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Background: This dissertation explores the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom. The study responds to growing national concern about rising screen time levels, particularly considering evidence from the UK House of Commons Education Committee (2024) indicating that many children exceed 20 hours of weekly device use. 
Aim: The research aims to synthesise contemporary findings and provide insight into the risks and complexities associated with children’s digital engagement.
Method: A secondary qualitative research design was adopted, drawing on ten peer-reviewed UK-relevant studies published between 2015 and 2025. A systematic search strategy identified literature addressing screen time and child well-being, and thematic analysis was used to interpret recurring patterns across diverse methodologies. Five themes emerged: physical health and sleep disruption; emotional and behavioural regulation; social interaction and family dynamics; cognitive and academic development; and parental strategies and digital boundaries.
Findings: The findings indicate that excessive screen use is consistently associated with disrupted sleep, reduced physical activity, emotional dysregulation, behavioural challenges, and diminished opportunities for face-to-face interaction. However, structured educational use can support literacy, numeracy, and engagement when implemented effectively. Parental modelling, boundary-setting, and family routines play a crucial role in shaping children’s digital habits.
Conclusion: The study concludes that the effects of screen time depend on context, content, and purpose rather than duration alone. Recommendations include clearer national guidance, school-level digital policies, and accessible support for parents. Future research should prioritise longitudinal UK-based studies focused specifically on primary-aged children.
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[bookmark: _Toc227577263]Definition of Main Concept

Digital technology has become an integral part of children’s daily lives, particularly through the widespread use of tablets and smartphones. For this study, screen time refers to the amount of time children spend engaging with digital devices such as tablets and mobile phones for entertainment, communication, or educational purposes. This includes activities such as gaming, watching videos, browsing the internet, using social media, and completing school-related tasks. Well-being is understood holistically, encompassing physical health (e.g., sleep quality, physical activity levels), emotional regulation, social relationships, and cognitive development. Primary school-aged children, defined here as those between 5 and 11 years old, represent a critical developmental stage where habits and behaviours can significantly influence long-term outcomes. At this age, children are developing foundational skills in communication, self-regulation, and learning, making them particularly sensitive to environmental influences, including exposure to digital media.


[bookmark: _Toc227577264]Rationale of the Study

While digital devices provide educational opportunities and social connectivity, concerns have grown regarding the risks of excessive use among young children. Reports from the UK House of Commons Education Committee (2024) highlight that many children spend more than 20 hours per week on screens, raising questions about the impact on their health, behaviour, and family relationships. Previous studies (Domoff et al., 2020; Naing et al., 2024) have linked high screen use to poor sleep, reduced physical activity, irritability, and lower academic achievement. Emotional well-being and social development may also be compromised, as noted by Nowland, McNally and Gregory (2024), who found associations between digital engagement and loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite these findings, many UK families lack clear guidance on managing children’s screen time, making this an urgent area for exploration.
Primary school-aged children, defined here as those between 5 and 11 years old, represent a particularly important group to study because this developmental stage is marked by rapid growth in communication, emotional regulation, and learning behaviours. Research in developmental neuroscience demonstrates that early experiences can shape neural pathways, behavioural patterns, and emotional responses that persist into adolescence and adulthood (Smith and Pollak,2020). This means that the environments children are exposed to, including digital environments, can have long-term implications for their well-being.
During these years, children refine essential communication skills, such as interpreting social cues, engaging in reciprocal conversations, and expressing themselves clearly. These skills are typically strengthened through face-to-face interaction, imaginative play, and collaborative activities. When screen use replaces these real-world experiences, opportunities to practise and develop communication skills may be reduced (McLaughlin, Sheridan and Lambert,2014).
Another key area of development is self-regulation, which includes managing emotions, controlling impulses, and sustaining attention. These abilities develop gradually through consistent routines, problem-solving experiences, and supportive adult guidance. Digital devices, however, often provide fast-paced stimulation and instant rewards, which may make it more difficult for children to tolerate boredom, delay gratification, or manage frustration. Over time, this can influence emotional resilience and behavioural regulation (Teicher and Samson,2016).
Children in this age group are also developing foundational learning behaviours, such as concentration, memory, and intrinsic motivation. They learn to follow instructions, persist with challenging tasks, and engage in structured learning environments. Excessive screen time may interfere with these processes by disrupting sleep, reducing physical activity, or fragmenting attention, all of which can affect cognitive development and academic performance (Tottenham and Galvan,2016).
In addition to these developmental concerns, the broader social environment surrounding children has also changed significantly in recent years. Digital devices have become embedded in family routines, often used to manage behaviour, support learning, or provide entertainment during busy periods. While these practices can be convenient, they may unintentionally normalise high levels of screen exposure from an early age. Parents frequently report feeling uncertain about how much screen time is appropriate, especially when devices are used in schools or recommended for homework. This lack of clarity can make it difficult for families to establish consistent boundaries, increasing the likelihood of excessive or unsupervised use. These contextual factors further highlight the need for research that clarifies risks and supports informed decision-making.
This dissertation is therefore significant in addressing a contemporary issue that affects both children and families. By synthesising existing evidence, the study aims to provide insights into the risks of excessive tablet and phone use and to identify strategies that promote healthier digital habits. The findings will be relevant for parents, educators, and policymakers seeking to strike a balance between the benefits of technology and the need to safeguard children’s well-being.
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This dissertation aims to explore, through a secondary qualitative analysis of existing literature, the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom.
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The study will pursue the following objectives:
· To examine existing research on the relationship between screen time and the well-being of primary school-aged children.
· To explore the potential physical and psychological effects of excessive tablet and phone use on children’s health and development.
· To investigate how digital device use influences children’s social interactions, behaviour, and family relationships.
· To identify strategies and recommendations that support healthy screen use among primary school-aged children.

[bookmark: _Toc227577267]Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation will be organised into five chapters:
Chapter 1: Introduction: Defines the key concepts, rationale, aim, and objectives of the study. It establishes the importance of the topic and outlines the dissertation's structure.
Chapter 2: Background: Reviews the historical, theoretical, and contextual literature on screen time and child well-being, with a focus on the UK. This chapter situates the study within broader academic and policy debates.
Chapter 3: Methods: Outlines the secondary qualitative research design, including inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the thematic analysis approach. It explains how the literature was selected, analysed, and synthesised.
Chapter 4: Results and Discussion: Presents the findings from the literature review, organised into themes, and discusses their significance in relation to existing studies. This chapter connects the findings back to the study’s aim and objectives.
Chapter 5: Recommendations and Conclusion: Summarises the main findings, provides recommendations for practice and policy, and concludes by reflecting on how the study has addressed its aim and objectives. It also highlights areas for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc227577268]Chapter 1 Summary

Chapter 1 establishes the foundation of the dissertation by defining key concepts, including screen time, well-being, and the developmental characteristics of primary school-aged children. It highlights growing national and academic concerns about excessive digital device use and explains why this age group is particularly vulnerable to physical, emotional, social, and cognitive impacts. The chapter outlines the study’s rationale, emphasising the lack of clear guidance for UK families and the need for evidence-based understanding of digital risks. It concludes by presenting the aim, objectives, and structure of the dissertation, setting the stage for a systematic exploration of how excessive tablet and phone use may influence children’s well-being. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND


[bookmark: _Toc227577270]Historical Background

The presence of digital technology in children’s lives has expanded rapidly over the past three decades. In the 1990s, children’s screen exposure was largely limited to television, early computer games, and basic educational software, which were typically stationary and shared within households. These technologies offered limited interactivity and were generally used for short, supervised periods. The early 2000s marked a shift toward more advanced digital tools, including handheld gaming devices and the first smartphones, which introduced children to more interactive and portable forms of media.
A major turning point occurred with the launch of the iPad in 2010, which provided an intuitive touchscreen interface and access to thousands of child-friendly applications. Tablets quickly became embedded in children’s daily routines, supporting entertainment, communication, and learning. By the mid‑2010s, UK households increasingly owned multiple digital devices, including smartphones, tablets, laptops, and smart TVs. Ofcom’s Communications Market Report (2015) documented this rise in multi-device ownership, noting that families were becoming “multi-screen households” with widespread access to connected technologies.
This expansion in device availability meant that children had more frequent and independent access to digital media than ever before. Research analysing UK datasets has shown that children and adolescents were already engaging with a wide range of digital devices by the mid‑2010s, reflecting broader societal shifts toward digital connectivity (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017). As digital access increased, concerns also grew about how these changes might influence children’s development. Scholars such as Radesky and Christakis (2016) highlighted that the rapid integration of mobile devices into family life represented a significant cultural shift, with potential implications for children’s behaviour, attention, and emotional regulation.
At the same time, Williams (2014) emphasised that children’s emotional and social development is closely linked to their daily environments, suggesting that the increasing presence of digital devices in homes may shape children’s routines, interactions, and learning experiences. Together, these historical developments illustrate how digital technology has moved from a limited, shared resource to an integral part of children’s everyday lives, setting the stage for contemporary concerns about screen time and well-being.
As digital technologies became more sophisticated, children’s engagement with screens also shifted from passive consumption to active participation. These shifts were already becoming visible in the late 2000s. Vandewater and Lee (2009) noted that children’s media environments had expanded to include cable television, DVDs, video game consoles, home computers and early portable devices, creating increasingly complex patterns of media use. Their work highlights how children’s screen exposure was already diversifying before the widespread adoption of smartphones and tablets, setting the stage for the rapid escalation in digital engagement seen in the following decade. The rise of social media, online gaming, and interactive educational apps has created new opportunities for learning and creativity, but also new challenges related to online safety, exposure to inappropriate content, and the pressures of digital socialisation. The increasing personalisation of devices, where children often have their own tablets or smartphones, has further blurred the boundaries between online and offline life. This shift has raised questions about how early and frequent exposure to digital environments may influence children’s identity formation, emotional resilience, and capacity for sustained attention. These concerns have contributed to a growing body of research exploring the long-term developmental implications of digital immersion.

[bookmark: _Toc227577271]Theoretical Background

A range of theoretical frameworks help explain how excessive screen use may influence children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development. These theories provide a foundation for understanding the mechanisms through which digital engagement affects well-being.

Interactional Theory of Childhood Problematic Media Use
Domoff et al. (2010) propose that children’s problematic media use develops through interactions between individual vulnerabilities, parenting practices, and environmental factors. Children who struggle with emotional regulation or attention may be more likely to use digital devices as coping tools, while parents experiencing stress or time pressures may rely on screens to manage behaviour. This reciprocal pattern can create habitual overuse, illustrating how screen time is shaped by both child and family dynamics rather than technology alone. The theory also highlights that problematic use is not simply a matter of “too much screen time,” but rather the result of complex relational patterns within the family system.

Social Learning Theory
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory argues that children learn behaviours by observing and imitating others (Legg, 2023). In the context of digital device use, parental modelling plays a significant role. When children observe adults frequently using smartphones during meals, conversations, or leisure time, they internalise these behaviours as normal. This modelling effect contributes to early and frequent device use, shaping children’s expectations around entertainment, communication, and attention. Over time, these learned behaviours can influence children’s self-regulation, social habits, and preferences for digital over non-digital activities.

Developmental Theories
Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory
Piaget emphasised that children aged 5–11 are in the concrete operational stage, developing logical thinking, problem-solving skills, and social understanding (Marwaha, 2017). These abilities are strengthened through hands-on exploration, imaginative play, and interaction with peers and adults. Evidence from early childhood research supports these concerns. Bassi (2021) found that higher screen exposure in toddlers was associated with delays in language, social development, and fine motor skills, suggesting that excessive screen use may displace the hands‑on, interactive experiences essential for healthy cognitive development. Although focused on younger children, these findings highlight the developmental sensitivity of early childhood and reinforce concerns about the long-term impact of excessive screen use. Further evidence of early developmental vulnerability comes from Durham et al. (2021), who found that 45% of infants had been exposed to digital media before their first birthday, with household TV habits strongly predicting screen time. Although focused on children younger than the primary-aged group in this study, these findings highlight how early exposure may displace essential hands-on learning experiences, reinforcing concerns about the long-term cognitive and behavioural implications of excessive screen use. Excessive screen time may displace these essential developmental experiences, potentially affecting cognitive growth. For example, children who spend long periods on screens may have fewer opportunities for real-world problem-solving or collaborative play, which are crucial for developing executive functioning skills.

Attachment Theory
Attachment theory highlights the importance of responsive, consistent interactions between children and caregivers (Bowlby, 1982). Digital devices can interrupt these interactions through “technoference,” where parental device use disrupts communication and emotional attunement. Gahler (2025) found that frequent parental phone use during family routines was associated with more child behavioural difficulties, suggesting that digital interruptions may influence emotional security and social competence. Research also shows that technoference is associated with behavioural difficulties in young children. Sundqvist, Heimann and Koch (2020) found that frequent parental device use during family routines was linked to higher levels of externalising behaviours, suggesting that digital interruptions may undermine children’s emotional security and behavioural adjustment. This theory underscores the importance of maintaining high-quality parent-child interactions in an increasingly digital world.


Displacement Theory
Displacement theory suggests that time spent on digital devices replaces time that could be spent on other beneficial activities, such as physical play, reading, or social interaction (Mokhtari et al., 2025). This theory is particularly relevant in discussions about sleep, as screen use before bedtime has been shown to delay sleep onset and reduce sleep quality. Research also indicates that high levels of digital engagement may displace activities essential for healthy development, contributing to reduced psychological well-being (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017). The theory highlights that the issue is not only the content children consume, but also what they are not doing because of screen use.

Ecological Systems Theory
Rosa and Tudge (2013) provide a broader framework for understanding how digital media fits into children’s lives via Bronfenbrenner’s theory. The theory emphasises that children’s development is shaped by multiple environmental layers, including family, school, community, and wider societal influences. Digital technology now permeates all these layers, from home routines to school learning platforms and peer communication. This perspective highlights that screen time cannot be understood in isolation; it must be considered within the broader social and cultural context in which children grow. It also suggests that interventions must address not only individual behaviour but also the wider systems that shape children’s digital experiences. Ecological Systems Theory is particularly useful for understanding modern childhood because it recognises that digital technology is embedded in every layer of a child’s environment. At the microsystem level, screens influence daily routines, family interactions, and peer relationships. At the mesosystem level, schools and families interact through digital platforms, homework apps, and communication tools. At the exosystemic level, parents’ workplaces, digital policies, and community resources shape how much time and support families have for managing screen use. Finally, at the macrosystem level, cultural norms, technological advancements, and societal expectations influence how digital devices are perceived and used. This multi-layered perspective helps explain why screen time is such a complex issue and why simple solutions, such as limiting hours, may not fully address the broader influences shaping children’s digital habits.

Together, these theoretical frameworks highlight the complex interplay between individual, familial, and environmental factors in shaping children’s digital habits. They emphasise that screen time does not operate in isolation; rather, its effects depend on how, when, and why devices are used. These theories provide a foundation for interpreting the research explored in later chapters and for understanding the potential risks associated with excessive screen use among primary school-aged children. They also help clarify why children’s digital behaviours vary widely across different contexts, reinforcing the need for a nuanced and evidence-based approach when evaluating the impact of screen time.


[bookmark: _Toc227577272]International Context

Concerns about children’s screen time have been widely documented across international contexts. Research from the United States, Europe, Asia, and Australia consistently highlights associations between high device use and negative outcomes such as sleep disturbances, reduced physical activity, and behavioural challenges (Stiglic and Viner, 2019). In the United States, studies have shown that children who exceed two hours of recreational screen time per day are more likely to experience emotional dysregulation, irritability, and attention difficulties (Langlais et al., 2025). Similar findings have been reported in European research, where excessive screen use has been linked to lower academic attainment and reduced social competence (Poulain et al., 2018). European research also highlights socioeconomic disparities in children’s screen use. Rodrigues et al. (2021) found that Portuguese children aged 3–10 consistently exceeded recommended screen time limits, with higher usage among boys and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Their study emphasises the growing popularity of mobile devices from an early age and the need for targeted interventions that address both traditional and emerging forms of screen engagement. These patterns suggest that the developmental risks associated with screen time are not confined to specific cultural or educational systems but reflect broader global trends in children’s digital engagement.
The COVID-19 pandemic intensified global concerns. With school closures and restrictions on social activities, children’s screen time increased significantly across many countries. International studies found that while digital devices supported remote learning and maintained social connections, they also contributed to increased loneliness, anxiety, and overreliance on online communication (Marciano et al., 2022). This period highlighted how digital technology can act as both a protective factor, helping children stay connected, and a risk factor, particularly when screen use replaces in-person interaction or becomes a primary coping mechanism. The pandemic also exposed inequalities in digital access, with children in some regions lacking reliable internet or devices, further widening educational and social gaps.
Global health organisations have responded to these concerns. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2019) recommends limiting recreational screen time for young children and emphasises the importance of balancing digital engagement with physical activity, sleep, and face-to-face interaction. These international guidelines reflect a growing recognition that while digital technology offers educational and social benefits, its use must be carefully managed to protect children’s health and development. Increasingly, global policy discussions emphasise the need for digital literacy, parental guidance, and age-appropriate boundaries to ensure that children’s engagement with technology supports rather than hinders their overall well-being.
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In the United Kingdom, digital technology is deeply embedded in both educational and domestic environments. Schools increasingly use tablets, online learning platforms, and digital resources to support teaching and assessment, reflecting the Department for Education’s (DfE, 2020) commitment to integrating educational technology into the curriculum. At home, children commonly use devices for entertainment, communication, and homework. According to the UK House of Commons Education Committee (2024), many primary school-aged children spend more than 20 hours per week on screens, raising concerns about the impact on sleep, behaviour, and family relationships. These patterns indicate that screen time is now a routine part of daily life for most UK children, making it essential to understand its potential effects.
UK research has emphasised the strong link between emotional well-being and academic attainment. Public Health England (2014) reports that children with better emotional health are more likely to engage positively in learning, suggesting that excessive screen use, particularly when it disrupts sleep or contributes to emotional dysregulation, may undermine educational outcomes. Ofcom’s Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes Report (2022) further highlights that UK children’s screen time has continued to rise, with many using multiple devices daily. This increase reflects broader societal changes, including the normalisation of digital entertainment, the growth of online gaming, and the expansion of social media use among younger age groups.
Despite these concerns, national guidance for families remains limited. While organisations such as the NHS and the UK Safer Internet Centre provide general advice on healthy digital habits, there is no unified national policy on children’s screen time. This lack of clear guidance leaves parents to navigate complex decisions independently, often resulting in inconsistent boundaries and uncertainty about what constitutes appropriate device use (Livingstone et al., 2018). Many parents report feeling unsure about how much screen time is “too much,” especially when digital devices are increasingly required for homework and communication.
Local initiatives have attempted to address these challenges. Some schools have introduced digital literacy programmes that teach children about online safety, responsible device use, and the importance of balancing screen time with other activities (DfE, 2021). Community organisations have also offered workshops for parents on managing digital habits. However, evidence suggests that these initiatives vary widely in quality and accessibility, highlighting the need for more consistent, evidence-based approaches (Ofcom, 2022). In some areas, schools and community groups collaborate to promote healthier digital routines, but these efforts are not yet widespread.
Socioeconomic factors further shape the UK context. Research indicates that children from lower-income households may have higher screen time due to limited access to outdoor spaces, extracurricular activities, or childcare support (Children’s Commissioner, 2021). Conversely, children from higher-income households may experience pressure to use digital devices for educational enrichment, leading to different but equally significant challenges. These disparities underscore the importance of considering social and economic contexts when evaluating the risks associated with screen use. Understanding these inequalities is essential for developing targeted interventions that support all families, regardless of background.

[bookmark: _Toc227577274]Chapter 2 Summary

Chapter 2 provides the historical, theoretical, and contextual background necessary to understand the complexities of children’s screen use. It traces the rapid evolution of digital technology from early television to today’s highly interactive mobile devices, showing how children’s media environments have fundamentally changed. The chapter integrates multiple theoretical perspectives, including Social Learning Theory, Attachment Theory, Displacement Theory, and Ecological Systems Theory, to explain the mechanisms through which screen time may affect development. It also situates the issue within international and UK-specific contexts, highlighting global research trends, pandemic-related increases in screen use, and the absence of unified national guidance. Together, these insights demonstrate why excessive screen time has become a significant contemporary concern. 
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This chapter outlines the methodology used in this study, including the data collection process, analytical approach, and ethical considerations. The research aimed to explore the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom. To address this aim, a secondary qualitative research design was adopted, drawing on peer-reviewed literature published between 2015 and 2025. This approach enabled the researcher to synthesise existing evidence and identify recurring patterns across studies, providing a comprehensive understanding of the risks associated with children’s screen use.

[bookmark: _Toc227577276]Data collection

Research Approach
This study used a secondary qualitative research approach, meaning that no primary data were collected (Cheong et al.,2023). Instead, the research relied on analysing existing peer-reviewed studies. This approach was chosen because a substantial body of research already exists on children’s screen time, making it possible to explore the topic in depth without conducting new interviews or surveys. Secondary research is also appropriate when studying sensitive populations such as children, as it avoids ethical complexities associated with direct involvement of minors.

Search Strategy
A systematic search strategy was used (Braun and Clarke,2006) to identify relevant literature. Searches were conducted using:
· PubMed
· Google Scholar
· University library databases
These platforms were selected because they provide access to high-quality, peer-reviewed research across health, psychology, education, and social sciences.

A combination of keywords and Boolean operators was used to refine the search. 
Keywords included:
· “Children”
· “Screen time”
· “Primary school-aged”
· “Digital devices”
· “well-being”
· “Mental health”
· “sleep”
· “UK”
· “Social development”
· “Cognitive development”
· “Parental perspectives”
Boolean operators such as AND, OR, and NOT were used to narrow or broaden results. Filters were applied to limit studies to English‑language publications between 2015 and 2025, ensuring that the review reflected contemporary digital behaviours and technologies.

PRISMA flowchart

Identification of studies via databases and registers


                 


Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed (n =228)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n =0)
Records removed for other reasons (n =0)
Records identified from*:
Databases (n =1247)
Registers (n =14)


Identification







Records screened
(n =1033)
Records excluded**
(n =958)





Reports sought for retrieval
(n =75)
Reports not retrieved
(n =0)


Screening




Reports assessed for eligibility
(n =75)
Reports excluded:
Not UK sample (n =22)
Wrong age group (n =18)
Not focused on screen time (n =9)
Systematic reviews excluded by criteria (n= 16)







Studies included in review
(n =10)
Reports of included studies
(n =10)

Included





Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure relevance and consistency, the following inclusion criteria were applied:
· Focus on primary school-aged children (5–11 years)
· Explore the effects of screen time on physical, emotional, social, or cognitive well-being
· Studies based in the UK or that include UK-relevant data
· Peer-reviewed articles published between 2015 and 2025
Exclusion criteria included:
· Not focused on primary school-aged children
· Not exploring the effects of screen time on physical, emotional, social, or cognitive well-being
· Not based in the UK or includes UK- relevant data
· Are not peer- reviewed and not published between 2015 and 2025
These criteria ensured that only high-quality, relevant studies were included.

Screening and Final Selection
The search initially generated many results. Titles and abstracts were screened first, followed by full-text reviews of potentially relevant studies. After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 10 peer-reviewed articles were selected for thematic analysis.
These studies explored a range of outcomes, including:
Sleep disruption
Emotional regulation
Physical activity
Behavioural challenges
Social interaction
Family dynamics
Cognitive and academic effects
The final dataset provided rich evidence base for exploring the research aim.
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The study used thematic analysis, a widely recognised method for identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data. This approach was appropriate because it allowed the researcher to synthesise findings from multiple studies and develop a coherent understanding of how excessive screen time affects children’s well-being.

Familiarisation
Each of the 10 selected studies was read multiple times to gain a thorough understanding of its findings, methodology, and relevance. Notes were taken on key concepts, recurring issues, and significant observations.

Coding
A manual coding process was used. Key findings from each study were highlighted and assigned initial codes. Examples of early codes included:
“Sleep disruption”
“Behavioural difficulties”
“Parental stress”
“Reduced physical activity”
“Social withdrawal”
“Academic impact”
These codes helped organise the data and identify similarities across studies.

Theme Development
Codes were grouped into broader categories, which were then refined into overarching themes. The final themes included:
· Physical health impacts (e.g., sleep, sedentary behaviour)
· Emotional and behavioural outcomes (e.g., irritability, dysregulation)
· Social and family relationships (e.g., communication, conflict, isolation)
· Cognitive and academic effects (e.g., attention, learning)
· Parental perspectives and challenges (e.g., boundaries, uncertainty)
These themes form the structure of the findings presented in Chapter 4.

Interpretation
The themes were interpreted in relation to the study’s aim, the theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter 2, and the UK context. This interpretive process allowed the researcher to draw meaningful conclusions about the risks associated with excessive screen time and the factors that shape children’s digital habits.
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This study followed the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s ethics procedures for secondary research. An ethics form was completed and submitted through the required draft and final submission stages. The form was reviewed by the supervisor and subsequently approved in accordance with the university’s Secondary Research Ethics Approval Process. Research activities commenced only after full approval was confirmed.

Use of Published Data
All data used in this study were obtained from publicly available, peer-reviewed sources. No personal or identifiable information was accessed. The researcher ensured that all studies were cited accurately and that intellectual property rights were respected.
Researcher Positionality
As a parent and a student researching children’s well-being, the researcher acknowledged the potential for personal experiences to influence interpretation. To minimise bias, a reflective approach was adopted throughout the analysis, ensuring that conclusions were based on evidence rather than assumptions.
Academic Integrity
This study adhered to the university’s guidelines on academic honesty and responsible research practice. All sources used in the review were accurately cited using the Harvard referencing style, and no data were fabricated, altered, or misrepresented. The researcher ensured that all interpretations were grounded in evidence from the selected studies rather than personal assumptions. Care was taken to avoid plagiarism by paraphrasing appropriately, crediting original authors, and maintaining transparency in how the literature was selected, analysed, and synthesised. The systematic approach to data collection and thematic analysis further strengthened the credibility and trustworthiness of the study.
 Ethical Approval
As this project involved secondary research only, no direct contact with human participants took place (Yardley et al.,2014). However, the study still followed the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s formal ethics procedures. An ethics form was completed and submitted through the required draft and final submission stages, in line with the university’s Secondary Research Ethics Approval Process. The form was reviewed by the supervisor and subsequently approved by the Module Lead. Research activities commenced only after full approval was confirmed, ensuring that the study met institutional expectations for ethical conduct.
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Chapter 3 outlines the methodological approach used to investigate the impacts of excessive screen time on primary school-aged children. It explains the secondary qualitative research design, detailing the systematic search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the selection of ten peer‑reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2025. The chapter describes how thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring patterns across diverse research methodologies, ensuring a rigorous and transparent synthesis of evidence. Ethical considerations, including the use of publicly available literature and the avoidance of bias, are also addressed. This methodological framework provides a robust foundation for the findings presented in the next chapter. 
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Results
The table below outlines the essential features and outcomes of the ten studies reviewed in this systematic analysis. It highlights each study’s author and publication year, clarifies the research purpose, summarises the methodological approach and data collection techniques used, and distils the main findings that emerged.


	Author/s year of publication
	Aim
	Methodology and methods
	Summary and key findings

	1. Dorris et al. (2024)
	To evaluate how mobile devices affect literacy and numeracy in primary school children.
	Systematic review of 29 RCTs & quasi-experimental studies (2000-2020)
	Mobile devices can improve literacy/numeracy when integrated into the curriculum, used consistently, and supported by teacher training. Poorly implemented use shows little benefit.

	2. Mullan (2018)
	To examine trends in UK children`s screen-based activities from 2000-2015
	Quantitative time-use diary analysis of nationally representative UK samples (ages 8-15)
	TV viewing decreased, and gaming and computer use increased. SES differences are evident. Highlights long-term rise in digital engagement.

	3. Liibaan et al. (2023)
	To explore parental views on screen time and its perceived effects
	Qualitative structured focus groups with UK parents
	Parents report mixed benefits and risks. Concerns include behaviour, sleep, online safety, and desensitisation to violence. Only one parent knew the official guidelines.

	4. Hesketh & Dodd (2026)
	To examine associations between play, screen time, and mental health in UK preschoolers.
	Cross-sectional survey of 1018 UK parents (2–4-year-olds)
	Higher screen time is linked to higher internalising/externalising symptoms. Adventurous play is associated with better mental health and moderates the negative effects of screen time.

	5. Taylor, Monaghan & Westermann (2018)
	To investigate the relationship between screen exposure and vocabulary size in UK infants/ toddlers
	Quantitative parent-report questionnaire (n=99, ages 6-36 months).
	Increased screen exposure is associated with a smaller vocabulary size. Interactive media is also negatively associated with vocabulary.

	6. Jago et al. (2018)
	To identify profiles of physical activity and sedentary behaviour in children aged 6-9
	Latent profile & transition analysis using accelerometer data 
	Sedentary behaviour patterns track over time. Many children shift to less active profiles. Relevant to screen-related inactivity.

	7. Stiglic & Viner (2019)
	To synthesise evidence on screen time and health outcomes
	Systematic review of reviews (13 included)
	Higher screen time is associated with obesity, depression, and poorer sleep. Evidence is strongest for the impacts on sleep and mental health.

	8. House of Commons (2024)
	To examine the impact of digital devices on children`s education and well-being.
	Government inquiry report using evidence submissions, expert testimony, and UK data
	Digital devices are linked to distraction, sleep issues, and behaviour concerns. Calls for national guidance and school-level policies.

	9. Lubennikova & Fouracres (2025)
	To explore how strengths-based coaching supports parents in regulating screen use.
	Qualitative interpretative phenomenological analysis with UK parents.
	Coaching improves parental self-efficacy, boundary-setting, and confidence in managing screen use.

	10. Jago et al. (2016)
	To explore parental strategies for managing screen viewing in 5-6-year-olds.
	Qualitative semi-structured interviews with 53 UK parents.
	Parents use limits, rewards, monitoring, and co-viewing. Challenges include the ubiquity of screens and child resistance.




	Themes

	Theme 1: Physical Health Impacts
	Screen time is associated with sleep disruption, increased sedentary behaviour, reduced physical activity, and long-term health risks (Stiglic & Viner; Jago et al.2018; House of Commons; Mullan).

	Theme 2: Emotional & Behavioural Outcomes
	Higher screen time is linked to internalising symptoms, irritability, dysregulation, attention issues, and behavioural challenges (Hesketh & Dodd; Liibaan et al.; House of Commons).

	Theme 3: Social & Family Relationships
	Screen use affects communication, family conflict, co-viewing patterns, and parental stress. Parents struggle with boundaries and consistency (Jago 2016; Lubennikova & Fouracres; Liibaan et al.).

	Theme 4: Cognitive & Academic Effects
	Mixed findings: structured digital use can improve literacy/numeracy (Dorris et al.), but excessive or unstructured use can reduce vocabulary and attention (Taylor et al.; House of Commons).

	Theme 5: Parental Perspectives & Challenges
	Parents express uncertainty, lack of guidance, and difficulty regulating screen time. Coaching and support improve confidence (Liibaan et al; Lubennikova & Fouracres; Jago 2016).
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Theme 1: Physical Health Impacts
Across the reviewed studies, screen time was consistently associated with a range of physical health concerns, particularly sedentary behaviour and sleep disruption.
Mullan (2018) showed a clear long‑term increase in UK children’s engagement with screen‑based activities, with a shift from traditional television to gaming and computer use. This trend reflects a broader rise in sedentary lifestyles. Jago et al. (2018) further demonstrated that sedentary behaviour patterns tend to persist over time, with many children transitioning into less active profiles between ages 6 and 9. These findings highlight how screen‑based routines can become embedded early in childhood.
Stiglic and Viner (2019) found strong evidence linking higher screen time to poorer sleep outcomes and increased obesity risk. The House of Commons (2024) report also identified sleep disruption as a major concern among UK parents and educators, noting that evening device use often delays bedtime and reduces sleep quality.
Together, these studies indicate that screen time is associated with reduced physical activity, increased sedentary behaviour, and disrupted sleep, factors that can negatively affect children’s overall health.

Theme 2: Emotional and Behavioural Outcomes
Several studies identified associations between screen time and children’s emotional and behavioural well‑being. Hesketh and Dodd (2026) found that higher screen time was linked to increased emotional difficulties, including anxiety, irritability, and behavioural dysregulation among preschoolers. Their findings also showed that adventurous play can buffer some of these negative effects, suggesting that active, imaginative play may counterbalance the emotional strain associated with excessive screen use.
Liibaan et al. (2023) reported that parents frequently observe behavioural challenges such as tantrums, frustration, and reduced attention span following prolonged screen use. These patterns align with longitudinal evidence showing that parental device use can disrupt parent–child interactions. McDaniel and Radesky (2018) found bidirectional associations between technoference and child behaviour problems, with parenting stress mediating this cycle. Their findings suggest that when parents turn to devices due to stress, this can further exacerbate children’s externalising and withdrawal behaviours over time. The House of Commons (2024) report echoed these concerns, noting that teachers increasingly report attention difficulties and behavioural issues linked to digital device use in classrooms and at home.
These findings suggest that excessive or unstructured screen time may contribute to emotional dysregulation and behavioural challenges, particularly when it replaces active play or social interaction.

Theme 3: Social and Family Relationships
Screen time also influences children’s social interactions and family dynamics. Jago et al. (2016) found that parents use a variety of strategies to manage screen viewing, including setting limits, monitoring content, and using screens as rewards. However, many parents reported conflict with their children when enforcing boundaries, highlighting the tension that screen time can introduce into family routines.
Lubennikova and Fouracres (2025) showed that strengths-based coaching can help parents feel more confident in managing screen use, improving communication and reducing conflict. Their findings suggest that parental self-efficacy plays a key role in shaping healthy screen habits.
Several studies suggest that parental screen use can significantly influence children’s emotional experiences. Research on technoference shows that when parents are frequently distracted by digital devices, children may experience reduced emotional connection, increased loneliness, and behavioural difficulties (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018). This pattern can also lead children to adopt similar screen habits, reinforcing a cycle of digital dependency within the family.
Mullan (2018) also identified social differences in screen use, with boys spending more time gaming and children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds spending more time watching television. These patterns reflect broader social inequalities that influence how families engage with digital media.
Overall, the evidence shows that screen time affects family relationships, communication patterns, and the emotional climate of the home.

Theme 4: Cognitive and Academic Effects
The reviewed studies presented mixed findings regarding the cognitive and academic impact of screen time. Dorris et al. (2024) found that mobile devices can enhance literacy and numeracy outcomes when used purposefully within the curriculum and supported by teacher training. This suggests that structured, educational screen use can be beneficial in school settings.
In contrast, Taylor, Monaghan and Westermann (2018) found that higher screen exposure among infants and toddlers was associated with a smaller vocabulary size. Their findings indicate that early, unstructured screen use may hinder language development, particularly when it replaces caregiver interaction.
The House of Commons (2024) report also highlighted concerns about digital distraction in classrooms, noting that unregulated device use can reduce attention and academic engagement.
These findings suggest that the cognitive impact of screen time depends heavily on how, when, and why screens are used.


Theme 5: Parental Perspectives and Challenges
Parents play a central role in shaping children’s screen habits, yet many report uncertainty and difficulty in managing screen time. Liibaan et al. (2023) found that most parents were unsure about recommended screen‑time limits, with only one parent aware of official guidelines. Parents expressed concerns about behaviour, sleep, and online safety, but also acknowledged the educational and practical benefits of screens.
Jago et al. (2016) highlighted the challenges parents face in setting boundaries, particularly given the ubiquity of screens in modern households. Parents often rely on screens for convenience, especially during busy periods, which can lead to inconsistent rules.
Lubennikova and Fouracres (2025) demonstrated that strengths-based coaching can help parents develop clearer boundaries and greater confidence, suggesting that support interventions may be effective in improving family screen‑time management.
These studies collectively show that parents need clearer guidance, practical strategies, and support to manage screen use effectively.
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This chapter critically interprets the findings presented in the Results section, drawing together the five themes identified through thematic analysis: 
1. Physical Health and Sleep Disruption
2. Emotional and Behavioural Regulation
3. Social Interaction and Family Dynamics
4. Cognitive and Academic Development
5. Parental Strategies and Digital Boundaries. 
The discussion situates these findings within the wider academic literature, theoretical frameworks, and the UK policy context. It also evaluates how the findings address the study’s aim: to explore the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom. The chapter concludes with a critical reflection on the strengths and limitations of the study.

Interpretation of Findings

1. Physical Health and Sleep Disruption
Across the included studies, there is consistent evidence that excessive screen use is associated with poorer physical health outcomes, particularly sleep disruption and reduced physical activity. This aligns strongly with the findings of Stiglic and Viner (2019), whose systematic review of reviews concluded that the most robust evidence linking screen time to negative health outcomes relates to sleep and mental health. Their synthesis demonstrates that screen exposure, especially in the evening, delays sleep onset, reduces sleep duration, and affects sleep quality through both behavioural and physiological mechanisms.
The current study’s findings reinforce these conclusions. Parents in Liibaan et al. (2023) expressed concerns about bedtime resistance, overstimulation, and the difficulty of removing devices once children become accustomed to using them as part of their evening routine.
These findings are supported by Tang et al. (2025), who found that parental rules significantly moderated the relationship between screen time and sleep problems, with children experiencing fewer sleep difficulties when clear boundaries were in place. Their study also showed that older children were more vulnerable to screen-related sleep disruption, highlighting the importance of age-appropriate guidance.
These parental perceptions are supported by physiological research showing that blue light emitted from screens suppresses melatonin production, delaying the body’s natural sleep cycle. Although the present study did not include physiological data, the convergence of parental reports and established biological mechanisms strengthens the argument that screen use meaningfully disrupts sleep patterns in primary-aged children.
Reduced physical activity also emerged as a concern. Jago et al. (2018) found that sedentary behaviour patterns track over time, with many children shifting into less active profiles as they age. While their study did not isolate screen time as the sole cause of sedentary behaviour, the association between digital engagement and inactivity is well-documented. Further support for the importance of promoting physical activity comes from Bingham et al. (2023), who describe a whole-system intervention designed to increase activity levels among children aged 5–11. Their protocol highlights that structured, community-based approaches can help counteract sedentary behaviours, including those associated with excessive screen use. The displacement of physical play by screen-based activities is consistent with Displacement Theory, which posits that time spent on digital devices replaces time that could otherwise be used for health-promoting behaviours. In the context of primary-aged children, this displacement is particularly significant because physical activity supports motor development, emotional regulation, and cognitive functioning.
Interestingly, Hesketh and Dodd (2026) found that adventurous play moderates the negative effects of screen time on mental health in younger children. Although their sample focused on preschoolers, the principle is relevant to primary-aged children: opportunities for active, imaginative, and risk-taking play appear to buffer some of the adverse effects associated with sedentary digital engagement. This suggests that interventions aimed at reducing screen-related harms should not focus solely on limiting screen time but also on promoting alternative activities that support holistic development.
Taken together, the findings indicate that excessive screen use contributes to a pattern of disrupted sleep and reduced physical activity, both of which have downstream effects on emotional, cognitive, and behavioural outcomes. These results align with national concerns raised by the House of Commons (2024), which highlighted sleep disruption as one of the most pressing issues associated with children’s digital device use. The consistency across parental reports, empirical studies, and policy documents underscores the need for clearer national guidance on managing screen use, particularly in the hours before bedtime.

2. Emotional and Behavioural Regulation
The second theme highlights the relationship between screen use and children’s emotional and behavioural regulation. Several studies in the dataset point to increased irritability, emotional dysregulation, and behavioural difficulties among children who engage in high levels of screen time. These findings align with the broader literature, which suggests that digital devices, particularly fast-paced, highly stimulating content, can overwhelm children’s developing self-regulation systems.
Hesketh and Dodd (2026) found that higher screen time was associated with both internalising (e.g., anxiety, withdrawal) and externalising (e.g., aggression, hyperactivity) symptoms. Although their study focused on preschoolers, the mechanisms they describe, overstimulation, reduced opportunities for emotional learning, and disrupted routines, are equally applicable to primary-aged children. Longitudinal UK evidence reinforces these concerns. Parkes, Wight and Henderson (2011) found that increasing television use between ages 3 and 5 predicted higher conduct problems and overall adjustment difficulties at age 7, while high computer use was associated with emotional symptoms. Their findings suggest that early screen exposure may have cumulative effects on children’s behavioural and emotional development. The findings also resonate with Domoff et al.’s (2010) Interactional Theory of Problematic Media Use, which emphasises the reciprocal relationship between children’s vulnerabilities, parental stress, and media use patterns. For example, parents under time pressure may use screens to manage behaviour, but this can inadvertently reinforce children’s reliance on digital devices for emotional soothing, reducing opportunities to develop independent coping skills.
Parental concerns reported by Liibaan et al. (2023) further illustrate this dynamic. Parents described behavioural challenges such as tantrums when devices were removed, difficulty transitioning between activities, and increased irritability after prolonged screen use. These behaviours can be understood through the lens of self-regulation theory: digital devices provide immediate gratification, rapid feedback, and constant stimulation, which may make it harder for children to tolerate boredom, delay gratification, or manage frustration in offline contexts.
The findings also align with Social Learning Theory. Children observe adults’ digital habits, and parental device use, particularly during family routines, can contribute to “technoference,” where parent-child interactions are disrupted by digital distractions. This phenomenon has been linked to increased behavioural difficulties in children, as consistent, responsive interactions are essential for developing emotional security and behavioural regulation. Although technoference was not directly measured in the included studies, parental reports of device-related conflict and behavioural challenges suggest that it may play a role.
Overall, the findings indicate that excessive screen use can undermine children’s emotional resilience and behavioural regulation, particularly when devices are used as a primary tool for managing emotions or behaviour. This has important implications for families, schools, and policymakers, highlighting the need for guidance that supports both children’s and parents’ digital habits.

3. Social Interaction and Family Dynamics
The third theme explores how digital device use influences children’s social interactions and family relationships. The findings suggest that excessive screen time can reduce opportunities for face-to-face communication, collaborative play, and family bonding. These results align with Attachment Theory, which emphasises the importance of responsive, attuned interactions between children and caregivers.
Several studies highlight the social implications of screen use. Liibaan et al. (2023) found that parents were concerned about reduced family communication, increased conflict over device use, and children’s preference for solitary digital activities over shared experiences. These concerns reflect broader societal trends, as digital devices increasingly compete with traditional forms of family interaction such as shared meals, conversations, and joint activities.
The House of Commons (2024) report reinforces these findings, noting that digital devices can disrupt family routines and contribute to behavioural challenges. The report also highlights concerns about online socialisation, including exposure to inappropriate content, cyberbullying, and the pressures of digital communication. Although the present study focused on primary-aged children, who may have more limited access to social media, the findings suggest that early patterns of digital engagement may shape later social behaviours.
Ecological Systems Theory provides a useful framework for understanding these dynamics. At the microsystem level, digital devices influence daily interactions within the family. At the mesosystem level, schools increasingly use digital platforms for communication and homework, further embedding digital technology into children’s social environments. At the macrosystem level, cultural norms around digital connectivity shape expectations about children’s device use. The interplay between these systems helps explain why screen time is such a complex and multifaceted issue.
Interestingly, some studies also highlight potential social benefits of digital devices. For example, Dorris et al. (2024) found that mobile devices can support collaborative learning when integrated effectively into the curriculum. However, these benefits depend on structured, purposeful use rather than unregulated recreational screen time. The distinction between active, educational engagement and passive, entertainment-based use is crucial for understanding the social implications of screen time.
Overall, the findings suggest that excessive screen use can undermine children’s social development by reducing opportunities for face-to-face interaction, disrupting family routines, and contributing to conflict. However, when used intentionally and collaboratively, digital devices can also support social learning and communication.

4. Cognitive and Academic Development
The fourth theme examines the impact of screen use on cognitive and academic outcomes. The findings reveal a nuanced picture: while excessive recreational screen time may hinder cognitive development, structured educational use can support learning.
Dorris et al. (2024) found that mobile devices can improve literacy and numeracy when integrated into the curriculum, supported by teacher training, and used consistently. This aligns with research showing that digital tools can enhance engagement, provide personalised learning opportunities, and support skill development. However, the benefits depend on high-quality implementation; poorly integrated digital tools show little or no academic advantage.
In contrast, Taylor, Monaghan and Westermann (2018) found that increased screen exposure was associated with a smaller vocabulary size in infants and toddlers. Although their sample is younger than the primary-aged children in this study, the findings highlight the potential cognitive risks of unstructured screen use. Research on children’s sensitivity to light exposure further supports the importance of understanding how digital environments influence cognitive functioning. Jiang, Hu and Wen (2025) found that blue‑enriched white light improved preschool children’s alertness, neuromuscular response, and cardiac activity, although it slightly increased visual fatigue. While not directly related to screen use, their findings highlight how blue‑light environments can affect children’s cognitive and physiological responses, reinforcing concerns about prolonged exposure to blue light emitted by digital devices. Early language development relies heavily on responsive, interactive communication, which may be reduced when children spend significant time on screens.
The findings also align with Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, which emphasises the importance of hands-on exploration, imaginative play, and social interaction for cognitive growth. Excessive screen time may displace these essential experiences, potentially affecting executive functioning, attention, and problem-solving skills.
The House of Commons (2024) report raises concerns about digital distraction in classrooms, noting that mobile phones can undermine concentration and academic performance. Although the present study did not include classroom observations, the findings suggest that unregulated device use may contribute to fragmented attention and reduced intrinsic motivation.
Overall, the findings indicate that the cognitive and academic effects of screen use depend on the type, context, and purpose of digital engagement. Educational use can support learning, while excessive recreational use may hinder cognitive development.

5. Parental Strategies and Digital Boundaries
The final theme highlights the crucial role of parents in shaping children’s digital habits. Several studies emphasise that parental strategies, such as setting limits, monitoring use, and co-viewing, are essential for managing screen time effectively.
Jago et al. (2016) found that parents use a range of strategies to regulate screen use, including time limits, rewards, and co-viewing. However, they also reported challenges such as the ubiquity of screens, children’s resistance, and the difficulty of maintaining consistent boundaries. These findings align with Liibaan et al. (2023), who found that parents often feel uncertain about appropriate screen time levels and lack awareness of official guidelines.
Lubennikova and Fouracres (2025) provide a more optimistic perspective, showing that strengths-based coaching can improve parental self-efficacy and confidence in managing screen use. Their findings suggest that interventions aimed at supporting parents may be effective in promoting healthier digital habits. Recent evidence also highlights a shift in how parents manage children’s digital engagement. Banić and Orehovački (2024) found that contemporary parental mediation increasingly involves active strategies such as discussion, co‑engagement and guidance, alongside traditional restrictive approaches. Their systematic review also emphasised the importance of parents’ digital literacy, noting that higher technological competence was associated with more effective online safety practices. These findings reinforce the need for supportive, informed parental involvement in shaping children’s digital habits.
The findings also align with Social Learning Theory, which emphasises the importance of parental modelling. Children observe and imitate adults’ digital behaviours, meaning that parents’ own device use plays a significant role in shaping children’s habits. This highlights the need for family-based approaches to screen time management.
Overall, the findings suggest that parental strategies are essential for mitigating the risks associated with excessive screen use. However, parents require clearer guidance, practical support, and consistent messaging from schools and policymakers.

How the Findings Address the Study’s Aim and Objectives
The study aimed to explore the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the UK. The findings address this aim comprehensively:
· Objective 1: Examine existing research on screen time and well-being
The thematic analysis synthesised evidence from ten UK-relevant studies, providing a detailed overview of the risks and complexities associated with screen use.
· Objective 2: Explore physical and psychological effects
The findings highlight consistent evidence of sleep disruption, reduced physical activity, emotional dysregulation, and behavioural challenges.
· Objective 3: Investigate social interactions and family relationships
The study found that excessive screen use can undermine face-to-face communication, disrupt family routines, and contribute to conflict.
· Objective 4: Identify strategies for healthy screen use
The findings emphasise the importance of parental strategies, structured educational use, and strengths-based interventions.
Overall, the study provides a nuanced, evidence-based understanding of the risks and potential benefits of screen use, addressing all four objectives.

Strengths of the Study
· Rigorous search strategy using multiple databases and clear inclusion/exclusion criteria.
· Focus on UK-relevant evidence, ensuring contextual relevance.
· Use of thematic analysis, allowing for rich interpretation of diverse study designs.
· Integration of theoretical frameworks, enhancing the depth of analysis.
· Inclusion of both parental perspectives and empirical data, providing a holistic view.

Limitations of the Study
· Secondary research design limits the ability to control for methodological differences across studies.
· Variation in age groups (some studies included younger children) may affect comparability.
· Limited UK-specific research on primary-aged children restricts the evidence base.
· Potential publication bias, as studies with negative findings may be underrepresented.
· Lack of longitudinal data in some studies limits understanding of long-term effects.

Conclusion
The findings of this study indicate that excessive tablet and phone use poses significant risks to the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the UK. However, the effects of screen time are not uniform; they depend on the type, context, and purpose of digital engagement. Structured, educational use can support learning, while unregulated recreational use may undermine development. Parental strategies, family routines, and broader social environments play a crucial role in shaping children’s digital habits. These findings highlight the need for clearer national guidance, school-level policies, and family-based interventions to support healthy screen use.
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Chapter 4 presents and interprets the findings of the thematic analysis, revealing five interconnected themes: physical health and sleep disruption; emotional and behavioural regulation; social interaction and family dynamics; cognitive and academic development; and parental strategies and digital boundaries. The discussion highlights consistent evidence linking excessive screen use to sleep difficulties, reduced physical activity, emotional dysregulation, and diminished face‑to‑face interaction, while also acknowledging the potential educational benefits of structured digital use. The chapter emphasises the importance of context, content, and parental involvement in shaping outcomes, demonstrating that screen time is not inherently harmful but becomes problematic when unregulated or excessive. These findings directly address the study’s aim and objectives, offering a nuanced understanding of digital risks. 
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This chapter brings together the key insights from the study and outlines practical recommendations for parents, educators, policymakers, and future researchers. The chapter concludes by reflecting on how the study has addressed its aim: to explore the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom. The recommendations are grounded in the findings of the ten included studies and informed by the theoretical frameworks discussed earlier in the dissertation.
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1. Recommendations for Parents and Families
The findings of this study highlight the central role of parents in shaping children’s digital habits. Parents often feel uncertain about appropriate screen time levels, and many lack awareness of existing guidelines. Based on the evidence, several recommendations can support healthier digital routines at home:
· Establish consistent boundaries and routines
Studies such as Jago et al. (2016) and Liibaan et al. (2023) show that clear rules around screen use, such as device-free mealtimes, set usage windows, and no screens before bedtime, can reduce conflict and support emotional regulation. Consistency is key, as inconsistent rules can lead to negotiation, resistance, and increased behavioural challenges.
· Prioritise co-viewing and shared digital experiences
Co-viewing allows parents to monitor content, encourage discussion, and model healthy digital behaviours. This aligns with Social Learning Theory, which emphasises the importance of parental modelling in shaping children’s habits.
· Promote a balanced lifestyle
Encouraging physical activity, outdoor play, and creative offline activities can help counteract the sedentary nature of screen use. Hesketh and Dodd (2026) found that adventurous play can buffer some of the negative effects of screen time on mental health, suggesting that balance is more important than strict restriction.
· Avoid using screens as emotional pacifiers
While digital devices can temporarily soothe children, overreliance may hinder the development of self-regulation skills. Parents should instead support children in developing coping strategies such as problem-solving, communication, and emotional expression.
· Model healthy digital behaviour
Parental device use influences children’s habits. Reducing “technoference” during family routines can strengthen parent-child relationships and support emotional security.


2. Recommendations for Schools and Educators
Schools play a significant role in shaping children’s digital experiences, particularly as educational technology becomes increasingly embedded in the curriculum. The findings suggest several ways schools can support healthy digital engagement:
· Integrate digital tools purposefully and pedagogically
Dorris et al. (2024) found that mobile devices can enhance literacy and numeracy when used intentionally and supported by teacher training. Schools should ensure that digital tools are used to complement, rather than replace, hands-on learning and social interaction.
· Develop clear school-level policies on device use
The House of Commons (2024) report highlights the need for consistent policies to reduce distraction and promote well-being. Schools should establish guidelines for mobile phone use during lessons, break times, and homework.
· Teach digital literacy and online safety
As children increasingly engage with online content, schools should provide age-appropriate education on cyberbullying, privacy, digital footprints, and responsible communication.
· Promote a balanced approach to homework
Schools should consider the cumulative digital load placed on children through homework platforms, ensuring that screen-based tasks are meaningful and not excessive.
· Support parents through workshops and communication
Schools can help bridge the knowledge gap by offering guidance on screen time, online safety, and healthy digital habits.

3. Recommendations for Policymakers and National Bodies
The findings reveal a lack of unified national guidance on children’s screen time in the UK. Policymakers have a crucial role in addressing this gap:
· Develop clear, evidence-based national guidelines
Parents in Liibaan et al. (2023) expressed uncertainty about appropriate screen time levels, and only one parent knew the official recommendations. National guidance should be accessible, practical, and widely disseminated.
· Support public health campaigns on digital well-being
Campaigns could raise awareness of the risks associated with excessive screen use, particularly regarding sleep, mental health, and physical activity.
· Fund research on digital behaviours in primary-aged children
Much of the existing research focuses on adolescents or preschoolers. More UK-specific studies on primary-aged children are needed to inform policy and practice.
· Ensure equitable access to safe digital environments
Socioeconomic disparities influence screen use patterns. Policymakers should support initiatives that provide safe outdoor spaces, affordable extracurricular activities, and digital literacy resources for families in disadvantaged communities.

4. Recommendations for Future Research
The study highlights several gaps in the current evidence base:
· Longitudinal research is needed
Many included studies were cross-sectional, limiting the understanding of long-term effects. Longitudinal studies could clarify how early screen habits influence later development.
· More UK-specific research on primary-aged children
Several studies included younger or older age groups. Research focused specifically on 5-11-year-olds would provide more targeted insights.
· Investigate the impact of content type and context
Not all screen time is equal. Future research should differentiate between educational, social, and entertainment-based use.
· Explore the role of parental digital habits
Technoference and parental modelling emerged as important factors but were not directly measured in most studies.
· Examine the effectiveness of interventions
Lubennikova and Fouracres (2025) highlight the potential of strengths-based coaching, but more research is needed on scalable interventions.
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Chapter 5 synthesises the dissertation’s key findings and translates them into practical recommendations for parents, educators, and policymakers. It concludes that excessive screen time can negatively affect children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being, particularly when it disrupts sleep, reduces physical activity, or replaces real-world interaction. However, it also recognises that digital devices can support learning when used purposefully and within clear boundaries. The chapter calls for clearer national guidance, stronger school-level digital policies, and accessible support for families to promote healthier digital habits. It also identifies gaps in current research, recommending more longitudinal UK-based studies focused specifically on primary-aged children to better understand long-term impacts. 
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This study set out to explore the potential impacts of excessive tablet and phone use on the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of primary school-aged children in the United Kingdom. Through a secondary qualitative analysis of ten UK-relevant studies, the research identified five key themes that illuminate the complex and multifaceted nature of children’s digital engagement.
The findings demonstrate that excessive screen use is associated with disrupted sleep, reduced physical activity, emotional dysregulation, behavioural challenges, and diminished opportunities for face-to-face interaction. These outcomes align with theoretical perspectives such as Displacement Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Attachment Theory, which help explain the mechanisms through which digital engagement influences development. At the same time, the study acknowledges that digital devices can support learning and communication when used purposefully and in moderation.
A central conclusion of this study is that the effects of screen time are not determined solely by the number of hours spent on devices. Instead, the type, context, and purpose of digital engagement play a crucial role. Structured educational use can enhance learning, while unregulated recreational use may undermine well-being. Parental strategies, family routines, and broader social environments significantly shape children’s digital habits, highlighting the need for a holistic approach to digital well-being.
The study also reveals a pressing need for clearer national guidance, consistent school policies, and accessible support for parents. As digital technology continues to evolve, families and educators require practical, evidence-based tools to navigate the challenges and opportunities of children’s digital lives.
In conclusion, this dissertation contributes to the growing body of research on children’s screen time by synthesising UK-relevant evidence and offering actionable recommendations. While digital devices are now an integral part of modern childhood, their impact on well-being depends on how they are used. By promoting balanced, intentional, and developmentally informed digital habits, parents, educators, and policymakers can help ensure that technology supports rather than hinders the healthy development of primary school-aged children.
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