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of 23. However, the most recent study on
parents’ attitudes about children’s media
use revealed that the majority of U.S.
parents are largely unconcerned about their
young children’s media use4.

Digital Children in the 21st Century
In the 21st century, babies to school-age
children are digital consumers, often using
TV, computers, gaming systems, even
smartphones and tablets. From the time
they can grasp an object in their hands,
children begin to play with their parents’
smartphones or tablets. One can find more
than 40,000 YouTube video uploads about
infants or toddlers playing with such
devices.

Children’s Media Use and Possible
Concerns
Numerous harmful issues have been
associated with children’s media use.
These include:

“Our children’s digital lives are turning
them into much different creatures from
us – and not necessarily for the better.”

Children’s Eye Health
As parents are spending
more time using digital
media, so are their children,
and the children might be
suffering from the side
effects of overuse, like their
parents. This includes digital
eye strain (red, dry or
irritated eyes; blurred vision; or eye fatigue);
back, neck and shoulder pain; and
headaches. Excessive exposure to the use
of smartphones at an early age can also
trigger poor eyesight for kids5.

– Dalton Conley, Time Magazine
According to a 2011 Common Sense Media
Research Study about children’s media use
in America, 40 percent of 2- to 4-year-olds
use smartphones, iPods, iPads or similar
devices1. In another survey conducted in
2011, 90 percent of parents said their
children under age 2 watch some form of
electronic media2. Although young children
today are exposed to screen media as early
as 6 months, children back in the 1970s
were not exposed to television until the age
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Brain Development
Our brains are designed to be effective
when a socially interactive environment
stimulates curiosity and exploration.
Because it is possible that excessive
childhood involvement with digital media
limits children’s social interaction, this could
hinder children’s brain development and
have negative effects on their overall
development6.

Physical Development and Obesity
Digital media use might take time away
from play and physical activities. It has
been reported that a
child who spends
more than four hours
a day watching
television is more
likely to be
overweight than one who watches less than
two hours13. Children’s excessive use of
digital media might limit necessary physical
challenges to their bodies in order to
achieve optimal sensory and motor
development.

Sleep Problems
Studies have
started showing an
association of
media use with
sleep problems in
preschool-aged
children. The
studies revealed
that the length and timing (daytime versus
evening) of screen time (television,
DVDs/videos, computers, video games and
hand-held devices) and the content of
media (violent versus nonviolent) affected
the amount of the increase in sleep
problems7,8

Language Development
Studies have shown that the use of digital
media could delay children’s language
development, especially for children age 2
and under2,14.

A Possible Benefit
Although scarce, a few studies have found
that high-quality educational programs with
a specific goal to teach academic skills can
have benefits for children older than 2 years,
but not for children younger than 2
years15.

Attention Problems
Research suggests that the use of digital
media might have an effect on children’s
attention skills, such as increasing
hyperactivity and difficulty in
concentrating9,10.

American Academy of Pediatrics
Media Use Recommendations
The American Academy of Pediatrics has
developed many recommendations, based
on research, related to child health and
development in a
variety of areas,
including Sudden
Infant Death
Syndrome,
Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity
Disorder and media use. In 2011, the
Academy issued their most recent policy
statement featuring recommendations
regarding media use by children under age
216. These recommendations for children
under age 2 suggests that parents and
caregivers:

Late Academic Achievement
Studies suggest that excessive media use
(computers or video games) at an earlier
age are associated with lower academic
achievement later in life11,12.
Social Development
Children who spend more time with media
devices reportedly have lower levels of
personal contentment and have a tendency
to get in trouble more often. They also
report feeling more sad or bored than their
counterparts7.
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1. Set media limits for their children under
age 2. The Academy encourages
ZERO media use for this age group.
Parents should have a strategy for
managing electronic media if they
choose to allow their children to use
digital media at this age.

want to use them. However if they are
already exposed to digital devices, it is
better to limit how long and when they can
use them. Especially avoid night time use.
2. Substitute direct interaction and realworld experience alternatives for
media time.

2. Instead of digital media use, plan
supervised independent play (playing
with blocks,
coloring on
blank paper or
running around
the playground)
for infants and
young children during times that a
parent cannot sit down and actively
engage in play with the child.

Nothing takes the place of direct interaction
and real-world experiences. It is important
to take some of the children’s media time
and replace it with parentchild interactive activities
and real-world experiences,
such as art projects,
outdoor activities, sports,
interactive reading, music
and movement, games and
so on. Of course, children
can draw pictures and
match objects using smartphones or iPad
applications, but they cannot use all their
senses because they cannot see or touch
the object. Many producers of new digital
media claim their products have
educational benefits, but in many cases,
they seem to displace hands-on
educational activities, such as reading
books or playing board games.

3. Do not put a television set in the child’s
bedroom.
4. Recognize that adults’ media use can
have a negative effect on children.

What Parents/Caregivers Can Do
For some parents digital media is used to
keep young children occupied so they can
do chores, prepare a meal or get ready for
work. For other parents, digital media
serves educational purposes. Parents also
believe that when children are fussy or
acting out, digital media can calm them.
Lastly, some parents use digital media as
rewards and incentives for good behavior.
How can parents use digital media for the
most benefits? Many of the recent studies
have shown that media is very much a part
of all of our lives these days, and so it is
important that parents/caregivers
understand how to use it in healthy ways.

3. Do not allow children to own digital
devices.
When children own
these digital media
devices, more often they
will use them. Until
children are at least in
their teen years, do not
let them own their own
devices such as an iPad, smartphone, TV,
computer, Baby Einstein or Leap Frog.

1. Have clear rules and expectations
about media usage.

4. Choose positive quality
programs/apps for preschoolers and
older children.
During media use, try to find apps that
teach and expand your child’s growing
brain. Parents need to spend time

If your children are 0 to 2 years, of course it
is better not to allow them to use any digital
media. Older children (3 to 6 years) should
have less than one hour of screen time per
day. If parents use those devices less often
in front of their children, children may not
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identifying these. There are a few online
websites recommending quality educational
materials, visit www.kidsfirst.org,
http://www.kindertown.com/ or
www.commonsensemedia.org for more
information.
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5. Co-view and enhance parent-child
interaction during digital media use.
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Experts say that educational media
programs were developed to be watched by
both the parent and the child to facilitate
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positive effect on learning from educational
media.
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6. Limit background media exposure.
Parents often
think that children
may not watch or
hear a TV.
However,
background
media exposure can have potentially
negative effects on children’s development
and parent-child interactions17. Background
media can disrupt children’s play behavior
even when they are not paying attention to
it.
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7. Limit your media use.
Children whose parents limit their media
use spend less time with digital media than
their peers. It is important that parents have
good habits themselves.
1

http://www.ftc.gov/os/comments/copparulereview2011/0032582243.pdf
The University of Nevada, Reno is an Equal Employment Opportunity/Affirmative
Action employer and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, religion,
sex, age, creed, national origin, veteran status, physical or mental disability,
sexual orientation, or genetic information in any program or activity it operates.
The University of Nevada employs only United States citizens and aliens lawfully
authorized to work in the United States.

2

Zimmerman, F. J, Christakis, D. A., Meltzoff, A. N. (2007).
Television and DVD/video viewing in children younger than 2
years. Archives Pediatr Adolesc Med. 2007;161(5):473– 479
3

DeLoache, J. S., & Chiong, C. (2009). Babies and baby media.
American Behavioral Scientists, 52, 115.

Copyrightⓒ 2013 University of Nevada Cooperative Extension

4

