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Does screen time impact a child's social development?
Literature review
 Research shows that uncontrolled screen time impacts a child's social development, while there are positive benefits for their cognitive development. However, research has highlighted that excessive screen time can negatively impact a child's social and academic achievement. Speech and language development is affected by screen time, as it reduces the amount and quality of interactions between children and adults. However, appropriate screen content can have a beneficial impact on children's development when viewed together with an adult (Panjeti-Madan and Ranganathan, 2023) Numerous studies have shown the importance of interaction with humans, especially the amount and quality of communication between children and caregivers in language skills development. 
There are increasing concerns that screen time reduces the amount and quality of communication between children and caregivers, impacting the opportunities for children to practice and improve their language skills (Muppalla et al, 2023).
 The impact of screens on children under two years of age is that they can have difficulties comprehending information from screens and need support from a caregiver to enhance their language skills (Bhutani et al, 2024).
 Interactive materials, such as educational applications, can strengthen working memory, language development, and learning. However, exposure to adult-oriented content, violent or aggressive content, can negatively impact executive functions, attention, language skills, empathy, and behaviour. Prosocial media content can contribute to socioemotional learning, but how well it works depends on the child's understanding and the parental mediation.
 Research has shown that the first five years of a child's life are crucial, highlighting the potential impact of screen media exposure on cognitive and socioemotional development during this period (Bhutani et al, 2024). With 98% of households owning gadgets like tablets or phones, young children in this generation are growing up in households overflowing with different technologies. Since 2017, the average daily use of screens by children under 5 means they have an excessive amount of screen time of 48 minutes per day. 
Doctors are now concerned about the impact on children's social and emotional cognitive development due to too much screen time (Denise A., 2021) On the other hand, Ma et al. (2022) suggest that screen media can be a useful tool for children to learn how to interact with others, as they can interact with characters on screen and imitate their behaviours. For example, children's television shows like Sesame Street who model every day social interactions, such as waiting for others to respond and having eye contact. Additionally, some educational apps are designed to teach children essential social skills, including communication and cooperation. Overall, screen media can provide children with opportunities to develop their social competence and learn how to interact with others.
Ahmer et al. (2025) reviewed how screen time affects the social-emotional development of children under 5, highlighting it as an important focus. The research demonstrates how screen time can be linked to lower social-emotional development (SED) in children. Twelve studies were carried out to look at the relationship between screen time and social-emotional development. The outcome of the studies found that children had social and behavioural problems throughout their primary years. It was shown that active screen time, such as iPads or phones, can improve receptive vocabulary. 
This suggests both a positive impact as far as children's receptive vocabulary, whilst there was a negative impact on their social skills and behaviour (Ahmer et al, 2025) Cost et al (2023) argue that screen time and socioemotional issues in children are linked to parental screen time habits, according to research of 867 Canadian parents of children 5 years of age. Six patterns of parent screen use were found in the study, from minimal use of handheld devices to very high use of TV and handheld devices. Children with higher screen time are more likely to have parents who use screen time more frequently and are more likely to experience socioemotional issues. 

As screen time can affect all children, it can have a greater impact on children diagnosed with an autistic spectrum condition (ASC) who consistently struggle with connection development, nonverbal communication, and social reciprocity. The overuse of screens can reduce in-person interactions and strengthen social isolation; research indicates that the younger generation who engage in passive screen activities for more than two hours a day can experience lower social interactions. Though screen time can help with social initiation, interactive digital technologies work best when combined with an adult mediation technique that encourages behaviour and social behaviours (Mushtaq, Tand Parveen, Z.2025).
Children's literacy, language, and cognitive development can all benefit from screen time. According to Karani et al (2022), when given enough repeated exposure, it can help children develop their language production and vocabulary as well as their problem-solving and word learning capabilities. Children under 22 months old can learn words in their natural surroundings, but they may not pick up new vocabulary from screen time. However, while some screen time does have its advantages, the negative outweighs these for children's learning and literacy (Karina et al, 2022). 
Rationale 
The above literature has led me to wonder if screen time impacts children's social development and how the behaviours can affect the relationship between the parents and caregivers.
Methodology 
This research utilises a paradigm of mixed methods of quantitative and qualitative techniques to study the effects of screen time on children's social development aged between 3 and 5 years old. 
It will be using Quantitative and qualitative data and triangulation to combine the methods to strengthen the findings. 
Participants; 
This project will look at participants aged between 3 and 5 years old across different settings, such as school, nurseries, and at home, following gaining informed consent. 
Data Collection Methods 
Hassan, M. (2024) states that Quantitative is numerical data where data can be counted. It collects data from questionnaires in an organised way, and then compares the strategies and analyzes the results. Questionnaires online can prompt more populations. This method uses questionnaires to find answers to the research questions. 
This method uses online questionnaires that can be accessed by a lot of people due to the popularity of online and social media. The questionnaire will be focused on parents with children aged 3 –5 years, so the data could have a high intensity of screen time or low. This data will be analysed. The Qualitative data method supports the research as the researcher can observe and record children's behaviours using daily logs (Salone,2024).
The daily logs/observational checklist will focus on the child's behaviours, such as whether they cooperate and engage with you, what their emotional responses and reactions to challenges are, etc.
Qualitative data is non-numerical data to find a more in-depth description of what you are researching. This project will use methods of interviews with teachers and early years practitioners, as well as parental observations of children, to find out how the children's behaviours are affected. The interviews will be carried out with teachers/nursery practitioners in one school and one nursery who have given consent. 
These interviews will be semi-structured, with the following being an example of questions which may be asked: 
Interview questions 
· Do you teach 3-5-year-olds? 
· What devices are available in your classroom? 
· What devices are used most?
·  How long are they on the screens? 
· Do you use educational apps? 
· Do you interact with the children using the devices?
·  Do you notice changes in children's behaviour when screen time finishes? 
· Do you see any change in children's social skills when using devices while using educational apps? 

Observations will be carried out by the researcher in the selected School/nursery, conducted over an 8-week period with two sessions per week at different times. Children will be randomly selected; therefore, the researcher must be vigilant not to disrupt children and watch from a distance (NSPCC,2023).

 Instruments 
Information will be collected using structured questionnaires, which will be designed for use on social media platforms that are easily accessible to parents, based on general expectations such as those listed in Norfolk County Council's Early Years Behaviour. Norfolk County Council. (n.d.) 
This will be in addition to some general standardised questions, such as;
· What devices are used regularly at home? 
· 
· How long do your children use the screen? 
· What gender are your children? 
· Do you interact and communicate with your child whilst they are using a screen device? 
· How would you rate your interaction as poor/moderate/good?
· Do your child/children show social skills such as empathy, communication, and conflict management?
·  How cooperative are your children? 
· What devices are accessible for children in their own home? 
· What devices are used most? (Tick boxes or more than one) tablet, TV, laptop, phone, game console.
· Do they use educational apps?

 To carry out this research, the correct tools will be needed, for example, a laptop, pen, paper, social media outlet, internet, and transport. Questionnaires will detail the purpose of the survey and check that participants have a child in the age range being researched. They will ask for consent, and no names will be required to keep anonymity and confidentiality.
Procedure/ schedule
Week 1;
Complete questionnaires ready for observations
Gain parental and ethical consent 
Coordinate with schools and nurseries to brief them on the project

Week 2 – 9; 
Main observations of children during their normal play, of twice per week over an 8-week period.
Complete behaviour checklists
Collect daily screen time logs

Post observations week 8;
Bring together all data collected
Begin to assess the quantitative and qualitative data

Data analysis
 Collection Taherdoost (2021) states that data collection is an important stage in research that gathers the data to answer the research question and to have a better insight into the topic. However, there are two types of data: primary data and secondary data. Primary data is collected by the researcher, such as observations, interviews, surveys, questionnaires, etc. Secondary data are published sources that another researcher has used. Hassan (2024) emphasises the importance of having efficient data to give valid outcomes. Researchers will need to understand the different methods to help structure the data collected. This project will carry out primary and secondary data, and the literature review will emphasise the research question "Does screen time impact children's social development?" by using secondary data, published resources, which help the researchers determine what to do for the primary research. The project will use mixed methods to provide more reliable data. Hassan, M. (2024) notes that observations give real-time data. Interviews give more of an in-depth answer to questions, and questionnaires can be adaptable and open to more people. This data will give me an accurate result answer the research question.
 Limitations 
When thinking about the negatives that can come out of this, it can still vary, as the project looks at screen time as a variable of devices; some parents/people could mean it's related to one device, however, this will also need to be stated in the project. Some children may not be able to have the right software or may be unable to have the equipment or the right resources. Parents/guardians can often submit unreliable information by not sharing accurate information. Some people may not have the right software to do the questionnaire. Questionnaires do not help with behaviour but rather focus on the child's perception. Socioeconomics and ethnicity may influence young children's screen time and social development; therefore, the results may not be generalised and reflect the broader population.
Triangulation is both methods combined; it evaluates both quantitative and qualitative together and evaluates the principle to make the combined methods. How was triangulation used in this research? By using different methods such as interviews, questionnaires, and observation, it focuses on all three methods to look at screen time and the behaviour of the child, to give you more data. The reason this method was used is to look at the different perspectives of the other two methods. It gives more reliable data, and it gives you what and when using questionnaires and interviews. /Observations.
Analysing quantitatively and qualitatively
By collecting all the data from the questionnaire, it will give the researcher numbers of how many children used screens, the age range, what screens were used, and if they used the screens for other purposes, such as educational apps. The data will be made into a graph to see which was used more. The questionnaires were tick boxes, less time consuming for parents/caregivers. This method can give the researcher an insight into how much screens are regularly used at home? 
Quantitative is good to compare but does not give you the full why. 

Qualitative data will be used i n this research due to observations and interviews, which will the research a different experience, by picking up different emotions, and getting a fuller picture. How interviews will be carried out with the participants is using open-ended questions, by watching the behaviour of the person or child. 
Using qualitative data can give the researcher a better understanding of the feelings and experiences of the questions asked, and watching the actions of the person. 
As both methods will be used, it gives the whole as a reliable outcome.
 Why did this research not choose children's interviews? 
El-Yousfi and Marshman (n.d.) state that having one method does not work for all children, as children between 3 and 5 years will be at different stages and would need different methods for the researcher to communicate. All children have different needs and abilities. This highlights that interviewing children may not benefit the researcher in finding out the answers to what they are asking, and the information would not be reliable.
 As the Department for Education (n.d), states children have different needs and abilities some children may be non- verbal and could need sign language to help the child understand. Some children may not understand the researcher's language, so this shows language barriers. Due to this, interviews with such young children were considered inappropriate.
 Hypothesis 
When used appropriately, screen time can have a positive impact on children's social and language development, especially when adults interact with children. However, excessive amounts of screen time are cause for concern and can lead to social-emotional issues.


 Ethics How to gain consent from participants, and you will know if they do not want to participate. 
How to gain consent British Educational Research Association BERA, 2024) and UK Research and Innovation (2025) both highlight the significant importance of ethical consent before any research is carried out. Voluntary informed consent is ongoing throughout the research; this will give the participants the freedom to choose whether to participate without being forced, and the right to withdraw at any time. Participants must be informed what the research is about, what it refers to for them, along with any risks or benefits, and how long the study will take. If the participant chooses to be anonymous, you can use the data; the personal details will be left out, such as names and numbers. Participants must be informed about the importance of how you use the data and the confidentiality, as researchers have shared their personal details, explaining that these will not be used in the study, just the questions answered. As all participants have the right to privacy, any data must be stored in a secure, password-protected file. It is essential that participants have the right to withdraw at any time, and no data will be used (Bhandari, 2024).
The Department for Education (2024) states that when asking for informed consent, the researcher must be verbally clear and ensure it is clearly written down. A consent form will explain the details of the interview/observation, give the name of the researcher, and provide contact details. It provides a brief explanation of the topic they will be expected to talk about, if there are risks, and how the data will be used. Researchers must acknowledge and understand participants wishes by observing their actions, look for visible cues why they could be avoiding questions or not interested, is the participant struggling to listen whilst having two children, or they do not have time and must be somewhere else. There could be a language barrier as to why the participants may not understand and respond (Department for Education,2024)
Children under the age of 18 
Researchers should gain informed consent from the parent or guardian of the child, no matter what the research is. If the researcher is attending any settings, such as schools, they must follow the specific school rules and procedures; however, using an opt-in process where parents can actively agree, and opt-out consent is only allowed for low-risk studies (Loughborough University, 2024)
The rights of a child 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child UNRCN, 1989) is an agreement to protect children's rights; all rights are equally important and cannot be taken away from the child. Article 8 respects children's rights to safeguard their identity, which includes the child's name, family, and nationality. It is the researcher's priority to maintain anonymity. BERA (2024) promotes the vital role of ethical guidelines in education research. When children are involved, the guidelines emphasise the right to treat all individuals with dignity and respect. And ensuring participants are fully engaged ethically through the research process.
 How to make sure you are able to protect confidentiality and anonymity (gdpr) general 
Confidentiality between the researcher and participants is a word of honour to keep the participants' details private; however, it is the researcher's commitment to use the anonymisation method to guarantee that the personal data of the child is removed from the form so it cannot be identified with the person it belongs to. University of Westminster (n.d)states researchers have no right in sharing any of the participants information if they have not gained consent to do so, this can break data protection laws.
 Medical council research (date) stresses the importance of how some raw data can directly identify individuals. If the researcher has used children a, b, c, and d in the questionnaires, interviews, and observations, this can avoid details being revealed, as the participants will be randomly selected. 
There are guidelines in settings and schools that the researcher must follow to carry out the research. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (2025) states that researchers must be honest and respectful. Researchers will be given a clear framework of the policies and procedures to follow, and they must maintain high standards to prevent misconduct. If the researcher does not follow UWTSD ethical policies, this puts both the university and the researcher at risk. Comply with data protection laws (GDPR) The 
General Data Protection Act ( 2018) provides legal protection for sensitive information and provides individuals with rights to their personal data to control what can be used. There are some exceptions; the participant has the right to know how their data is being used and what is being used. A participant can ask for their data to be erased. 
There are enhanced legal protections for sensitive information, which provide protection for race, ethnic background, health, sex life, or orientation. It sets out how organisations are required to handle personal data, establishes the rights of individuals, and details actions taken for non-compliance (UK Goverment,2025).

 How to reduce the risk? 
Participant The University of Sunderland (2023) stresses the importance of the researcher's role in protecting participants' health and well-being and ensuring risks are not encountered. According to UWTSD (2025, to protect participants' rights and to minimise potential risks to participants' health and safety, these must be identified, discussed, and managed openly in part of informed consent (Department for Education, n.d).To safeguard all participants and the researcher by ensuring the safety, dignity, and rights through the research. The project will take steps to ensure the safety, distress, and emotions when working with vulnerable children and people with disabilities. It is important that the researcher is clear about the topic of the research and how the personal data will be handled in accordance with the data protection laws, unless there is an obligation. The researcher will carry out all mandatory training for safeguarding. If any concerns arise, they will be reported to the appropriate authority, following the right protocols (Department for Education,2024).
The researcher 
BERA (2024), reducing the risk of harm to researchers' physical and mental well-being is an ethical responsibility. The responsibility is shared between the employers, private settings, and the researchers themselves. Safety is the key part for researchers, and they must understand legal and moral responsibilities when in risky environments. Ofsted Ethical Research Policy (2025) highlights that to ensure the health and safety of the researcher, all projects must identify and reduce the risks. To do this, the researcher must carry out assessments. It is vital that the researcher is aware of the safeguarding procedures and data protection laws.
The university, when conducting your research project
 At UWTSD (2025), there is a strong commitment to ethical conduct and data management. The university highlights the principles that all researchers must follow, and it will also define research misconduct in these principles. However, research data outlines the responsibilities for both the researcher and the institution when handling data. However, Barraclough and Foster (2023) state it is the university's responsibility to make sure the right policies, procedures, guidance, and training are in place to protect the university, the researcher, staff, and students. In addition to any safeguarding concerns, the university must report any issues to the funders following the terms. How to collect and store your data in line with guidelines and legislation When collecting data, it will be stored in accordance with the UK GDPR and UK data protection legislation. Participants must consent and understand how their data will be used. The researcher should explain how the data will be stored under the right Data Protection Act (UK Research and Innovation, 2025).
 GOV.UK (2018). Emphasise how Research data should be named and organised clearly, allowing for easy location and deletion of specific data if requested by a participant. Data will be stored using encrypted systems to avoid sensitive information being shared. Using a clear folder structure and file naming system can help keep personal data secure. If any participants withdraw, the researcher can easily locate their data if needed. Data is regularly reviewed to ensure there is continued protection. When the data is no longer needed, by using the UK Data Protection Act 2018 and the university's policies, the data can be securely deleted (Data Protection Act,2018).
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