Screen time and the impact on a child’s physical well-being

In order to improve outcomes for children, it is important to promote all aspects of their health and development and the importance of a child’s well-being should not be neglected (The Welsh Government, 2015, p.4). Through listening to what a child has to say about their lives; early years practitioners and parents are better supported in order to improve specific aspects of a child’s life; not just for them but for future generations too (The Children’s Society, 2019, UNCRC, 1989).

According to Rideout (2013), screen time is the use of devices with screens. The use of these digital devices is increasing worldwide and the overexposure of young children to such devices is becoming more concerning for researchers because of the reported impact on a child’s well-being which negatively affects all aspects of their development (American Academy of Paediatrics, 2001.) However, the concept of defining well-being and trying to measure it has been considered through many different concepts and theories. The Collins English Dictionary (2011) states that “well-being is the condition of being contented, healthy or successful.” However, Boniwell (2017) considers whether this a good enough measure of a child’s quality of life when they are still growing and developing and unaware of their purpose in life. In their survey, The Good Childhood Report, The Children’s Society (2018, p.10) tested two components of self-reported well-being; hedonic and eudaimonic and found that through measuring them separately, they believed their findings were more valuable. The hedonic approach considered how happy a child felt and their outlook on their own life whereas the eudaimonic measure took a more psychological approach (The Children’s Society, 2018, p.11). Carol Ryff considered the psychological approach and the concept of eudaimonia (Boniwell, 2008) in her theory of well-being. Ryff argued that it was not enough to just consider the hedonic aspect of well-being and felt it necessary to consider six components within the eudaimonic approach. 

However, it could be questioned whether these components are all necessary; would Ryff’s model suffer if some of the components were removed, or what if other aspects were considered and added into the model? Deiner (2009) described well-being as being a concept in which one evaluates their own quality of life. Deiner considers life satisfaction, experiencing positive levels of pleasant emotions and experiencing low levels of negative moods as contributing to a positive well-being. These three components contrast with Ryff’s model and suggests that not all six are essential in order to contribute to a positive well-being. However, Hjelm (2010) also considers there to be six dimensions to well-being but these dimensions interact and overlap: physical, intellectual, social, emotional, environmental and spiritual. In Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory and his positive psychology model of PERMA; he acknowledges in his model that well-being cannot be defined but rather the five measurable elements (Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment) contribute to well-being. According to Seligman (2011), well-being is difficult to define and many factors, that are both objective and subjective, need to be considered in order to consider one’s well-being.

According to The Children’s Society (2018), very little research has focused on a child’s opinion of their well-being. A child has a right to be heard and it is important to listen to their views (UNCRC, 1989) on using a screen and their own well-being as they can provide further insight thus supporting research to provide better outcomes for them (The Children’s Society, 2018). The Children’s Society are working to close this gap and since 2005, they have produced an annual well-being report, asking over 65,000 children for their views on how they feel their lives are going. Their research has shown that despite more children feeling happier with their lives each year between 1995 and 2010, more children are feeling less positive about their well-being in each year since then (The Children’s Society, 2018, p. 5). Data from their latest report in August 2018 has shown how close relationships with family members has made a positive difference to a child’s well-being and how children felt happy overall with their lives. In contrast, children who frequently argued with their parents and did not feel they had a good relationship with them had a lower well-being (The Children’s Society, 2018, p.79). In addition, they also noted a significant link between participating in regular physical activity and feeling positively about their lives. The survey found that children who had a lower life satisfaction were less likely to be frequently physical active than their peers (The Children’s Society, 2018, p. 40). The survey also reflected upon the findings that children who had more positive interactions with those around them was central to their subjective feelings of their own well-being. This is similar to Maslow’s (1970) theory which reflected on five levels of needs that had to be met in order for a child to have a positive well-being. His hierarchy demonstrated that without achieving the lower levels of needs, the higher levels could not be reached.

According to Donatelle and Davis (2005), physical well-being is a person’s physical state. It considers their body characteristics such as size and shape and is also concerned with their susceptibility to disease, bodily functions, physical fitness, and their immune systems. Sallis and Glanz (2006, quoted in Escaron, 2009, p. 1159), describes how children need to be physically active in order for them to be healthy because this promotes a “healthy body, good strength… increases power, and even fosters self-respect.” Furthermore, Jago et al note that:
 
regular physical activity helps to prevent the development of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity and some cancers… and has also been associated with a lower body mass index (Jago et al, 2010, p.2).

Trost (2007) agrees that children need physical activity daily in order for them to develop and grow in a healthy way and that every child has the opportunity to play in order to support a variety of physical activities in which they may want to engage. However, Sallis and Glanz (2006) explains that when children choose to spend time indoors, they are more likely to participate in immobile activities. This is sedentary behaviour and results in children using very little energy (Tremblay et al, 2011). This behaviour contributes to childhood obesity which can lead to obesity, heart disease, diabetes and cancer later on in life (Sallis and Glanz, 2006, cited in Escaron, 2009, p.1160). It has “also been associated with increased adiposity among children” (Jago to al, 2010, p.2).

The American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) (2016) reports that children need 8-12 hours of sleep a night depending on their age and one hour of physical activity a day. If parents wish to introduce digital media to a child under two, they are advised to choose apps and programmes that are educational and support learning. In addition, parents should use the devices with their children and interact together. According to the AAP (2016), parents should teach their children to develop positive, healthy attitudes to digital media from early on in the same way they would teach them about healthy eating and exercise. The AAP (2016) recommend that for children over the aged of 2, there should be no more than 1 hour of screen time a day. Parents are still advised to play alongside their child. According to the AAP (2016), there should be technology free times and zones within the home environment and children should not sleep with devices in their bedrooms as this impacts their sleep quality and therefore their physical well-being. Researchers at the Penn State College of Medicine (Bohn, 2017) explored the use of technology at bedtime and whether this caused sleep problems for children. They found that the use of any device prior to going to bed reduced sleep quantity and quality. Furthermore, there was a significant link between using digital media at bedtime and a higher body mass index (Bohn, 2017). The research concluded that parents should monitor screen time but above all they should ensure screen time does not affect a child’s exercise or the amount of sleep that they have.

Researchers from the Oxford Internet Institute and Cardiff University have questioned the AAP guidelines (University of Oxford, 2017). They questioned 20,000 parents to learn more about their children’s screen usage and if there was any impact on their child’s well-being. Their report published in December 2017 concluded that there was no evidence to support the theory that digital screen use is bad for children’s well-being, particularly if it is educational. Their findings pointed towards the broader family circle and how parents set the guidelines. The parents’ attitudes towards technology as well as their use and interaction with their children as they engage in digital media is more significant and this links with Dewey’s theory that children learn best when they interact with other people (Mooney, 2000). However, if this study had been longitudinal, it would have provided the researchers with an in-depth look at the families’ lives which would have resulted in more accurate and comparable data (Levin, 2001, Lobel, 2017).

Research has shown that interacting with digital media supports children’s developing emergent digital literacy skills as well as supporting future academic achievement, playful meetings and social interaction (Neuman et al, 2017). Children are able to keep in touch using videos, emails and messaging and can also play, learn and interact with friends and other family members whilst online. According to Vygotsky (1978), this social interaction is vital to a child’s development yet how it takes place is irrelevant. Therefore, this interaction via a device is just as valuable as being face to face with someone. According to Kaufman (2013), it is what children are doing on the devices that is more significant than the amount of time they are spending on there. Children have access to a variety of activities and experience on their devices – from “reading literature, watching educational television” to having “video-chat conversations with their grandparents on screens.” However, children can also “play age-inappropriate games and spend countless hours passively watching non educational videos” (Kaufman, 2013, p.1). The concern is that the use of screens is potentially replacing other activities including physical activity, social interactions and play. This has an impact on a child’s physical activity levels (Linn, 2010, p. 62-68). 

A study by Marques et al (2015), found that the use of screens led to a number of health issues including neck and back pain, headaches and dizziness and educational strategies were needed in order to reduce sedentary time and promote physical activity in order to improve a child’s physical well-being. This study however did not consider that the lack of physical activity could be the main cause of the health complaints rather than the screen time and that the screen time was a factor in the amount of reduced physical activity time; rather than the cause. It has also been considered how screen time is affecting a child’s eyesight (AAP, 2017). When children are engaged in a device and have no reason to put it down, they will continue to use it. This leads to their eyes becoming tired and sore from the straining of looking at a screen. According to the AAP (2017), prolonged use of a screen can cause various eye symptoms including eye fatigue, blurry vision and dry eye. These symptoms can lead to further complications including headaches and migraines. A child’s vision may be strained from the use of a screen if they are squinting because the lighting is not right (Bali et al, 2014). Bali et al recommend that when using a screen, the lighting should be half of what it would be if the activity was reading, writing or craft. The glare needs to be reduced and children may not be able to adjust the lighting sufficiently nor will they notice when they are suffering from eye strain (AAP, 2017). Children become absorbed into their screens and have no concept of the time. Therefore, it is the parents’ responsibility to set limits and to ensure that children are giving their eyes a rest (AAP, 2017). The AAP further recommend maintaining a balance of screen time and participating in outdoor activities as this supports healthy vision. Through ensuring a child is participating in active play outside, they are minimising the amount of screen time and therefore the likelihood of them suffering from vision defects. Outside play has been shown to support a child’s vision development as they learn to focus in different light and settings as well as focusing on different distances (AAP, 2017). 

A study by Hilda et al (2015), looked at 350 children between the ages of six months and four years who attended a clinic. The research was conducted between October to November and results showed that half of the children had a television in their bedroom by the age of 4.  96.6% of those children had access to a mobile device and used it frequently, whilst 70% of parents used the devices to give to the children whilst they were doing chores. However, this research needs to be developed further as it was conducted during the autumn months when the weather was poor. The study recognised this had an impact on the children’s activity opportunities, and they were unable to go outside as often as they would do during the drier months (Hilda et al, 2015). The study only looked at children who were taken to see the doctor and assumed that children who engage in a lot of screen time tend to be sicker and suffer from various illnesses. It did not account for parents who cared for unwell children at home without taking them to be checked over or healthy children who had no reason to visit the doctor but still engaged in screen time within their home environments.

Guidelines from The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2019) suggest that children should be physically active for between 1-3 hours a day depending on their age. In addition, children under the age of two should not have any sedentary screen time. The guidelines encourage parents to engage with the child when they are interacting with the media; although they should try and avoid screen use as much as possible and support children to undertake other vigorous activities instead. The WHO stated that being inactive is a high-risk factor for obesity but participating in less screen time led to reduced obesity (WHO, 2019). Furthermore, children are better able to practice their fine and gross motor skills whilst participating in activities that do not involve sedentary behaviour (WHO, 2019). However, these guidelines lead to further questions as there are other forms of sedentary behaviour which could also contribute to obesity and other health complications and not just screen time. For example, a baby or child could be restrained in a seat with a book or other toys. The WHO recognises that this sedentary behaviour should be limited but spent engaging in reading and other similar activities (WHO, 2019).

According to Hind et al (2019), when a child is sedentary for excessive periods of time, their metabolism rate is lowered which can lead to being overweight, asthma, stroke and Type 2 diabetes and an increased risk of osteoporosis when they are older. Hind et al (2019) believe it is important to encourage children to be active in the early years, so that they develop healthy attitudes and lifestyles early on. In order to promote their active lifestyles and keep physically fit, girls should try and achieve 12,000 steps a day whilst boys should aim for 15,000 steps a day (Tudor-Locke et all, 2004).

Ginsburg (2007) discusses how children’s play time has progressively changed over the generations. Both parents tend to work nowadays which means there is less time for supervised outdoor play (McBride, 2012). Parents have restricted the unsupervised play spaces for children over the generations (Louv, 2005) whilst spontaneous play happens less often and has been replaced by adult led opportunities and experiences with children turning to devices as an alternative activity (Skar & Krogh, 2009). Kilbey (2017) discusses how she has seen play change from being physical and creative with toys and the child’s own imagination to now sitting still for countless hours alone with a device. She believes this results in children who do not listen and want more screen time and cannot otherwise concentrate for lengthening periods. Kilbey believes in the importance of parents interacting with their children and setting boundaries to ensure that their time on a device does not become all-consuming. Kilbey states that it is during the early years when children need quality engagement with adults and large amounts of child-led play outdoors in order to promote their physical development (Kilbey, 2017, p.23).

The Waldorf philosophy (Waldorf Education, 2015) believes that children learn in different ways at various stages of their development. This has been explored and expanded into the digital world today and the Waldorf philosophy also believes that children do not benefit from having any form of screen time before the age of 12. After this, it is introduced in controlled environments and children are not encouraged to fully use technology until high school, when they are supported to use it in order to inform their learning. The idea behind this is that when the children are older, they are more knowledgeable and are able to discern when to use it and when to leave it alone (Waldorf Education, 2015). It is also interesting to note that Tracey Bennett, an administrator at the Waldorf Seattle School in Washington, has said how the majority of parents of the children in the school work for technology companies; including Google, Amazon and Microsoft (Mosley, 2014). Despite their careers being focused on technology, it is not the world they choose for their children and according to Bennett, the parents want their children to enjoy playing and for them, that means no screen time (Mosley, 2014). This is also picked up by Kilbey (2017, p.23) who discussed an interview between a journalist and Steve Jobs, the CEO and co-founder of Apple Inc., who said that his children did not use an iPad and technology was very limited in their home. Therefore, despite parents being immersed in the digital world, they have chosen not to let this impact on their child and have restrictions in place.

Jago et al’s study in 2013 looked at how a parents’ attitude to their own screen time affected their attitude towards their child’s screen use. Their research concluded that although adults believe a child’s screen time should be limited, they did not restrict their own screen time in the same way. In addition, they also found that adults who used screens very little were more likely to restrict children’s screen time to the recommended AAP guidelines. Further research in 2015 by Lauricella, Wartella and Rideout focused on screen time predictors, parents screen time and their attitudes towards it as well as different age groups. They concentrated on televisions, computers, smartphones and tablet computers. Data from their research showed that parents’ screen time was strongly linked to a child’s screen time across all four forms of digital media and where a parent’s attitude was positive to a certain form of media, there was higher use of those forms by their child. Their research recommended that when guidelines are published, they should consider the family environment as a whole as these influences may be greater. They found that families with young children created a media filled environment dependent on the child’s age, the parents’ attitudes towards media and their own personal use. The research concluded that children are growing up in environments that are filled with screen technologies and are daily users (Lauricella, Wartella, Rideout, 2015). This can be explained further by looking at the theoretical perspective of Bronfenbrenner (1979). Bronfenbrenner considered five different environmental systems and it is within the first microsystem where the family and peers have the greatest influence. When a child has positive interactions and close relationships with those within that system, a child has a more positive well-being. In Lauricella, Wartella and Rideout’s research (2015), we can see how Bronfenbrenner’s ecological microsystem links into this as he discusses the notion of parents having a strong influence over a child’s learning and development in their early years. Therefore, this link between parents having a higher amount of screen time and therefore a child having a higher screen time demonstrates the role modelling and the learning that they are undertaking. As Bronfenbrenner comments:

we are busy doing other things, we just don’t have time for children. They used to work alongside adults – helping to raise food and do other chores. As we developed sophisticated technology and greater mobility, joint activity between the older and younger generations began to disappear. That doesn’t mean technology is bad – if we put our minds to it, we can use technology to build an environment  even more effective than the ones that used to occur naturally. But we haven’t had that in mind. Nowadays the emphasis is on adults working full time if they can (Brandt, 1979, p.459).

This is similar to Ginsburg (2007) and Kilbey’s (2017) theories that play has evolved over the years. In the same way that children observe their parents cooking dinner, reading a recipe online, face timing a member of the family, they will mimic the same behaviours. In these examples, various types of media are used throughout the day by parents in several different scenarios and across multiple devices and this use creates the environment on how it is viewed within the home. The media forms have developed over the years as screen time is no longer concerned with solely the television (Pogue, 2019). This generation of children are the first generation to be born into and live in a digital world throughout their lifetime; 23% of children under the age of nine were born with a digital footprint (AVG, 2010). It is something they cannot escape, and they will need to learn and develop the skills in order to use the technology and digital media available to them (Neuman et al, 2017).

Parents are unaware of the impact of creating their child’s digital footprint and this lack of knowledge provides further confusion over how much screen time to allow their children to have. Whilst guidance from various sources provides support, the information given is not always consistent and does not provide specific guidelines to follow (Westby, 2018). The AAP (2017) advises parents to set their own rules and guidelines within the home environment. Their website provides a tool that allows parents to create their own media rules that focuses on screen-free zones and times, the types of devices that are used, their interaction with their children whilst they use a screen and their own personal use. The tool also questions parents about other activities in which the child engages such as family time and physical activity. The tool then generates a suggested amount of screen time for a child based on all the information provided. 

In conclusion, there is guidance for parents to read and follow in order to support them in the choices they make with regards to their child’s screen time in the home environment (AAP, 2016), (WHO, 2019), however the guidance can be conflicting and undefined (Westby, 2018). Throughout the guidance given, it is acknowledged that parents play a significant role in the amount of time a child spends on a screen compared to the amount of time they spend engaging in physical activity (AAP, 2016). It is important to consider what a child is using a screen for rather than focusing on the amount of time they are on a device when considering restrictions (Kaufman, 2013). It has also been suggested that when parents engage with their child on the device, this is more beneficial than the child spending the time on the device alone as they learn more from interacting with others (University of Oxford, 2017), (Mooney, 2000). Furthermore, the use of screens before bed should be avoided as evidence has shown that it negatively impacts a child’s sleep and without adequate sleep, children cannot go about their daily activities feeling fit and active (Bohn, 2017, AAP, 2016, WHO, 2019). There is a concern that screen time is replacing other activities that a child would otherwise engage in (Tremblay et al, 2011, Jago et al, 2010) and if a child is using a device rather than having physical activity, it will impact a child’s physical well-being which could lead to obesity and further complications (Birch, 2011). Therefore, parents are encouraged to set appropriate restrictions to ensure they have the right balance in their home environment (WHO, 2019).

Further research also needs to consider educating parents and children. The Foundation Phase in Wales (The Welsh Government, 2015) currently reflects the need for children to participate in physical activity as well as develop their digital skills. It is important that children are aware of the importance of staying active and maintaining a healthy lifestyle whilst using devices in an appropriate manner. The update to the Curriculum for Wales (2018) recognises that children need to learn about their health and what factors can influence their well-being through the Core Areas of Learning. In addition, organisations such as Common Sense are working to inform parents and children and improve their lives by developing their own healthy screen habits (Common Sense, 2019). Their campaign; #devicefreedinner, releases videos to encourage  families to put their devices down at dinner and to engage in social interaction instead (Common Sense Media, 2019) as according to Dewey, this social interaction is imperative to a child’s early learning and development (Mooney, 2000).

Further research which includes children is required in order to improve policy and practice (The Children’s Society, 2018). It should consider children over a period of time in order to compare and contrast data and to monitor the impact of a child’s screen use on their physical well-being and consider what the children are using the screen for and with whom. This would provide more accurate data on how their lives are impacted by the time they spend on a screen.
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