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Excessive screen time among children has become a pressing public concern. It can
have a negative impact on the child’s well-being. To study the screen time and its
usage among children in the age group of 4-10 years and the differences due to their
age and gender. In addition, the present study also examines the impact of screen
time on behavior problems (internalizing and externalizing behaviors) among them.
Mothers (n=416) of 4-10 years old children completed the personal data sheet and
Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997). Chi-square and Simple
linear regression were carried out using SPSS 28. 83.4 % viewed screen devices
“everyday” and 70% of the children had access to more than 3 devices at home. Only
27% of the children had screen time below 2 hours per day. Findings showed that the
child’s screen time significantly predicted internalizing behaviors. Child’s age was
strongly associated with screen time. High screen time of children contributes to
behavioral problems. Parental involvement in monitoring screen use must be an essential
part of psychosocial interventions in educational settings/clinical practice.
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Excessive screen use among young children
is a global and growing concern. In India,
most children are exposed to screen by 18
months of age (Gupta et al., 2021). Some of
the harmful effects of high screen time
includes obesity, disturbed sleep, delayed
speech and cognitive development, ocular
problems, body image issues and emotion
regulation difficulties (Gupta et al., 2021;
Jeevannavar, Suryawanshi, & Patil, 2020;
Srikala, & Kumar, Kishore, 2010). Positive
effects include, gaining knowledge, learning
new skills, improving social interaction,
promoting emotional well-being by learning
about moral values and identifying emotions
at a younger age. Many global organizations
such as American Academy of Pediatrics,
World Health Organization, and Indian
Academy of Pediatrics, Indian Psychiatric
Society have listed screen use
recommendations and guidelines for parents

to caution them against the harmful effects
of excessive screen exposure and
encourage its regulated use for children
(Gupta et al., 2021).

The younger years of a child’s brain
development is a critical period for the
development of cognitive and emotional
abilities as is likely to influence their future
adult behaviours (Rodriguez and Estrada,
2021). Many studies have reported a
relationship between excessive screen time
and behaviour problems, i.e., internalizing
and externalizing behaviours. “Externalizing
behaviours”, can be defined as behavioural
problems characterized by acting out,
aggression, attentional dif f iculties,
oppositional behaviours, hyperactivity and
temper tantrums. They involve outward
behaviour rather than inner emotions.
(Thackery & Harris, 2002; Nehzad et al.,
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2011). On the other hand, internalizing
behaviours, refers to problem behaviours due
to over-control of emotions within self, such
as anxiety, depression, somatic complaints,
social withdrawal from others and shyness.
(Nehzad et al., 2011; Achenbach & Rescorla,
2001).

Among children having high screen time
in both from rural and urban areas,
Ilamparithi and Selvakumar (2017) in their
study identified externalizing and internalizing
behavioural problems. Muppalla,
Vuppalapati, Pulliahgaru and Sreenivasulu
(2023) in their systematic review found
internalizing and externalizing behavioural
problems among younger children below 6
years of age in India due to high screen time.
Similar findings have been demonstrated by
studies in other parts of the world (Bahadur
& Karace, 2022; Xiang et al., 2022; Eirich et
al., 2022).  High screen time increased the
risk of disruption in the child’s self-regulatory
capacities (Eirich et al., 2022). It has also
been associated with lower levels of
emotional understanding, depressive
symptoms, anxiety and disturbed sleep
(Muppalla, Vuppalapati, Pulliahgaru &
Sreenivasulu, 2023). Hence, excessive
screen time interfering with the development
of these essential skills are likely to increase
the risk of socio-emotional difficulties as well
as behavioural problems among children
(Uzundað, Altundal & Keþþafoðlu, 2022).

In this light, the objective of the present
study was to estimate the extent of the
problem of excessive screen time and
evaluate its impact on behavioral problems
among young children in Chennai, South
India. Null hypotheses for the present study
were adopted as findings associated with
screen time and behavioral problems among
school going children in the Indian context
are scarce. Hence, the present study aims
to explore this relationship and identify socio-
demographic differences, if any.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were tested in
the present study

1) Child’s screen time will not significantly
predict internalizing and externalizing
behaviours (H

0
1)

2) There will be no significant gender
difference in child’s screen time

3) There will be no significant difference in
child’s screen time based on child’s age
(H

0
3)

Method

Sample

The sample comprised of mothers of
children between 4-10 years of age from 4
schools in Chennai, selected through
systematic random sampling. The inclusion
criteria were mothers’ minimum education of
Class X, fluency in reading and writing
knowledge of Class VIII English, and children
must be enrolled in English Medium Central
Board of Secondary Education (CBSE)
schools. Lastly, children must have exposure
to screen time of any duration and use at
least one screen device such as laptop,
phone, television, i-pad.

Tools

The survey was completed within 30
minutes. The tools used were the Personal
Data Sheet which included questions
regarding the socio-demographic information
and children’s screen time and pattern of use.
Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire: The
behavioural problems among children were
measured using Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997). It is
a standardised 33 item scale that assesses
the child’s internalising and externalising
behaviours. The internal consistency was
found to be Cronbach’s alpha 0.73 and test-
retest reliability was found to be 0.62 after
4-6 months. It also has good psychometric
properties in varied cultures and languages
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and demonstrated use in Indian studies (Bele,
Bodhare,Valsangkar, & Saraf (2013);
McDaniel, & Radesky, 2018).

Procedure

A cross-sectional survey was carried out
and data was collected from 1118 mothers
among 4 schools in Chennai of which 416
valid responses were included for the study.
Based on the list of schools with a curriculum
of Central Board of Secondary Education
(CBSE) they were randomly chosen from the
East, West, North and South zones of
Chennai. The researcher collected data from
the schools which provided permission for the
study. In the after-school hours, the
researcher met the mothers and collected the
information from them. The participants were
informed regarding the purpose of the study,
and obtained informed consent from them for
their participation. 

Results

Table 1. The characteristics of the sample

Sample characteristic % (n=416)

Gender of the child Male 48%

Female 52%

Age of the child 4-6 years 47%

7-10 years 53%

Mother’s Undergraduate
Education and below 17%

Graduate 38%

Postgraduate or above 45%

Mother’s age 30 years or less 12%

40 years or less 79%

Above 40 years 9%

Mother’s
employment Working 54%

Not working 46%

Table 2. Participants screen use pattern

Screen use characteristic % (n=416)

Number of devices
at home 1-3 devices 27%

>3 devices 73%

Frequency of screen 1 day or
use per week  less per week 3%

2-3 days per week 6%

4-5 days per week 8%

Everyday 83%

Ownership of screen
device by the child Yes 12%

No 88%

Child’s screen
time per day <2 hours 27%

>2 hours 73%

From Table 2, it can be observed that
majority of the children have screen time
above 2 hours per day. 73% of them had
access to more than 3 devices at home and
84% of them had screen exposure
“everyday” as compared to 3% whose
parents reported the child’s screen exposure
to be “one day or less per week”.

Table 3. show if child’s screen time significantly predicts internalizing and externalizing
behaviours of children

Criterion variables (Internalizing behaviours)               Externalizing behaviours

Predictor variable            B SE (B) p B SE(B) p

Constant 3.724 0.267 0.000 4.740 0.250 0.000

Child’s screen time 0.003 0.001 0.037* 0.001 0.001 0.264
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Table 3 indicates that it is significant at
the p<0.01 level. Simple linear regression
analysis showed that the child’s screen time
significantly predicts only internalizing
behaviors (R2=0.01, p<0.01). From the

results, it can be interpreted that for every
unit increase in screen time 3 units of
internalizing behavioral problem may also
increase. Hence, the null hypothesis was
partially accepted.

Table 4. Association between child’s socio-demographic factors and screen time

Child’s screen time t df p

Age of child Statistics < 2 hours >2 hours 34.12 3 0.000***

4 - 6 years Count 105 91

Percent 53.5% 46.5%

7 - 10 years Count 58 162

Percent 26.4% 73.6%

Gender 0.73 3 0.86

Female Count 87 128

Percent 40.5% 59.5%

Male Count 76 125

Percent 37.8% 62.2%

*** = p < .001.

There was a signif icant association
between age and screen time ( df=3,
p=<0.001) as 43%  of older children had
screen time above 2 hours per day, as
compared to 26% of them who were reported
to have screen time below 2 hours per day.
Hence, the null hypothesis was partially
accepted as gender was not significantly
associated with screen time in the present
sample.

Discussion

The results showed that only 38% of the
children had screen time within the
recommendations provided by World Health
Organization, in the sample studied. That is,
below 2 hours per day. Previous studies
reported that child’s screen time significantly
predicted internalizing and externalizing
behaviors, both among school children (Zink
et al.,2024) as well as preschool children (Liu
et al., 2021). Neville, McArthur, Ririch, Lakes

and Madigan (2021) in their longitudinal
study found that screen time was
bidirectionally associated with externalizing
and internalizing behaviors. However, in the
present study, the child’s screen time was
found to have a significant impact only on
internalizing behaviors. This can perhaps be
explained, firstly, by discrete mechanisms
underlie internalizing and externalizing
problems in relation to their association with
children’s screen time. For instance, the
content viewed by the child as such involving
violence or aggression may result in
externalizing behavior problems, whereas
indirect effects of sleep disturbances and
displacement of social activities by time spent
in front of the screen device may contribute
to internalizing problems (Eirich et al., 2022;
Kraut et al., 1998). Secondly, Geng, Xu and
Liu (2023) suggested that internalizing
problems may have a strong negative
association with age among preschool
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children, however among older school
children challenges such as greater
academic demands, peer problems and
competition may result in psychological and
physiological changes, thereby
demonstrated as internalizing problems.
Therefore, more time spent in front of screen
devices may reduce their opportunities to
learn and develop adaptive life skills through
real-life experiences. Lastly, since repeated
exposure to aggressive or violent content
may desensitize children (Eirich et al., 2022)
they are less likely to be identified or reported
by parents.

For the socio-demographic factors, H
0
2

null hypothesis was accepted as gender was
not significantly associated with child’s screen
time. However, the null hypothesis H

0
3 was

failed to be rejected as the present study
revealed a significant association between
age and child’s screen time. The evidence
for socio-demographic characteristics in
relation to the child’s screen time have been
mixed. There is some evidence showing a
significant association between the child’s
age and screen time (Goh et al.,2016;
Sharma et al., 2022) while it has also been
proven otherwise (Geng, Xu & Liu, 2023). It
is perhaps possible to explain this due to
various reasons. Firstly, parental control on
the child’s screen time appears to reduce with
increase in child’s age (Qi, Yan & Yin, 2023).
Therefore, the extent to which they may
succeed in setting limits may depend on their
parental self-efficacy (Jago et al., 2015).
Among younger children, environmental
manipulation and behavioral strategies are
likely to prove effective regulating their
screen time. As younger children largely
depend on adults for care and their daily life,
mothers are likely to be in control of their
screen exposure. Secondly, the reason for
increase in screen time with age could also
be related to the purpose of screen use. For
instance, younger children may be limited to
viewing content on screen devices, whereas

older children may have more uses such as
social media, video gaming and time on other
online activities. Lastly. methodological and
cultural differences must also be considered
to explain the findings related to socio-
demographic factors and child’s screen time.

Limitations

The findings of the study limited to school
children between 4-10 years of age and
cannot be generalized to older children. The
behavioral problems explored are reported
by mothers, as the children did not undergo
any screening for identifying clinical
conditions. Lastly, the study only included
mothers.

Implications

The present study is important in
estimating the extent of the problem of
excessive screen time among children. Its
impact on the child’s behavioral problems
calls professionals’ attention to increase
parental awareness and involvement in
regulating and monitoring children’s screen
time. School authorities and policy makers
may take into consideration the influence of
screen time while assigning online academic
tasks as it can add to the burden of the
problem. Further, the study has significant
implications for highlighting the role of parent
support and co-regulation in reducing the
child’s emotional distress and internalizing
behavioral problems.

Conclusion

Majority of the children do not appear to
follow the age-appropriate screen time
recommendations. High screen time
significantly predicts internalizing behaviors
among children. Age of the child may be
strongly associated with screen time.
Children are likely to benefit from more
parental involvement in regulating their
screen time and help to develop healthy
screen use habits.
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