activity development, and family support to ensure successful transitions to healthier technology usage patterns. The effectiveness of these therapeutic interventions is enhanced when combined with family education and ongoing support systems (Stiglic and Viner, 2019).

Engaging children in alternative activities requires intentional planning and creativity, incorporating art projects, sports participation, reading sessions, outdoor exploration, and hands-on learning experiences that provide stimulation and satisfaction without digital involvement (Ding and Li, 2023). Using available parental control tools, including screen time management applications, content filtering systems, and automatic time limits, provides technical support for family rules while teaching children about appropriate boundaries (Ding and Li, 2023).

The path forward requires implementing systematic screening programs, developing comprehensive education initiatives, and establishing robust support systems within our communities (World Health Organization, 2019). Each professional, parent, and community member has a role to play in protecting children's healthy development while helping them navigate the benefits and challenges of our digital age. 
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