Understanding Screen Time & Child Development
A Balanced Perspective

Technology and screens are now part of daily life for most children and teens. Screens can
support learning, creativity, connection, and entertainment when used intentionally and in
moderation. However, excessive or unrestricted screen use may impact sleep, attention,
emotional regulation, social development, and behavior.

The goal is not perfection — it is helping children develop healthy, balanced habits over time.

Common Effects of Excessive Screen Time
Research has linked excessive screen time with increased risk for:
o Sleep difficulties
o Irritability and emotional dysregulation
e Attention and concentration difficulties
e Reduced physical activity
e Increased conflict around transitions
e Delayed language/social development in young children
o Increased anxiety or mood concerns
e Reduced frustration tolerance
« Difficulty engaging in non-screen activities
e Social withdrawal in some children/teens

Children who already struggle with ADHD, anxiety, autism, sensory regulation, or emotional
regulation may be especially sensitive to excessive screen use or abrupt transitions away from
screens.

Screen Time by Age Group
Toddlers & Preschoolers (Approx. Ages 2-5)

Common Challenges

e Tantrums when screens end



o Difficulty transitioning away from devices

e Increased irritability after long periods of viewing

o Reduced interest in independent play

o Sleep disruption
Helpful Strategies

o Prioritize interactive play over passive screen use

e Avoid screens close to bedtime

e Use co-viewing when possible

o Keep routines predictable

e Give countdown warnings before turning screens off

o Encourage sensory play, outdoor play, and imaginative play
Elementary School Age (Approx. Ages 6—12)
Common Challenges

e Resistance when screen time ends

e Homework avoidance

o Emotional dysregulation after gaming/videos

o Increased sibling conflict around devices

« Difficulty balancing hobbies and screens

e Sneaking additional screen time
Helpful Strategies

o Create predictable screen time routines

e Use visual schedules or timers

o Keep devices out of bedrooms overnight

o Pair screen access with responsibilities

e Encourage non-screen hobbies and movement

o Focus on balance rather than constant punishment
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Teenagers & Adolescents (Approx. Ages 13—-18)
Common Challenges
o Excessive social media use
e Sleep disruption from nighttime device use
e Increased anxiety related to online interactions
e (Gaming overuse
o Difficulty disengaging from phones
e Conflict over independence and limits
e Social comparison/self-esteem concerns
Helpful Strategies
o Collaboratively create technology expectations
e Focus on healthy habits instead of total restriction
o Encourage screen-free sleep routines
o Discuss online safety and mental health openly
e Model balanced technology use as adults
e Monitor for signs screens are replacing real-world functioning
Signs Screen Use May Need Closer Attention
Consider seeking additional support if screen use is consistently associated with:
e Severe meltdowns or aggression when devices are removed
o Significant sleep disruption
e Declining school performance
e Social withdrawal
o Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities
o Persistent conflict within the home
e Secretive or unsafe online behavior
o Inability to participate in daily responsibilities without screens

o Significant emotional distress when not using devices



Helpful Reminder for Parents
Screens themselves are not inherently “good” or “bad.” What matters most is:
e Balance
o Content quality
o Consistency
e Sleep protection
e Adult guidance
e The child’s individual needs and functioning

Many families benefit more from creating realistic, sustainable technology habits than from
overly strict rules that become difficult to maintain consistently.



