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Research question:
What are the impacts of screen time on the development of children in their early childhood years and does the content and context of the screen time matter? A mixed methods study of parents and early years practitioners perspectives in Wales. 
Literature review:
[bookmark: _Int_faL3AlMG][bookmark: _Int_WEBdMVpO]The primary objective of this study is to ascertain the effect of screen time on the development of children during their early childhood years. Screen time is described as the amount of time a child uses interacting with any device that has a screen (Welsh Government, 2020). The aim is to explore both the potential benefits and documented risks of excessive access to screens during the most prominent and crucial years of childhood. The literature that has been reviewed has a focus on the past studies carried out in respect to the question. Primarily, focusing on studies predominantly executed within the previous 5 years, thus providing more accurate and up-to-date findings. By critically evaluating the available research and the response of related policies, the review will aim to highlight both the progress that has already been made and the ongoing gaps in understanding the role screen time is having on the development of children in the digital age. 
The topic of screen time has become a popular discussion amongst professionals in the early childhood sector, more so with the increased prevalence of children having access to screens from an earlier age. A report by the Education Committee (2024) found that one in four children aged between three and four years old had access to their own mobile device. This statistic is echoed by a recent Ofcom report carried out by the BBC (2025), which suggests that around 25% of three to five years olds now own their own smart phone. These statistics underline the need for a deeper understanding of the developing impacts that screen time is having upon the future generations.
A large and growing body of literature has investigated the effects of screen time from an early age, and it is evident from this that in today's digital era, screens ranging from the television to tablets and computers have become embedded in the daily routines and lives of young children. One longitudinal study carried out in 2025 found that around 30% of a child's waking hours are being based around screen time interactions (Hayes et al., 2025). However, this study is not without its limitations that warrant consideration. 
First, the study does not consider the context of the screen time that is being provided to children; is it educational with a parent present or is it purely for solitary passive entertainment purposes? Quality versus quantity is a question that ought to be raised and needs further exploration. 
[bookmark: _Int_BjM4qscZ][bookmark: _Int_uUhG1O1M]Secondly, while this particular study shows relevance in an Australian context, the study's findings may not be applicable for generalisation across the globe, with other cultures or countries having differing access to and views on digital media. This could be seen as cultural bias, and these limitations would be of significant importance to future research to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted factors that surround children in their use of screens.
[bookmark: _Int_LrcnRz8x][bookmark: _Int_b26JtfcQ]Despite concerns, multiple research studies have identified potential benefits of the introduction of screen time in a child's early years. For instance, one particular study has suggested that screens and screen-based activities can have their developmental benefits; for example, the enhancement of early literacy skills and possibly facilitating social interaction (Canadian Paediatric Society, 2017). 
However, concerns have emerged regarding the overuse and inappropriate application of screen time. 
There are several studies that suggest compensating outdoor playtime with excessive and inappropriate screen time is having a detrimental effect on young children's cognitive and social development, particularly at a time in which this growth is of rapid ascent. For instance, some research has concluded that children of age two who were exposed to excessive screen time had a direct negative impact on their language and communication by age four. However, they found these adverse effects could be alleviated and mitigated with the introduction of more outdoor play and physical activity (Sugiyama, 2023; Oswald, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_thXCX4Dz]Although, despite the reliability of these longitudinal studies, they too do not come without several limitations that were found while interpreting their findings. The categorisation of screen time was simplified as “more than one hour per day.” This could have a detrimental effect on the lack of knowledge surrounding the actual duration and content of media in which is being viewed. Again, the question must be asked: is it educational with a co-viewing care giver present or is it unsupervised entertainment?
Similarly, the context in which outdoor play is described is found to be a binary classification in which the quality of play, along with the context and type of play, is not considered and therefore does not give a holistic view of its findings, thus leading to overall unreliable results. 
However, in response to growing research on the effects of excessive screen usage in the early childhood years, numerous policies and guidance documents have been established to help support and guide care givers in managing their young person's screen time.
The Welsh Government (2020) initiated a guide for families surrounding the importance of the discussions around screen time in young children. Published under the title ‘A Family Guide to Talking About Screen Time,’ the guide touches upon the relevance of balancing a child’s screen time with the offerings of outdoor physical activity and the negative effects that nighttime screen usage can have on sleep. They also offer insight into the behaviors that are worth monitoring for the purpose of ensuring that children are not being overconsumed by the screen. 
The guide could be an imperative resource for parents that are unsure of what is vital in protecting and nurturing their young children, as well as themselves, as they navigate the complexities of the early childhood years that are becoming increasingly governed by the digital age (Welsh Government, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_DHPLIgbm]Moreover, The Welsh Government (2024) has also seen the need to form guidance on the topic of digital resilience within the educational sector. They describe digital resilience as ‘the need to develop knowledge, skills and strategies that will ensure young children are equipped with everything they need to ensure they are aware of protecting their digital identity and know when to seek help, should they need it. However, the guidance also touches upon the need for resilience within families and communities, suggesting that in order to ensure our children and young people foster the knowledge needed to keep themselves safe, it first starts with the caregivers (Welsh Government, 2024). 
To summarise, given the vast amounts of research already conducted regarding the effects of screen time in the early childhood years, there are prominent gaps that would serve as a sound basis for future research. One significant gap is that of the quality versus quantity debate. There are limited studies surrounding the actual contextual factors surrounding screen time, such as the nature of their screen time interactions and the presence or absence of adult supervision. There are also significant gaps in culturally inclusive studies, with the existing research not considering the differentiating cultural norms associated with screen time usage. 
Methodological considerations:
Chosen methods
[bookmark: _Int_XH0KhlvU]Research methods are described as the practice of collecting data with the intention of analysing and interpreting the results, in the hopes of gaining new knowledge in regard to a specific research question (Creswell and Creswell, 2022; Ghanad, 2023). These are considered valuable instruments that researchers can implement whilst undertaking any form of inquiry (Walliman, 2021). 
There are multiple research methods available, all with varying strategies and differing objectives. However, for the purpose of this study, a mixed method approach (Almalki, 2016) will be adopted. This means combining both quantitative methods, like surveys and questionnaires that provide numerical data (Apuke, 2017), with qualitative methods, such as interviews and observations that will provide a more detailed and personal insight (Dodgson, 2017). By applying both these methods, it will provide a broader spectrum of results (Almeida, 2018; Plano Clark, 2016), allowing researchers to capture both in-depth perspectives and numerical trends. By applying this balanced methodological approach, it provides the study with a multifaceted and more comprehensive understanding of the research topic (Adu, et al., 2022). 
The research questions guiding this study are as follows:
Questions generated for parents:
1. How much screen time does your child engage in daily?
2. What type of screen time do they engage in? (educational and/or entertainment). 


Questions generated for practitioners:
1. Have any positive or negative observations been made regarding children's communication, attention, and social skills that you believe could be linked to screen use?
2. Do you believe context and content matter in terms of screen usage?
These questions and methods were purposefully selected (Palinkas et al., 2015) with the aim of gaining a more holistic view of the effects of screen time usage on children in their early years, considering the type of content they engage with and the length of time that engagement is for. 
Sample choice
To gain an understanding of the questions being posed, a mixed-method approach will be used, with both quantitative and qualitative data.
[bookmark: _Int_yzDgzswB]The qualitative aspect of the study will involve the use of purposive sampling to select early years practitioners. These practitioners will possess the specific knowledge and experience needed to provide contextual insights into children's behaviour and development in response to screen time. Purposive sampling is best suited here, as it is recognised for its suitability in regard to qualitative research, where we can prioritise depth of research over breadth (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2015). 
Practitioners will be recruited from nurseries and early years settings situated within the predefined geographical area, such as a single county within a region in Wales. This targeted approach will ensure participants are easily accessible and most relevant to the sociocultural context of the study (Houghton, Harten & McDonald, 2015).
Between six and eight practitioners will be invited to participate in two to three focus groups; this is usually deemed an acceptable range for achieving data saturation (Guest, Namey and Mckenna, 2017). These focus groups will allow for a large depth of dialogue and the opportunity for practitioners to share their diverse perspectives on the topic of screen time influences. A group setting also supports and actively encourages a dynamic interaction between the sample participants, enabling them to reflect and elaborate on each other's experiences and perspectives (Kruger and Casey, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Int_9l8QMrkx]For the quantitative aspect of the study, questionnaires will be distributed to caregivers of children aged between two and five years old. The purpose of the questions will be to gather insights into the amount, type and context of the screen time that their children engage with. The caregivers will be recruited using convenience sampling, primarily through the early years settings and parent groups located in the local area or using social media. 
[bookmark: _Int_JgrWNzH2]The target sample will be sought in the region of approximately fifty to one hundred caregiver respondents. This is usually considered sufficient in identifying a trend within a small-scale study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Bryman, 2016). The application of the caregiver questionnaires allows for a broader, more measurable identification of patterns in relation to screen time usage across different households, which will help complement the more detailed, experience-based insights that were provided by focus groups.
This mixed methods approach will ensure that the research conducted captures both the subjective viewpoints of the professional practitioners who work directly with children and the practical realities of families who are navigating screen time usage at home.
Moreover, when used together, these samples offer a comprehensive understanding of the effects of screen time both at home and within early education settings during the critical early years of child development (Fetters, Curry & Creswell, 2013; Doyle et al., 2020). 
Strengths and limitations 
There are numerous strengths and limitations related to the chosen research methods. One obvious strength is that of using the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, as this ensures a multifaceted understanding of the research topic (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017). The quantitative data retrieved from the parental questionnaires will provide measurable insights into screen time habits, while the qualitative data gathered from the practitioners' focus groups will offer a more in-depth perspective on the contextual factors influencing young children’s screen time (Braun and Clarke, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_Uk2EwMGG]Focus groups in particular, can help with facilitating discussions amongst the participants, allowing them to elaborate on their experiences and views with others. This method is effective in exploring complex issues like screen time usage, as social context plays a significant role. This group dynamic allows for the findings of a diverse range of perspectives (Barbour, 2018; Nyumba et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_8ntm7yAB]Moreover, the use of focus groups as a data collection method is relatively inexpensive and can yield a large amount of data during a short amount of time. This efficiency makes focus groups an attractive method for gathering qualitative data in early years research, especially as it is well known that the early years settings are a busy environment, with practitioner's time being valuable and their availability being limited (Gill et al., 2018). 
[bookmark: _Int_GBOKx7JG][bookmark: _Int_q4p5INFm]Nonetheless, after exploring the strengths, the limitations cannot be ignored. The quantitative aspect of data collection through the parental questionnaires may be subject to biases such as social desirability; this could potentially affect the accuracy of the data that has been collected. Care givers might over or under report the child's screen time use and its content in an attempt to align with perceived social norms, leading to inaccuracies in the overall data (Krumpal, 2013; Adams et al., 2021). This particular limitation highlights the need for careful interpretation of the questionnaire responses and consideration of potential bias in the analysis, but with careful phrasing of the questions and the offer of anonymity, it could encourage more honesty, thus leading to more accurate data findings. 
[bookmark: _Int_fz9fVRLP]Another limitation worth mentioning is the possibility of dominant participants in the focus groups. They may overshadow others, leading to unequal participation and affect the data (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). Additionally, the group setting of the focus groups could possibly inhibit some from expressing certain opinions due to peer pressure. This dynamic could affect the diversity of data collected, highlighting the importance of moderation from a skilled and experienced researcher to ensure a balance between all participants. Ensuring all views are heard equally within a safe and inclusive environment (Morgan, 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_UnX9JJ09]Furthermore, focus groups are generally a time-consuming method of data collection. The collected data needs to be transcribed and analysed, demanding the need for significant resources (Nowell et al., 2017).
However, by acknowledging the strengths and limitations, the study aims to mitigate any potential bias and enhance the trustworthiness of its findings. To help achieve this, the study will use a triangulation approach. Triangulation in this context refers to the use of multiple methods to develop a broad understanding of the phenomenon (Flick, 2018). By combining the data from parental questionnaires and practitioner focus groups, the study will be better positioned to examine the effects of screen time in the early childhood years from both a measurable behavioural pattern and experiential insights. 
This methodological integration allows the researcher to cross validate the findings, thus reducing bias and increasing trustworthiness (Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2019; Holmes, 2022). 
In addition to the already mentioned strengths and limitations, it is important to consider the potential influence of the Hawthorne and Halo effects on the research findings. The Hawthorne effect refers to the occurrence where participants alter their behaviour due to the awareness of being observed, rather than as a response to the conditions of the research itself (Chen et al., 2017; Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). This change in behaviour can compromise the reliability of the data, even more so in focus groups where the participants are conscious of being observed and evaluated. 
[bookmark: _Int_6vmYEVGK]Similarly, the Halo effect, which is described as being a type of cognitive bias, can influence a participant's response when they want to please the researcher. This can lead to them providing what they deem to be more favourable reporting of behaviours or traits they see in relation to the questions asked (Nisbett and DeCamp Wilson, 2018; Gabrieli et al., 2021). 
Again, when these effects are accounted for, it helps to ensure that the research being conducted is trustworthy.


Ethical Considerations 
[bookmark: _Int_ohdVTV8N]Ethical considerations are paramount while undertaking any form of research that involves human participants. They ensure that the dignity, protection and rights of any participants are protected. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) highlights the importance of this in their guidelines. They say everyone who participates in research should be treated ‘fairly, sensitively, with dignity and free from prejudice’ (BERA, 2024; World Health Organisation, 2025). This is supported by the Equality Act 2010, which advocates the importance that everyone is protected from prejudice and discrimination due to their differences derived from their age, sexuality, gender, ethnicity, disability, nationality, or any such characteristics (Gov. Uk). 
[bookmark: _Int_2GnDqVql]Moreso, adhering to established ethical guidelines will uphold the integrity of the research and also help foster trust between the researcher and the participants (Hasan et al., 2021).
Informed Consent
Informed consent is a primary ethical principle in any research. It involves providing the participants with a comprehensive overview of the study's purpose, procedures and any potential risks and benefits; this enables them to make informed decisions about their participation in the study with full autonomy over their involvement (Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). 
However, obtaining informed consent can present some challenges for the researcher and the study participants. Some participants may have difficulties in understanding the complex language that is used; this could be due to a language barrier or lack of general understanding (Pietrzykowski and Smilowska, 2021; Calia et al., 2018). The BERA guidelines (2024) again place a strong emphasis on this, suggesting that for those who wish to be involved but lack understanding or are within a vulnerable group, then adaptation of the consent process and procedures may be necessary to accommodate specific needs, thus ensuring all participants have the opportunity to make informed decisions. 
Another important aspect of informed consent is ensuring participants are aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any time, without the need for explanation and without facing any consequence (Thorpe, 2014; Dahal, 2024; University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), n.d). There is a duty put upon the researcher to ensure all participants are aware of this right and feel comfortable exercising it; this is paramount for the ethical practices of any research (BERA, 2024; McConnell, 2021).
However, due to the nature of the research methods used, there are practical considerations when implementing the right to withdraw. During the focus groups, participants may find it difficult to withdraw due to the fear of drawing attention to themselves or causing disruption to the study. Considering this, The UK Statistics Authority (2022) advises that all researchers should advise participants that although they have their right to withdraw, because of the nature of the data collection method, a complete withdrawal of their contribution may not be possible. This is due to the information collected during group interaction, often being interwoven between participants. 
Furthermore, participants will be presented with an information sheet. A participant information sheet is a document given to research participants that contains information about the study they have been invited to partake in (University of Liverpool, n.d). It has a primary purpose to provide potential participants with a comprehensive overview of the details of the research. Thus, enabling them to make an informed decision about their involvement. The information sheets will be clear, concise, free from jargon and include all relevant details relating to the research and its purpose (NSPCC, 2023). Including but not limited to the researchers' details, as well as their own, plus details on voluntary participation, the right to withdraw, and confidentiality and data use (Ennis and Wykes, 2016). 
These information sheets are important due to many reasons. As well as ensuring informed consent, they also protect the potential participants' rights by informing them of their right to withdraw and safeguarding their autonomy. The transparency of the information sheet also helps foster trust between the researcher and the participants (The Open University, n.d). 
More importantly, the presentation of information sheets ensures that all researchers are adhering to ethical guidelines and requirements. 

Confidentiality and Anonymity.
Confidentiality and anonymity during research are crucial for ensuring the participants privacy is protected. Confidentiality requires the researcher to safeguard the participants sensitive information and ensure their identities will not be disclosed unless consented. Whereas anonymity means that identifiable information that can be linked back to the participant is not collected in the first instance (Endicott College, n.d). However, Kang and Hwang (2023) suggest that techniques such as altering identifiable details and aggregating the data of the participants details can also help maintain their confidentiality and anonymity. The application of such methods has been shown to encourage participants to be open and honest with their disclosed information, due to feeling more secure with the identity protections in place (Abadie, Fisher and Dombrowski, 2021). 
Furthermore, by adhering to the confidentiality and anonymity requirements, it ensures that the researchers are complying with ethical guidelines and legal regulations, such as data protection laws. Thus, enhancing the credibility and integrity of the research study.
Data Protection, Collection and Storage
[bookmark: _Int_5E85s0wZ]There are numerous legislative frameworks in place that mandate participant data be handled with profound respect and care in order to protect their privacy and rights. The Uk General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR 2018) and The Data Protection Act 2018 (DPA 2018) are both fundamental in ensuring the secure collection and storage of data retrieved from research. 
It is important that researchers only collect data that is deemed necessary in relation to the study and once collected, that data should be stored securely within encrypted platforms such as Microsoft One Drive (Article 5 (1)(C) GDPR, 2018). Equally important is that data collected via means of voice recorders needs to be transcribed and secured promptly (University College London, n.d). These practices help ensure that any risks associated with the data handling and storage are mitigated. 
[bookmark: _Int_SBL59wqO]For the purpose of this study, the data collected will be anonymous, digitally stored at the first convenience and will only be made accessible to members of the research team who need it. These practices are in line with the university's ethical guidelines (UWTSD, 2020) and the legal obligations outlined under the GDPR (2018).  
[bookmark: _Int_5xRlSAKI]Potential risks to the participants, researcher and University
During research, recognising and mitigating potential risks is of utmost importance to ensure that the researchers are upholding ethical standards and maintaining the integrity of the research process. 
[bookmark: _Int_BvqF06eJ][bookmark: _Int_XUCiA2Vl][bookmark: _Int_z1bXTqbF]Firstly, participants are susceptible to a number of potential risks, mainly social risks that involve possible damage to reputation or potential stigmatisation from other participants. This is particularly relevant to the care givers as they are at risk of emotional distress when talking about the negative effects of screen time on their children. Additionally, practitioners may feel emotional strain when discussing the challenges they face in their working environment. Strong emphasis is placed on such issues by The Department of Education (2024), which suggests that research be conducted in an ‘inclusive, safe and protective environment.'
[bookmark: _Int_JmQMDZ8s]Secondly, researchers are at risk of secondary trauma as a result of directly listening to practitioners discussing emotional challenges and distressing experiences. A study conducted by Morris (2020) highlights the possibility of researchers having strong emotional responses during the research process and how it is important that the researcher be aware of and know how to manage their personal emotions and reactions. 
Lastly, the university itself is not exempt from such risks. Primary concern should be given to ensuring consent is properly informed and comprehensively understood by all participants. Failing to do so could place the university in breach of data protection laws such as those outlined by GDPR (2018), thus compromising the public's trust in academic research (BERA, 2018). 
Additionally, the handling of the participants sensitive data calls for rigorous measures to be in place to ensure their privacy is protected. Breaches of confidentiality place the university at risk of legal repercussions and could in turn damage the university's reputation.
However, these risks can be mitigated with the use of clear and accessible language for the participant information sheets, ensuring the right to withdraw is reiterated throughout the study and by following the stringent guidelines surrounding The Data Protection Act (2018). 
Furthermore, following these steps reinforces the university's commitment to safeguarding participant welfare and retaining integrity in research (UWTSD, 2020).
In conclusion, ethical consideration during research is considered an upmost importance.  It involves the protection of the participants rights, ensures data integrity and helps maintain public confidence in the university. Additionally, principles such as confidentiality, informed consent and data protection are critical to research. These principles are not only morally imperative but are legal obligations that universities like UWTSD must be sure to observe and implement. 
By ensuring strict adherence to already established guidelines and frameworks such as the GDPR (2018), The Data Protection Act (2018) and the BERA Guidelines (2024), researchers at UWTSD can confidently and responsibly conduct their research studies. Not only by meeting ethical standards but also by contributing to meaningful research within the early years education sector. 
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