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Ex e c u t i v e
S u mm a r y
This report provides an analysis and
evaluation of the amount of time
children in Northern Ireland spend
online, how parents view the time
spent online as being either positive
or negative, it also establishes if
the parents have been given any
guidance on the amount of screen
time their children should have and
how they have been responding to the
management of their children’s screen
time.
Methods of analysis include both
quantitative and qualitative data
regarding children’s screen time use
at home during the week and at the
weekend was collected in this mixed
methods approach. Data was collected
from parents and from teachers. A total
of 112 parents completed the survey,
providing data for 186 children from ages
4 to 15. Interviews were held with 4
teachers.
EXECUTI V E SUMMARY

Results of the data analysed show that
parents feel their children are spending
too much time using screens and it is
impacting upon their health and social
interaction. The amount of time children
are spending on screens ranges from 11
hours to 34 hours per week depending
on age.
The report also finds that screens are
having a negative impact upon a child’s
social and family interaction with 63%
of parents saying they had a concern
regarding their child’s screen use. In
particular, key finding 3 highlights the
negative impact upon the health and
well-being of children with parents
highlighting the negative mood, attitude
and tiredness of their children from too
much screen time.
The amount of time children spend using
screens increases during the weekend
for all children with parents uncertain
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The amount of time
children are spending
on screens ranges from
11 hours to 34 hours per
week depending on age

Boys spend
more time
using screens
than girls

as to the exact amount of time their children
spend using screens. Eighty-eight per cent
of parents did not know how much time their
children spent using screens in school.

77%

Boys spend more time using screens than
girls. Moreover, there is a difference in the
types of devices used by girls and boys.

of parents
found it
difficult to
control the
amount of
time their
child spends
using screens

Overall parents found it difficult to control
the amount of time their child spends using
screens with 77% wanting their children to
spend a little or a lot less time using screens.
The research also showed that parents are
using a variety of negotiation tools as part of
their approach to control screen time from
limiting the time their child spends online
manually to using a service that limits their
child’s screen time.
A total of 82% of parents want more guidance
and advice on what amount of screen time is
healthy and want more information on how to
control their child’s use of screen time.

EXECUTI V E SUMMARY
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82

%

of parents
want more
guidance and
advice on what
amount of
screen time is
healthy and
want more
information
on how to
control their
child’s use of
screen time

R e c o mm e n d a t i o n s
Drawing from the findings of this research,
a number of key policy recommendations have been identified:

1
The Department of
Health and the Public
Health Agency should
issue guidance on the
appropriate amount
of screen time for all
children and young
people. This should be
given to all parents and
carers.
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3

The Department of
Education should
introduce guidance
based on best practice
for Sure Starts, preschool settings, and
all schools on the
appropriate amount of
screen time for children
and young people taking
in to consideration how
much time children and
young people already
spend using screens at
home.

5

Training for
teachers, health
care professionals
and across all other
disciplines including
the community and
voluntary sector to raise
awareness of the risks
associated with too
much screen time. This
training should also be
reviewed on a regular
basis as new research
emerges.

4
An appropriate cross
departmental strategy
should be developed to
assist parents and carers to:
»»Understand the health and
well-being risks associated
with screen time.
»»Raise awareness of the
techniques and software
most effective to limit
screen time use.
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INTRO D U C TION
The internet, social media and, screen time is
part of everyday life as the various platforms
provide a range of uses from discussion,
news, collaboration, sharing and interacting.
This is possible from a variety of devices
such as computers, laptops, tablets, game
consoles and smart phones and can be done
from anywhere around the world.
As technology continues to advance, the
use of it has increasingly become a way to
entertain, to make tasks easier and to educate
children and young people. Moreover, many
schools are deciding to use part of their
budget on updating their technology and
making use of tablets in lesson plans. Indeed,
the UK Government outlined the potential
benefits to educators using technology in the
classroom (Morgan, 2016) noting that they
will be “championing the teaching of coding
throughout each key stage.” They have also
committed to an investment of £1.3 billion to
provide broadband throughout the country.

CHAPTER 1
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The purpose of this study was to
investigate the amount of time children
in Northern Ireland spend online (at
home and in the classroom), how
parents view the time spent online
as being either positive or negative,
establish if they have been given any
guidance on the amount of screen time
children should have and how they are
responding to the management of their
children’s screen time.

Need for Study
Given the anecdotal comments received from
parents who attended Cyber Safety workshops
held by Children in Northern Ireland, parents
appeared to be struggling to navigate the amount
of time their children spend using screens.
New guidelines from the American Academy of
Paediatrics recommend that for children 2 to 5
years of age, screen time should be limited to
one hour per day. For children aged 6 and older,
parents can determine the restrictions for time
spent using screens, as well as continually monitor
the types of digital media their children use
(American Academy of Paediatrics, 2016). They
also highlighted that babies are most vulnerable to
screens. Furthermore, recommending infants aged
18 months and younger should not be exposed to
any digital media.
Research conducted by the University of Bristol
(Page AS et al, 2010), which involved more than
1,000 children aged around 10, found that children
who spend longer than two hours a day in front
of a computer or TV are more likely to suffer
psychological difficulties than other youngsters.
The researchers suggested that a two-hour screen
limit per day was a sensible guideline.
CHAPTER 1

The link between mental health issues and online
use is starting to become an area of emerging
research, however there appears to be conflicting
evidence. A Canadian study (Sampasa-Kanyinga et
al, 2015) found that young people who identified
with a mental health concern spent more time on
average online than those who didn’t; however,
they also found that excessive online use tended to
exacerbate the issue.
Print media have reported an increase in sites
dedicated to suicide, self-harm and eating
disorders; already vulnerable young people with a
mental health disorder who access such sites may
therefore face increased risk.
The implication of this is that advice on the amount
of screen time to help guide parents is limited,
although the National Institute for Care and Health
Excellence (NICE) advises (in relation to TV) the use
of “TV free days” and “setting a limit to watch TV
for no more than 2 hours a day.”
Moreover, the NHS Choices website gives tips
‘to help your child get a good night’s sleep’ by
recommending that screens should be avoided in
the bedroom.
8

1

hour

2-5 yrs
Paediatrics
recommend that
for children 2
to 5 years of
age, screen
time should be
limited to one
hour per day

OFCOM completed a survey in England during
2015 that showed the amount of time children
spent online doubled between 2005 to 2015 from
6.2 hours to 15 hours per week. Furthermore,
the Department of Education (England) released
a press release in 2015 introducing new measures
to keep children safe online at school and at home
(OFCOM, 2015).
The Department of Education NI (2015) released
safeguarding measures for keeping children safe
online and acceptable use of the internet and
digital technologies.
Advice to schools and parents relating to the
internet, digital media and screen time appears
to overwhelmingly focus on the risks and harms
and keeping children safe. The Safeguarding
Board for Northern Ireland commissioned research
in 2014 exploring e-safety messages to young
people, parents, and practitioners in Northern
Ireland (Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland,
2014). According to the report an analysis of
e-safety messaging involved several themes
which were cyber bullying, use of mobile phones,
sexting, online grooming and privacy and personal
information.
CHAPTER 1

The Northern Ireland Executive through the
Early Intervention Transformation Programme
developed a resource for parents relating to
their child at 3 years. The advice suggests
limiting screen time to less than two hours per
day (Northern Ireland Executive). Noting that
more than 2 hours screen time can impact on
a child’s concentration, behaviour, sleep and
increases the risk of obesity.
Conversely, the Public Health Agency published
an information book for parents, Birth to Five
(2016) suggesting that ‘there’s no definitive
piece of research that proves looking at a
computer or TV screen is either good or bad for
young children’. Advising parents that ‘it seems
safe to say that using technology in moderation
is the key.’
In December 2016, educationalists,
psychologists and authors called for the UK
Government to introduce national guidelines on
the use of screens. It was prompted by what
they refer to as the “increasingly toxic nature
of childhood”. Citing the decline in outdoor
play and an increase in screen-based lifestyles
(Guardian, 2016).
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a survey in
England
during 2015
that showed
the amount of
time children
spent online
doubled
between 2005
to 2015 from
6.2 hours to 15
hours per week.

Research
Questions

Research
Questions

Definition
of Terms

The main research questions
for this study asks:

Both quantitative and qualitative data
regarding children’s screen time use at
home during the week and at the weekend
was collected in this mixed methods
approach. Data was collected from parents
and teachers.

Screen t ime
Screen time, for the
purposes of this study, will
be TV viewing, game console
playing, laptop, desk top
computer, tablet and smart/
mobile phone.

»»What amount of time do
children in Northern Ireland
spend using screens?
»»What guidance do parents
receive on the amount of
acceptable screen time?
»»How are parents
responding in the
management of their child’s
screen time?
»»Should we be limiting the
amount of screen time for
children?

CHAPTER 1

The quantitative survey comprised section
one which gathered demographic information
as well as general information about the
family including the number of children, their
age and gender. Section Two asked parents
to detail the amount of time each child within
their family spent using screens broken down
by device. In Section Three, parents were
asked to respond to several questions about
their knowledge of screen time guidance.
Finally, Section Four asked parents to detail
how they mediate the use of screens.
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Social media
Social media – websites and
applications where users
can upload, view and share
content and communicate
i.e. Twitter, Facebook,
Instagram, YouTube,
SnapChat.

Chapter
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L i t e r at u r e
Review

Ov e r v i e w

The literature review
begins with an overview of
research conducted in the
use of screens by children,
followed by a deeper
review of factors relating
to and the relationship
between screen time and
the issues surrounding the
use of screens. The literature
review concludes with a brief
overview of the emerging
themes depicting the
relationships between screen
use and issues for children
and parents.

It is difficult to miss how
much technology has
changed our lives over the
past decade. With that,
technology and screen time
plays a significant role in
children’s lives.

In addition to personal
computers, children are
increasing screen time through
many platforms such as
smartphones, games consoles,
smart TVs, TVs and tablets in
the home and at school.

Screen time on various
devices has provided
significant opportunities
for children at home and in
school for learning, creativity,
entertainment and socialising.

OFCOM (2014) research
reported that 65% of
children aged between 12
and 15 years of age owned a
smartphone; the amount of
time 8-11s and 12-15s spend
online has more than doubled
since 2005 from 4.4 hours a
week in 2005 to 11.1 hours
in 2015 for 8-11s and from 8
hours to 18.9 for 12-15s; and
half of parents of 5-15s with
home broadband use timelimiting software to manage
their child’s online access.

CHAPTER 2

Research conducted in 2016
showed that in Northern
Ireland 82 per cent of
households had access to the
internet (ONS, 2013). It is
anticipated that by 2021 this
will have reached saturation
coverage.
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the amount of
time 8-11s and
12-15s spend
online has more
than doubled
since 2005 from
4.4 hours a week
in 2005 to 11.1
hours in 2015

Fa c t o r s
r e l at e d t o
using screens

Child
Development

In exploring differences in the
amount of time children spend using
screens, research studies focus on the
consequences of spending too much
time using screens. Time use research
can be broadly categorised in to Child
Development, Physical Health, Mental
Health and Social.

According to a leading child
development expert Chris
Rowan, early exposure to
technology can disrupt the
development of a child’s
brain (Rowan, 2010) also
noting that overuse of
screens has the effect of
families rarely interacting
with each other ultimately
leading to a requirement of
ongoing family support.
The impact of rapidly
advancing technology on
the developing child has
also been studied by Dr Aric
Sigman (Sigman, 2007), with
doctors at the Royal College
of Paediatrics and Child
Health (2012) calling for
government health officials
to set limits on the amount
of time children spend

CHAPTER 2

13

using screens, advocating
for under-threes to be kept
away from them altogether.
Speech delay in toddlers
has also been linked to the
amount of screen time.
The research conducted by
the University of Toronto
(2016) found that the more
screen time by a child, the
more likely the child was to
have delays in expressive
speech. This research
supports the view of
paediatric Cris Rowan (2014)
who has worked directly
with children. Pointing
out four factors which are
necessary for healthy child
development: movement,
touch, human connection
and exposure to nature. Use
of screens including smart

research
conducted by
the University of
Toronto (2016) found
that the more screen
time by a child, the
more likely the child
was to have delays
in expressive
speech

phones, tablets and laptops contributed to under
stimulation of these factors, creating neurological
development problems while at the same time
overloading both the visual and auditory sensory
systems creating an imbalance.
Furthermore, a study by the University of Bristol
which involved more than 1,000 children aged
10 measured the time children spent in front of a
screen. They found that children who spend longer
than two hours a day in front of a computer or TV
are more likely to suffer psychological difficulties
than other youngsters.
As screen use begins to rise, the World Health
Organisation (WHO) warns that it is putting
children’s health at risk (Independent, 2017). The
WHO reported a steep increase in children using
technology for two hours or more each day.
There is a small body of work that suggests
technology can have a positive impact upon
literacy, particularly in low-income families
(Nuemann and Neumann, 2014). Further research
by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (2016)
has also seen improvements in literacy for young
children in disadvantaged communities. However,
very little is known about other positive technology
benefits as much research has centred around the
negative impacts of technology on children.
CHAPTER 2

Social
A study of 6,000 children in Germany found
a link between phone dependency and
health and behavioural problems, suggesting
that 28% of children within Germany are
either addicted to their smartphone, or will
be soon (2017). The researchers reported that
children who are introduced to smartphones
can develop health problems including
hyperactivity or aggression which can also
lead to internet dependency.
Children refusing to put down their
smartphones has also led some parents
to send their children to what is known as
‘smartphone rehab’. (Independent, 2017)
These ‘rehab’ centres have been established
in Seattle, offering ‘intensive recovery
programmes’ for teenagers who have
developed an addiction to their smartphone
and other devices.
Moreover, Heather Kirkorian, a professor at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison proffers
that a further danger is the extent to which
parents are no longer interacting with their
children, instead using screens, is a far
bigger danger.
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28%

A study of
6,000 children
in Germany
suggested
that 28% of
children are
either addicted
to their
smartphone, or
will be soon.

Conclusion
It is difficult to draw concise conclusions
from the research outlined above on the
positives of screen use without the need
for further research. It may be necessary to
study the difference between passive media
such as watching programmes on devices
versus time spent using screens in a more
active way such as homework purposes or
communicating with family and friends.
There is sufficient research to show that screen
time has increased dramatically over the years.
What is also clear is that many parents are
struggling to manage the time their children
spend using screens. A survey by Action for
Children found that almost one in four parents
(23.1%) struggle to control their child’s screen
use (Action for Children, 2016).
This study will serve to take a closer look at
the time children are spending using screens,
and whether there is a need to assist parents,
teachers and health professionals with specific
guidance on screen time and to help create
effective strategies to reduce screen time.

CHAPTER 2
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23

%

almost one in
four parents
struggle to
control their
child’s screen
use (Action for
Children, 2016).
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Methodology

Questionnaire
D ata C o l l e c t i o n

Introduction

The purpose of this study was
to investigate the amount
of time children in Northern
Ireland spend using screens
during the week (including
weekends), how parents view
the time spent using screens
as being either positive or
negative, establish if they have
been given any guidance on the
amount of screen time children
should have and how they are
responding in the management
of their children’s screen time.

CHAPTER 3

Participant Selection
The researcher approached
216 participants via email to
complete an online survey.
The participants were from
a list of people who had
undertaken cyber safety
training workshops delivered
by Children in Northern
Ireland. These workshops were
developed in collaboration with
the researcher in recognition
of how ever-present screens
have become in the lives of
children. The rational for the
workshops was to develop and
deliver a course for parents and
carers on how to ensure quality
screen time, setting screen time
limits and teaching appropriate
behaviour techniques in setting
boundaries to limiting online
screen time and keeping
children safe online.

A mixed methods
design was used
for conducting
this research. This
type of method
is best suited
for this study as
it allows for the
mixing of both
the quantitative
data and the
qualitative data
to best inform the
questions asked in
this study.
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The
researcher
approached
216
participants
via email to
complete an
online survey.

These cyber safety workshops
provided an opportunity for
the researcher to engage
further with parents who had
expressed concern at these
events regarding the amount
of time their children spend
using screens including the
adverse effects of excess
exposure to digital media,
including television and mobile/
interactive technologies, along
with relevant health concerns.

Questionnaire
Development
The questionnaire was developed to gather information
on school-aged children only and for parents to be able
to answer in one sitting. It was broken down in to multiple
stages:
1. to gather demographic data on those participating
including location and nationality
2. number of children in the family including ages
3. children’s screen use broken down by age, time spent
using screens during a school day and at weekends
4. time spent using screens broken down by type of device
5. parents’ knowledge, understanding and concerns
regarding their child’s screen use and
6. mediation of screen use between parent and child.

CHAPTER 3
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Qualitative
Interviews
Semi-structured follow up
interviews were held with
a sample of parents to
establish more detail about
their children’s screen time
practices and any issues
they had.
Questions were developed
to expand on the
quantitative survey:

?? How do you feel about the amount of time
your child spends using screens?
?? How would you describe the impact screen
time has on your child, including their
behaviour and how they interact with the rest
of the family?
?? What negative impact do you see with the
amount of screen time?
?? What positive impact do you see with the
amount of screen time?
?? How do you manage your child’s screen time?
What techniques do you use, if any? Would
you like guidance on screen time? Would you
like help managing your child’s use of screens?
Who should provide that advice / guidance?
?? Can you tell me how you view the future in
terms of children using screens – positives/
negatives?

CHAPTER 3
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?? Do you use / does the school use
technology/screens in lessons?
The researcher also wanted
to establish the amount of
screen time undertaken by
children in the classroom.
Invitations were sent out
to Head Teachers of six
schools – 3 primary and 3
post-primary. Four schools
responded – 2 primary and
2 post-primary. Interviews
were undertaken with the
four schools.
Questions were developed
to garner views on the use of
screens in the classroom:

?? How do you / does the school use
technology/screens in lessons?
?? How much time are children using
technology/screens in lessons?
?? What technology/screens do they use?
?? What are the benefits of using technology in
lessons? What are the disadvantages?
?? Do you / does the school know how much
time students use technology/screens
outside of lessons?
?? How do you feel about the amount of time
children spend using screens?
?? How would you describe the impact screen
time has on students?
?? Do you know of any guidance regarding the
use of screen time?
?? Have you received any guidance?
?? Would you like guidance?

CHAPTER 3
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R e s u lt s
W h at i s
screentime

In exploring the amount of time children
spend using screens, the researcher found
age-related and gender differences. This
time-use research also shows that parents
find it increasingly difficult to manage screen
time and they use a variety of mediation
tools to try and influence the amount of time
their children spend using screens. There is
an amount of diversity across families in the
degree to which they use these mediation
tools to regulate screen use.

For the purposes of this
research screen time is the
term used for activities done in
front of a screen incorporating
television viewing, computer,
tablet, smart phone use and
electronic gaming. Screen time
is sedentary which means being
physically inactive while sitting
down in front of a screen for a
variety of activites.

This section presents the results from the
analysis of the surveys and interviews.

CHAPTER 4
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Pa r e n t s f e e l
their children
are spending
too much time
using screens
and it is
i m pa c t i n g
upon their
h e a lt h a n d
social
interaction
CHAPTER 4
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Key Finding 1

The amount of time children
spend using screens ranges from
11 hours to 34 hours per week.
Children aged 4-15 spend on average 20
hours per week using screens. Four-year
olds are spending on average 15 hours per
week using screens. With children aged
13 spending the highest amount of time
using screens at 34 hours, and children aged
5 spending the least amount of time on
screens at 11 hours per week.

CHAPTER 4
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11-34

hours per week
using screens

In Table 1, we can see the
average amount of time
children are using screens per
week according to their age.
In terms of the amount of time,
children spend on average 20
hours per week using screens.

Age
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

CHAPTER 4

Hrs
15
11
14
17
14
15
24
21
27
34
26
32

15

26

14

32
34

13

27

12

21

11
10

Age

Table 1:
Estimated average
amount of time children
spend using screens per
week (Monday-Sunday)
according to age

Graph 1: The amount of time children aged 4 -15 years
old spend using screens on an average week
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This data starts to corroborate the
views held by parents that their
children are spending too much time
using screens. While the initial data
clearly illustrates the amount of time,
during the more in-depth interviews
parents were asked to elaborate on
the amount of time their children
spend using screens.
This provided a very detailed picture:

bbWe no longer read together as a family as he’s always using screens;
bbHe has to be bribed in to doing other things with us as a family which
has damaged his relationship with his grandparents;
bbThere is less interest in other things, on a sunny day he would prefer to
be upstairs gaming;
bbI am worried about how engrossed my son gets when playing games on
tablet or console and how other activities never are as attractive to him
as tablet or games console;
bbBad temper in boy once screen time is up;

“Bad
temper in
boy once
screen time
is up”

CHAPTER 4

bbI get concerned about the amount of time she spends on her phone.
In fact, there are times when she is using 2 or 3 devices at once.
There are differences in use of screens in terms of increased usage by the
older aged children. One factor to consider is the amount of alone time
children have, away from their parents. As children get older they spend
less time in the company of their parents. This means that older children
may actually be spending more time using screens than their parents know.
It may also be the case that parents have less influence over an older child’s
activities than they once had.
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Parents elaborated on
the use of screens at the
weekend.
bbIt is too easy to use screen
time as a babysitter,
especially at weekends;
bbI often let them use their
screens more at the
weekend because they have
no school work;
bbThey don’t like coming out
shopping with me anymore
which means they are on
their screens a lot more at
the weekends;
bbShe’s always on her phone,
the weekend is often the
worst.

CHAPTER 4

There is an interesting difference
to note between weekdays and
weekends and could be related as
much to the home environment as it
is to the school environment. Schools
place restrictions on devices allowed
on school premises as outlined within
their Safeguarding policies.
Another factor could be children do
not spend as much time in school
and after-school activities at the
weekend, this sets a natural limit on
how much time children spend using
screens during week days. Parents
also noted they used screens as a
means of ‘baby-sitting’ allowing them
more time to catch up on household
chores. This may go some way to
explain the differences between time
spent using screens during the week
and the increase at weekends.
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“It is too
easy to use
screen time as
a babysitter,
especially at
weekends”

Key Finding 2

Screens are having a negative impact upon a child’s
social and family interaction.
Table 2.1 below illustrates that parents are concerned about the amount
of time their children spend using screens. Sixty-three percent said they
had a concern regarding their child’s screen use in comparison to 37%
who did not have a concern. It is interesting to note that this time spent
using screens has the potential to take away from interaction with family
members, outdoor activities, school work and even sleeping:
bbI removed the TV from all bedrooms and living areas as I noticed
massive tantrums after screen time, and broken sleep. The kids only
see TV when they visit their granny, and I try to restrict it- but I’m
not always there to enforce it. I get knocked back with “sure - it’s
educational”;
bbI would much prefer them to go outside and play rather than playing
games on screens or watching tv. Though when the weather is bad I
will let them play for as long as they want really;
CHAPTER 4
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63

%

of parents
said they had
a concern
regarding their
child’s screen use.

bbTiredness and concentration
can affect school work and
lead to bad temper;
bbWhen younger I knew what
games, he was playing
(CBeebies stuff and learning
games through school).
As he’s gotten older I
don’t feel fully informed
of what he’s playing, what
it involves, and who is
playing with him (remotely).
He is less engaged with
the ‘real’ world and less
involved in activities which
do not involve screens and
keyboards;
bbI do have friends whose
kids have had mental health
issues because they are
using screens right up to
1 and 2 am and then not
sleeping, the impact on them
not having sleep is huge.

CHAPTER 4

Graph 2.1: Concerns of parents
regarding their child’s screen use

37%

63%

Yes
No

Conversely, some parents, especially for older children, recognised the
benefits of screen time including the social connection with their friends.
%%The phone is always with him but I know that he is communicating
with his friends as they don’t live nearby;
%%She is able to communicate immediately which is great.
%%They can speak to their grandparents in Canada which is of value.
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Key Finding 3

Screens are having a negative
impact upon the health and
well-being of children. Parents
noted they had concerns
regarding the impact screens
were having on their child’s
health and well-being and
provided instances of negative
mood, attitude and tiredness
from too much screen time.

bbMood/attitude can be a bit negative if watches lot or can
become very involved & distant on a game or show;

While parents noted their concerns about
the impact on the family, further examples
demonstrated that they also had concerns
about screen time and health problems
including mental and physical health.

bbI think there is a link between aggression and too much
screen time;

In illustrating this, parents noted the
following:

CHAPTER 4

“I think there is
a link between
aggression
and too much
screen time”

bbTiredness and concentration can affect school work and
lead to bad temper;
bbAnti-social if prolonged use & possibly damaging to long
term eyesight when studying a small screen on a smart
phone for long periods;
bbWe would be concerned about overall correct brain
development and physical functionality of the body, as
well as practical skills and common sense development;

bbBehavioural changes are evident after too long on tablet;
bbI am concerned about the use of screens as one of my
daughters is particularly ‘addicted’ to her iPhone;

bbI believe that the prolonged use of smart phones are
causing harm to vision with straining of eyes from small
screens/reduced brightness etc.
30

When discussing screens in general, parents
also raised issues surrounding online safety,
inappropriate content and bullying.
In illustrating this, parents noted the following:
bbI always stay with my child when she is using
a device to make sure she isn’t watching
anything inappropriate and I always time how
long she has been using it.

#&..!*@#^

bbI am worried about who my child might talk to
and cannot get him to understand the dangers
involved. I feel he would let all the messaging
etc take over his life if I didn’t take the devices
off him and when I do take them off him he is
not happy.

!!#&..#*

bbI know online bullying can start from an early
age. I have spoken to both of my girls about
dangers and they both use their tablets with
us in the room. We check any games before
they are downloaded. I have a concern with
YouTube, my youngest loved to watch various
innocent clips but a few of the suggestion next
clips are worrying!
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“I know online
bullying can start
from an early age.
I have spoken to
both of my girls
about dangers
& they both use
their tablets with
us in the room.”

Key Finding 4

Screen time is greater
than parents know.
Parents were asked if
they knew how much
time their children
spend using screens in
schools.

Graph 4.1: Parents response to the question
regarding whether they know how much time
their child spends using screens at school.
Do you know how much time your child spends using
screens in school?

12%

A total of 88% said they did
not know, 12% said they did
with responses ranging from
children spending 30 minutes
using screens to 1 hour.

Yes
No

88%
CHAPTER 4
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As discussed above, a very large portion of children’s
screen time happens at weekends, however this figure
could be masking the true overall weekly figure unless
data is included from schools as to how much time
children spend using screens. This means further research
is needed to establish where children spend time using
screens i.e. home, school, transport to places. This will be
extremely important for future research.
The interviews with teachers revealed some data on
screen use in the classroom:

%

20

About

bbiPads are used in classes (some classrooms daily others
less often);

ssons
e
l
y
m
of
iPad
e
d
u
l
c
in
use.

bbEach class is timetabled to use the computer suite
weekly;
bbIn P2, children would be using iPads during structured
play 3 times a week and would be allowed to use them
when their work is completed. But not all children use
them each day as only 6 available per year group! Their
time on them would be limited to 5/10 mins max.
bbAbout 20% of my lessons include iPad use.
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What is far less clear for teachers is the
amount of time their students spend using
screens outside the classroom. All of them
stated they did not know how much time
their students spend using screens with
three saying they would assume it was far
too much.
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In a subsequent question
teachers were asked how they
would describe the impact
screen time has on students.
Several teachers noted the
benefits and disadvantages:

benefits

disadvantages

%%Children are motivated, focussed,
engaged;

XX As with all technology it
costs money, takes time
to fix glitches/problems/
updates;

%%Allows creativity to be developed
e.g. coding, movie making etc to be
accessed and taught easily;
%%Information is easily accessed on-line;
%%Paperless, many educational activities
can be completed effectively on screen
not paper;
%%Monitoring and evaluating easily takes
place as scores/results are recorded;
%%The beauty of accessing the world
around them from their classroom;
%%Technology brings lessons alive... you
can see something happening, a video
of a volcano exploding, what India
looks like from the air, current affairs as
things happen.
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XX They get broken;
XX Some don’t work so some
children cannot complete
the activity required;
XX Temptation to be
distracted and use
other APPS than the
one required (though
this can be turned off in
accessibility options).

All teachers
interviewed said
they had not
received advice
about the amount
of screen time
children should
have yet all of
them said they
would welcome
t h e i n f o r m at i o n
as long as
there was sound
evidence to
a c c o m pa n y t h e
advice.
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While there are few surprises
from the results of the interviews
with teachers in terms of advice
and guidance, it is interesting
to note that teachers have
a more positive outlook on
screens which are used within
the classroom setting to enhance
lessons and enjoyment for their
students.
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Key Finding 5

There are differences in the amount of
time boys and girls spend using screens
depending on age.
At age 4, boys are spending double the amount of
time girls are using screens. However, the difference
is smaller between the ages of 5 and 11, the gap
then increases again between the ages of 12 and
15. Girls spend more time using screens than boys
between the ages of 12 and 13. Moreover, there is
a difference in types of devices used by boys and
girls. Girls are more likely to use smart phones and
tablets, with boys more likely to use games consoles.
In addition to looking at the estimated average
amount of time children spend using screens, the
researcher wanted to explore how children’s time
spent using screens varies by child gender.
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At age 4, boys are
spending double
the amount of
time girls are
using screens.

Graph 5.1
Average hours boys and girls spend using screens per week

Table 5.1
Comparison of
the estimated
average
amount of
time girls and
boys spend
using screens
in the week

Boys
10
5
8
9
7
6
13
11
11
14
15
19

Girls
5
6
6
8
7
9
11
10
16
20
11
13

20

20

16

15

14

13

10

11

10

9

8

5

5

6

5

9

8

7

6

7

11

10

11

19

15
13
11

6
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Age
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Girls

25

Number of hours

Age
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Boys

37

11

12

13

14

15

Gender differences in time spent using screens
varies. Gender differences in time spent using
screens is small for some age groups and
larger for others. At age 4 boys are spending
double the amount of time on screens at 10
hours compared to girls at 5 hours.
Significant differences are not apparent for
ages 5 to 11 years. Although, significant
gender differences were observed at ages
12, 13, 14 and 15 years.
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Child gender
and use of
screen time
devices
In delving in to the differences
in the amount of time boys
and girls spend using screens,
some studies have found boys
spend more time using screens
while others have found the
opposite. These differences
might be explained if we look
at the differences in the types
of devices used.
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Graph 5.2
Percentage of time spent using screens broken down by device for girls
100%
90%
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60%
50%
40%

Pc
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Graph 5.3
Percentage of time spent using screens broken down by device for boys

Tablet
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100%

Tv

80%
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The first obvious aspect of this
data with girls and boys is that
the time spent on television
reduces the older the age
group. For girls at age 4 it is
70% reducing to less than 10%
at age 15. At age 4 for boys,
television takes up 50% of their
screen time reducing to just
over 10% at age 15.
Gender differences are also
apparent in playing games
consoles. The peak age for
boys playing consoles is age
14, although gaming does
feature in all ages for boys
apart from age 5.
Overall, the data shows girls
spend less time using a games
console than boys, with games
consoles not featuring at all in
girls aged 13, 14 and 15.
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Two further contributors to
both girls and boys screen time
is the amount of time they
spend using tablets and smart
phones, for both genders the
time using these particular
devices is similar with girls
slightly higher than boys in
terms of smart phone use.
For other devices, the patterns
are less apparent by device
and gender. The
prevalence of use
of different devices
found in the present
study while notable,
could go some way
to explaining the
time spent
gender differences
on television
in the amount of
reduces the
time spent using
older the age
screens. However, the
group.
overall trend is not
conclusive.
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The peak age
for boys playing
consoles is age

14

Pa r e n t s
feel screen
time is
d i f f i c u lt
to control
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Key Finding 6

For most parents, screen time is
difficult to control. They are
utilising a variety of mediation
approaches to reduce screen time
and would like more clear and
concise guidelines on screen time
use for their children.
Parents can often influence their child’s
screen time by utilising practices such as
setting time limits on how long they spend
using screens as well as controlling the home
environment by removing screens from their
bedrooms. However, parents expressed
frustration and a lack of knowledge as
reasons for being unable to keep their child’s
use of screens under control.
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Parents would like
more clear and concise
guidelines on screen time
use for their children.

Graph 6.1 shows 77% of parents want their children to reduce screen
time, i.e. 45% wanted their children to spend a little less using
screens and 32% wanted their children to spend a lot less using
screens. The data shows that parents are struggling to limit their
child’s use of screens across all devices. With parents stating that
managing the use of devices gets more difficult as children get older.

In expanding the opportunity for parents to
elaborate on how they controlled screen use,
they said the following:

Graph 6.1
Amount of time parents would like to see
their children reduce their screen time

bbThe screens are damaging, it’s a source of
conflict between us;

21%

bbIf you try and restrict them, they’ll do it
more on the sly;

2%

bbIt’s how you use it and how you manage it
that’s the biggest challenge;

32%

A little more
Stay the same
A little less
A lot less

bbAny and all discussion about the use of
screens usually results in arguments. Child
knows more about computers than I do
and knows how to bypass restrictions and
limitations. Very worrying.
bbAs I know it’s the way the future but would
always be wary of what she watches or
uses. Though not very hi tech myself never
sure if i’m doing enough to prevent the
wrong apps etc.

45%
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bbIt’s harder to negotiate [with your children]
as time goes on;
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Pa r e n t s a r e u s i n g a
v a r i e t y o f n e g o t i at i o n
t o o l s a s pa r t o f t h e i r
a pp r o a c h t o c o n t r o l
screen time
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Key Finding 7

Parents are continuing to use a
variety of mediation approaches
to limit their child’s screen time
including the most popular methods;
manually limiting time and making use
of parental controls with filters.
Although the study did not collect information
about the precise rules that parents have in place
for using screens, the following data provides an
overview of how parents are continuing to use
a variety of mediation approaches to limit their
child’s screen time. The question examines their
mediation approaches.
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Graph 6.2
The type of mediation
approaches parents use
to limit screen time

Which type of mediaton approaches do you use to limit
your child’s screen use?

Yes
No

Limiting the time your child spends
online manually
A service that limits the time your
child spends online
Parental controls to track and check
what websites your child visits?
Parental controls to filter or block
some websites?
0%

80

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

%

The figure above indicates that over 80% of
parents limit the time their child spends online
manually. This was reflected in the qualitative
findings.

tried pulling the plug, like literally just say
right, this is too much of a distraction, you’ve
not done the stuff you said you would and
this is important.

of parents
limit the time
their child
spends online
manually

bbThere is that app that you can limit the time,
but we often just turn off the Wi-Fi;

Parents also use other mediation methods
including parental controls to limit the websites
their child visits, using filters to block websites
and less than 20% using a service that limits
their child’s screen use.

Over
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bbWe’ve tried a number of things [to limit
screen time]. We’ve tried bargaining, we’ve
47

Pa r e n t s a r e
requesting
more
guidance
a n d a dv i c e
on screen
use
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Key Finding 8

A total of 82% of parents want guidance
on how much screen time is acceptable
for their child. Moreover, they stated
their desire for advice on how to limit
screen time to include negotiation
techniques and information on what
resources are available and where.
Broadly speaking, parents often felt they needed
more help with both of these aspects. This was
reflected in the quantitative and qualitative data
with the majority of parents (82%) stating that they
had not been given any advice about screen time
use for their child, with parents (84%) wanting more
information on screen time use for their child.
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82

%

of parents
want guidance
on how much
screen time is
acceptable for
their child

“I think parents
will need guidance
on how to protect
children a whole
lot more from
that type of
thing and then
how to have that
conversation”

“In terms of
tactics that work
that are not
confrontational,
that are not going
to cause doorslamming and
shouting from either
of us, I don’t feel
equipped for that.”

In addition to asking about awareness
of screen time guidance, parents
were asked who should provide them
with guidance. Thirty six per cent of
parents stated schools should provide
information on screen time use for
their child, followed by 29% stating
Government/Department of Health and
18% stating Public Health Agency and
GPs/Health Visitors respectively.
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36

%

of parents stated
schools should
provide information
on screen time use
for their child.

Conclusion
This chapter has outlined screen time usage
for 186 children from ages 4 to 15. The
children across all the age ranges spend time
on screen-based activities. The information
captured shows that screens have become a
major part of children’s lives.
Throughout the chapter the researcher has
noted that these figures may not have captured
the full extent of the time children spend using
screens, especially as the figures are estimates
from parents and do not include time spent
using screens at school. Overall, the trends and
patterns that have emerged from the findings
are consistent with anecdotal evidence and
specific research on the amount of time children
spend using screens.
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20

hours

Children living in
Northern Ireland
are spending on
average 20 hours
per week using
screens.

99

%

of 8-15 years olds
in the United
Kingdom play
computer games
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Children living in Northern Ireland
are spending on average 20 hours
per week using screens. On age
range, four-year olds are spending
on average 15 hours per week
using screens. With children aged
13 spending the highest amount of
time using screens at 34 hours. As
children grow so does the amount
of time they spend using screens,
there could be several factors as to
why this is, one being the amount
of alone time older children have
and the difficulty associated with
parents controlling what they do.
It could also be partly due to the
growing availability of screens within
the home and how acceptable it
is for four and five-year olds to be
given tablets and smart phones as
presents. It could also be influenced
by children’s likes and desires to be
seen with the latest technology or
to learn about the latest advances in
gadgets.
Viewing television was the most
common screen-based activity for
younger children. Spending time on
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smartphones, laptops, tablets and
games consoles was more popular
with older children.
Children’s screen time also differed
according to a child’s gender. We
found that boys spent more time
playing games consoles than girls.
In the case of boys playing games
consoles more than girls, culture
could play a vital role.
According to figures from UKIE
(2016), 50% of the United Kingdom
population plays games, a figure
rising to 99% among 8 -15-year olds
yet only 14% of women work within
the games industry. Moreover, the
provision of computing courses at
school also varies with a clear gender
divide with boys’ schools and mixed
schools more likely to offer computer
classes than girls’ only schools. This
is also borne out in the statistics for
girls studying science, technology,
engineering and maths (STEM)
subjects. At both GCSE and A-levels,
boys are more likely to study STEM
subjects than girls.

Some differences in attitudes
towards screen time were noted.
For teachers, they highlighted
the educational associations while
parents were concerned about
the health and well-being aspects
associated with too much screen
time.

Most parents and
teachers said they
would welcome
advice and help
in terms of the
implications of
too much screen
time and what
the right about
of screen time is
for children and
young people.

An important focus for both parents
and teachers was the lack of suitable
guidelines about children’s screen
time. Most parents and teachers
said they would welcome advice
and help in terms of the implications
of too much screen time and what
is the right amount of screen
time. This is reflected by the call in
December 2016 from educationalists
in the UK for Government to issue
national guidelines on the use of
screens for children (Guardian, 2016).
Regarding screen time, most parents
had rules or tried to implement
rules regarding screen time. Clearly
it is important to understand to
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what extent parents felt able
to implement these rules. The
researcher generally found that
parents wanted additional strategies
to help them manage screen time.
However, as the research has shown,
rules and strategies may have a
limiting effect on older children as
they become more independent
and autonomous. This highlights
the importance of providing parents
with a range of effective and ageappropriate help with managing
screen time.
The analysis presented here
illustrates that time spent by
children using screens is significant.
Therefore, guidelines concerning
limits on the amount of time children
spend using screens and advice to
help parents are important. It is
unrealistic to expect parents and
teachers to manage without screen
time guidelines as screens continue
to become more a part of everyday
life at home and at school.

Teachers noted the
essential part of lessons
that technology plays
by unlocking a world
of possibilities through
screen based computers.
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Of course, as children continue to
be exposed to screens at home
and increasing through school
based activities, consideration
of how it limits physical activity,
health and mental well-being
need to be taken in to account.

cultures and to socialise with
family and friends. Moreover, the
use of screens may have value in
terms of progressing the digital
skills of girls towards entering
the male-dominated technology
sector.

While this research has noted
the concerns about screen
time from the point of view of
parents, it is also important to
acknowledge the positive aspects
of screen time. Teachers noted
the essential part of lessons that
technology play by unlocking
a world of possibilities through
screen based computers. As
has been noted here, children
are using screens to gather
information, to learn about new

As has already been outlined
in relation to screen time,
understanding the implications
it has on children’s health and
well-being needs to be fully
understood. Here the researcher
has noted some of the concerns
of parents. Aspects such as
health issues including eye-sight,
headaches, brain development,
lack of sleep and mental health
issues of social isolation, moods,
and self-image.
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Additional recurring research to
gain greater insights on the impact
of screens will be important as
screens become more prevalent
in the lives of children as they
continue to be used as a means
of entertainment, a method
for teaching and a way of
communicating and connecting.
The research has shown
that children are clearly
spending a large amount
of their time using
screens. Regardless
of the amount of
time, it is important
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that guidance is issued and that
children’s screen time is managed.
Not just to ensure it limits the
negative impact upon their health
and mental well-being but to
ensure that children are safe and
do not interact with activities that
could have a negative impact upon
them as growing children. Finding
the right balance between
a safe and healthy time
and management
techniques to assist
parents to manage
their child’s screen
time is needed as a
matter of urgency.
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Finding the
right balance
between a safe
and healthy time
and management
techniques to assist
parents to manage
their child’s screen
time is needed as a
matter of urgency

R e c o mm e n d a t i o n s
Drawing from the findings of this research,
a number of key policy recommendations have been identified:

1
The Department of
Health and the Public
Health Agency should
issue guidance on the
appropriate amount
of screen time for all
children and young
people. This should be
given to all parents and
carers.
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3

The Department of
Education should
introduce guidance
based on best practice
for Sure Starts, preschool settings, and
all schools on the
appropriate amount of
screen time for children
and young people taking
in to consideration how
much time children and
young people already
spend using screens at
home.
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Training for
teachers, health
care professionals
and across all other
disciplines including
the community and
voluntary sector to raise
awareness of the risks
associated with too
much screen time. This
training should also be
reviewed on a regular
basis as new research
emerges.

4
An appropriate cross
departmental strategy
should be developed to
assist parents and carers to:
»»Understand the health and
well-being risks associated
with screen time.
»»Raise awareness of the
techniques and software
most effective to limit
screen time use.
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