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Impact of screen time on sleep patterns and behavioural outcomes in young children 2 
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ABSTRACT 5 

 6 

In today’s digital age, screens are an integral part of everyday life—televisions, tablets, 7 

smartphones, and computers are everywhere, including in the hands of young children. While 8 

digital technology can offer educational and entertainment benefits, concerns are rising about 9 

its impact on early childhood development. One area of growing interest and concern is the 10 

effect of screen time on sleep patterns and behavioural outcomes in young children. Screen 11 

time, particularly before bedtime, is associated with disrupted sleep in children. In young 12 

children, whose sleep needs are critical for growth and brain development, this disruption can 13 

lead to delayed bedtimes, shorter total sleep duration, poor sleep quality and increase night 14 

awakenings. Excessive screen time is linked to a range of behavioural issues in young 15 

children, including increased irritability and mood swings, reduced attention span, 16 

hyperactivity, aggressive behaviour and social withdrawal. While screens are unlikely to 17 

disappear from children’s lives anytime soon, understanding their effects is vital. Parents, 18 

caregivers, and educators must strike a careful balance by leveraging the educational 19 

potential of digital tools while safeguarding children’s sleep and behavioural health. By 20 

cultivating mindful media use habits early, we can help ensure that technology supports 21 

rather than hinders the well-being of the next generation. So, this concept articles throws a 22 

flashlight on bad impact of screen time on well-being of children and focused on overcome 23 

by encouraging alternative activities.  24 
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 29 

Introduction 30 

In the 21st century, the rapid advancement of technology has fundamentally transformed how 31 

people communicate, learn, and entertain themselves. Among the most significant shifts is 32 

the increasing exposure of young children to screens, including televisions, tablets, 33 
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smartphones, and computers. While digital technology can provide substantial educational 34 

and entertainment benefits, its excessive and often unregulated use has raised concerns 35 

among parents, educators, and healthcare professionals. One of the most pressing concerns is 36 

the impact of screen time on young children's sleep patterns and behavioural development. 37 

Sleep is a critical component of early childhood development. It affects everything from 38 

cognitive processing and emotional regulation to physical growth. Likewise, behaviour in 39 

young children is closely linked to both their sleep quality and the stimuli they are exposed to 40 

throughout the day. This article explores the intricate relationship between screen time, sleep 41 

patterns, and behavioural outcomes in young children. It provides evidence-based insights 42 

and practical recommendations to help caregivers navigate this complex terrain. 43 

Screen time refers to the amount of time a person spends using a device with a screen, such 44 

as a television, computer, tablet, or smartphone. For young children, screen time can include 45 

watching cartoons, playing interactive games, video chatting with relatives, or using 46 

educational apps. The American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) offers guidelines to help 47 

parents and caregivers manage children's screen time. For children under 18 months, screen 48 

time is generally discouraged except for video chatting. For those aged 18 to 24 months, 49 

high-quality programming is recommended and caregivers should co-view to help children 50 

understand what they are seeing. For children aged 2 to 5 years, screen use should be limited 51 

to one hour per day of high-quality content. Despite these recommendations, many young 52 

children exceed the suggested limits. A growing number of children under five are spending 53 

two to three hours or more daily on screens, often without supervision. This trend raises 54 

significant concerns about the developmental implications of such habits. 55 

The Importance of Sleep in Early Childhood 56 

Sleep plays a pivotal role in the physical, emotional and cognitive development of children. 57 

According to the National Sleep Foundation, toddlers require 11 to 14 hours of sleep per day, 58 

while preschoolers need 10 to 13 hours. During sleep, the body undergoes essential processes 59 

such as tissue repair, muscle growth, and memory consolidation.  60 

 61 

Screen Time and Sleep Disruption 62 

Numerous studies have demonstrated a clear link between excessive screen time and sleep 63 

disturbances in young children. There are several mechanisms through which screen use 64 

interferes with sleep: 65 



 

 

1. Blue Light Exposure: Screens emit blue light, which can suppress the secretion of 66 

melatonin, the hormone responsible for regulating the sleep-wake cycle. When 67 

children are exposed to screens in the evening, their bodies may struggle to recognize 68 

that it is time to wind down, leading to delayed sleep onset. 69 

2. Psychological Stimulation: The content children consume on screens especially fast-70 

paced, action-packed or interactive media can be overly stimulating. This heightened 71 

arousal can make it difficult for children to relax and transition into a restful state.  72 

3. Delayed Bedtimes: Screen use often displaces time that would otherwise be spent 73 

preparing for bed. Children engrossed in a show or game may resist bedtime routines, 74 

leading to delayed sleep schedules. 75 

4. Sleep Fragmentation: Children who have screens in their bedrooms or who use 76 

screens right before bed are more likely to experience night wakings. Notifications, 77 

lights  and sounds can interrupt sleep cycles and reduce overall sleep quality. 78 

Behavioural Outcomes of Excessive Screen Time 79 

Beyond its impact on sleep, excessive screen time is linked to a range of behavioural issues in 80 

young children. Poor sleep quality and quantity are associated with a range of negative 81 

behavioural outcomes. Children experiencing sleep disruption due to screen exposure are 82 

more likely to exhibit 83 

 Increased irritability and mood swings 84 

 Reduced Attention Span 85 

 Hyperactivity and attention deficits 86 

 Aggressive or oppositional behaviour 87 

 Poor academic performance and learning difficulties 88 

 Impaired attention and memory 89 

 Reduced academic performance 90 

 Increased irritability and mood swings 91 

 Heightened risk of obesity and metabolic disorders 92 

 Aggression and Poor Emotional Regulation 93 



 

 

 Social Withdrawal 94 

Additionally, excessive screen time often displaces essential activities such as physical play, 95 

family interaction and outdoor exploration which further compounding behavioural 96 

challenges. Given the essential role of sleep, it is vital to understand the factors that can 97 

disrupt it and pointing to screen time as a significant disruptor of sleep-in children. 98 

The Role of Sleep in Mediating Behavioural Outcomes 99 

It is important to recognize that many behavioural issues linked to screen time are mediated 100 

by sleep disruption. Poor sleep can affect the prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain 101 

responsible for decision-making, impulse control  and emotional regulation. Therefore, a 102 

child who is sleep-deprived due to excessive screen exposure may display behavioural 103 

problems that are more a consequence of sleep deficiency than screen content itself. 104 

Parental Influence and Screen Habits 105 

Parents play a crucial role in shaping their children's screen habits and overall media 106 

consumption. Studies have shown that children are more likely to have higher screen time if 107 

their parents also engage in frequent screen use. Furthermore, parental attitudes toward screen 108 

time can influence how children perceive and engage with media.  109 

Effective Strategies for Managing Screen Time 110 

 Set Consistent Limits: Establish clear rules about when and how screens can be used. 111 

Stick to the recommended guidelines by the AAP as stated that Limit screen time in 112 

accordance with age-appropriate guidelines which recommends no more than one 113 

hour per day for children aged 2–5. 114 

 Create Screen-Free Zones: Designate areas such as bedrooms and dining tables as 115 

screen-free zones to encourage healthy habits and interactions. 116 

 Use High-Quality Content: Choose age-appropriate, educational content that 117 

promotes learning and creativity. Co-viewing can help children understand and 118 

contextualize what they are seeing. 119 

 Avoid Screens Before Bedtime: Implement a screen curfew at least one hour before 120 

bedtime to allow children to wind down naturally. 121 

 Encourage Alternative Activities: Promote physical play, reading, reading, outdoor 122 

play and creative arts and family games as alternatives to screen time. 123 



 

 

 Ensure parental controls to monitor content and duration of screen use 124 

 125 

Conclusion 126 

The digital world is here to stay, and screens will undoubtedly continue to play a role in 127 

children’s lives. However, understanding the impact of screen time on sleep and behavioural 128 

development is crucial for safeguarding the well-being of young children. Excessive and 129 

unregulated screen use has been shown to disrupt sleep patterns and contribute to a range of 130 

behavioural issues. These effects are especially concerning during the formative years of life, 131 

when sleep and social experiences are vital for healthy development. Parents, caregivers, 132 

educators, and policymakers must work together to create an environment where technology 133 

is used wisely and intentionally. The goal is not to eliminate screens but to integrate them 134 

into children's lives in a way that supports their overall development and well-being. 135 
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