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ABSTRACT 
This study aimed to identify the repercussions of excessive screen time on the mental health of children in
early childhood. This is an integrative review that selected articles from the Medline, Lilacs, BDENF and
SciELO databases.  The  terms  “child”,  “screen  time”  and  “mental  health”  were  used  as  descriptors
registered  in  the  Health  Sciences  Descriptors  (DeCS)  database,  and were  associated  by  the  Boolean
operator AND. After applying the eligibility criteria for the study, a sample of 12 original articles was
obtained,  which  focused  mainly  on  the  study  of  the  complications  of  excessive  screen  time  on
neurodevelopmental delay, worsening of pre-existing disorders or the emergence of symptoms of mental
distress in children. This demonstrated the existence of close relationships between excessive screen time
and mental health problems in the first years of life.
Keywords: child; screen time; mental health.

RESUMO 
A presente pesquisa teve por objetivo identificar as repercussões do uso excessivo de telas à saúde mental
de crianças na primeira infância. Trata-se de uma revisão integrativa que selecionou artigos nas bases de
dados Medline, Lilacs, BDENF e SciELO. Foram utilizados como descritores cadastrados na base dos
Descritores em Ciências da Saúde (DeCS) os termos “criança”, “tempo de tela” e “saúde mental”, sendo
associados  pelos  operadores  booleanos E/AND.  Após aplicação  dos critérios  de  elegibilidade  para  o
estudo, foi obtida uma amostra de 12 artigos originais, os quais tinham como foco principal o estudo das
complicações  do  uso  excessivo  de  telas  no  atraso  do  neurodesenvolvimento,  no  agravamento  de
transtornos  preexistentes  ou  no  surgimento  de  sintomas  de  sofrimento  mental  em  crianças.  Foi
evidenciada, dessa forma, a existência de estreitas relações entre o uso excessivo de telas e os problemas
para saúde mental nos primeiros anos de vida. 
Descritores: criança; tempo de tela; saúde mental. 

RESUMEN 
La presente investigación tuvo como objetivo identificar las repercusiones del uso excesivo de pantallas
en la salud mental de los niños en la primera infancia. Se trata de una revisión integradora, que seleccionó
artículos de las bases de datos Medline, Lilacs, BDENF y SciELO. Los términos “niño”, “tiempo de
pantalla”  y  “salud  mental”  fueron  utilizados  como  descriptores  registrados  en  la  base  de  datos
Descriptores de Ciencias de la Salud (DeCS), siendo asociados por el operador booleano E/AND. Tras
aplicar los criterios de elegibilidad para el estudio, se obtuvo una muestra de 12 artículos originales, que
tuvieron como foco principal el estudio de las complicaciones del uso excesivo de pantallas en el retraso
del neurodesarrollo, el empeoramiento de trastornos preexistentes o la aparición de síntomas de malestar
mental en los niños. Esto pone de relieve la existencia de estrechas relaciones entre el uso excesivo de
pantallas y los problemas de salud mental en los primeros años de vida.
Descriptores: niño; tempo frente a la pantalla; salud mental.
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INTRODUCTION 
With  the  advent  of  portable  digital  devices,  such  as  laptops,  tablets,

smartphones, among others, which allow instant access to the internet, it can be seen
that the time spent exposed to electronic screens is growing exponentially. The facilities
offered by such equipment attract and retain users' attention, becoming an indispensable
part of their routines. Because they have a wide range of options, they are able to reach
audiences from different social backgrounds and are present throughout all age groups,
even during early childhood1.

Early  childhood,  the  period  encompassing  the  first  six  years  of  life,  plays  a
fundamental role in the child's brain maturation. It is during this phase that constant
biological and psychosocial changes take place, which are responsible for the formation
of  the  social  and  affective  structure,  as  well  as  motor,  cognitive,  and  language
development. As such, the consequences of prematurely exposing children to the use of
screens, as well as the ideal frequency of use, are aspects that need to be debated2.

According to the Brazilian Society of Pediatrics (SBP), up to the age of two,
exposure to digital devices should be avoided; from two to five, it should be limited to
one hour a day, and children aged between 6 and 10 should be limited to a maximum of
1 to  2 hours  a  day3.  However,  in  practice,  the appropriate  time of use is  often not
respected.  It is not yet known for sure how harmful this  behavior can be, but some
studies  point  to  some repercussions,  including  concerning  the  mental  health  of  this
public.

The potential  adverse  association  between screen  time  and children's  mental
health is widely discussed. Research has already associated excessive screen use with
impaired  social  skills,  attention  problems,  reduced  sleep  duration  and  quality,
aggression,  the  development  of  depressive  disorders,  anxiety,  and  other  psychiatric
problems  in  children.  However,  some  results  have  revealed  inconsistencies  on  the
subject, pointing out that, in addition to screen time, other risk factors could be directly
related to impaired mental health in children, thus making it difficult to draw a precise
conclusion on the subject1,4-6.

Given the above,  this  study aimed to identify  the repercussions  of excessive
screen  use  on  the  mental  health  of  children  in  early  childhood.  It  is  believed  that
carrying out a bibliographic survey of the implications that the use of screens can have
on  children's  mental  health  will  help  to  identify  gaps  and  provide  support  for  the
production of scientific knowledge to raise awareness among health professionals and
the population in general about the risks that this practice poses to children's health, to
gradual social change and leading to more conscious use of these devices.

METHODS
It is an integrative review study, which is a methodologically rigorous research

technique that enables a critical analysis and synthesis of the available evidence on the
subject  under  investigation,  contributing  to  the  advancement  of  knowledge,  the
implementation of effective health care interventions, the reduction of costs, and the
identification of gaps to be filled by future studies7.
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The Problem/Population, Concept and Context (PCC) strategy, a mnemonic used
to help identify key topics8, was used as the basis for the study's guiding question. Thus,
"P" was defined for children in early childhood; "C" for excessive use of screens; and
"C"  for  mental  health.  It  led  to  the  following  guiding  question:  What  are  the
repercussions  of  excessive  screen  use  on  the  mental  health  of  children  in  early
childhood?

The articles were selected between December 2024 and January 2025 from the
Medical  Literature  Library  of  Medicine  (Medline),  Latin  American  and  Caribbean
Literature  (Lilacs),  and  Nursing  Database  (BDENF)  databases;  studies  were  also
searched for in the Scientific Electronic Library (SciELO).

To survey the literature, keywords from the Health Sciences Descriptors (DeCS)
and  Medical  Subject  Headings  (MeSH)  were  used:  child,  screen time,  and  mental
health. When carrying out the bibliographic research, the descriptors were linked using
the Boolean operator "OR" and the connector "AND", generating the following search
key: ((Criança OR child) AND (Tempo de tela OR screen time) AND (Saúde Mental
OR mental health)). This key was used in all the databases investigated.

To answer the study's guiding question, the articles in the sample were selected
according to the following inclusion criteria: original scientific articles, available in full
and free of charge, in any language, which address the repercussions of excessive screen
use on the mental health of children aged 0 to 6, published in the last 5 years (2020 to
2025).  The  time  frame adopted  in  the  selection  of  articles  was  aimed  at  gathering
current information, given that in the last five years, the impacts of social isolation, as
well as the advent of new technologies, have increased the use of electronic devices,
further expanding debates on the subject in the academic world.

In  this  way,  incomplete  or  repeated  articles  in  different  databases,  review
studies, secondary publications and those focusing on other research subjects or topics
unrelated to the objective proposed by the review were excluded.

The search  and pre-selection  of  articles  took place  simultaneously,  with two
reviewers reading and analyzing the data. To identify the articles that met the eligibility
criteria, a preliminary analysis was carried out by reading the titles and abstracts of the
studies collected. Subsequently, the selected articles were read in full to assess whether
they corresponded to the research objective. The articles identified were presented in a
synoptic table, considering the PCC strategy.

In the data analysis process, the articles were first considered individually; they
were then compared with each other in order to identify variables of common interest
and key concepts that made it possible to categorize the extracted data into thematic
groups, from which the research results were obtained, used to achieve the proposed
purpose of an integrative literature review10.

RESULTS
By adapting the PRISMA9 flowchart, shown in Figure 1, we tried to clarify how

the articles were identified and how the studies were included and excluded.  Initially,
1934  articles  were  identified  in  all  the  databases  searched.  Of  these,  1,165  were
excluded after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 769 manuscripts were
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selected,  of which,  after  screening, 57 articles  were considered eligible  for analysis.
After reading them in full, 45 were excluded because they were outside the scope of this
review. Finally, 12 articles were selected for this review.

Figure 1 - Study selection process following the PRISMA 2020 flowchart.

Source: own elaboration, 2025. Adapted from the PRISMA flowchart9.

Once the  selection  process  was complete,  the twelve  articles  included in the
sample were analyzed in terms of their content and categorized according to the names
of the authors,  year  of  publication,  title,  target  audience,  type of study, database of
origin, and language of presentation. This characterization is shown in Table 1.

Table 1 - Categorization of articles. Fortaleza, 2025.

NO.
Author/

Year
Title Audience Type of study

Database/

Language

1
Huang et al.,

202411

Screen  time,  brain  network

development and socio-emotional

competence  in  childhood:

moderation  of  associations  by

parent-child Reading

Mother-child

dyads

 (from

pregnancy to

age 7)

Prospective

birth cohort

Medline

-

English

2 Vaidyanathan Screen  Time  exposure  in Children aged Cross- Medline
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Records identified (n=1934):

SciELO (n = 6)
Lilacs (n=23)
Medline (n=1902)
BDENF (n=3)

Records removed before screening (n=1165):

More than 5 years old (n=846)
Inaccessible (n=184)
Duplicates (n= 8)
Review articles (n= 127)

Documents selected (n=769) 

Documents excluded (n=721):

Reason: after reading the title and abstract, no 
relation to the research topic was identified.

Documents assessed for eligibility 
(n=57)

Publications removed (n=45):

Reason: after reading in full, the publications 
did not answer the study question. 

Total studies included (n = 12):
Medline (n=12)

Identification of studies through databases and registers
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et al., 202112

Preschool  Children  with  aDHD:

a  Cross-Sectional  exploratory

Study from South india

2.5 to 6 years,

diagnosed

with ADHD

sectional

exploratory

-

English

3
Takahashi et

al., 202313

The  association  between  screen

time  and  genetic  risks  for

neurodevelopmental  disorders  in

children

Children aged

24 to 40

months

Longitudinal

cohort

Medline

-

English

4
Al-Mehmadi et

al., 202414

Electronic  device  usage  among

preschool  children  and  its

association  with  mental  health

status  in  Saudi  Arabian

kindergartens

Children aged

3 to 6

Analytical

cross-sectional

Medline

-

English

5
Niiranen et

al.,202415

Children's  screen  time  and

psychosocial symptoms at 5 years

of  age  -  the  role  of  parental

factors

Mothers and

fathers of 5-

year-old

children

Cross-

sectional birth

cohort

Medline

-

English

6
Shih et al.,

202316

Attention-deficit  hyperactivity

disorder in children is related to

maternal screen time during early

childhood in  Taiwan:  a national

prospective cohort study

Mother-child

dyads

(6 months to 8

years)

Longitudinal

prospective

birth cohort

Medline

-

English

7
Liang et al.,

202417

Association  between  screen  time

and  physical  activity  on  mental

health  among  preschoolers:  a

cross-sectional  study  from

Southwest China

Children aged

3 to 7

Cross-

sectional

observational

Medline

-

English

8
Luo et al,

 202418

Multidimensional screen exposure

and  its  impact  on  psychological

well-being in toddlers

Caregivers of

2- and 3-year-

old children

Exploratory

cross-sectional

Medline

-

English

9
McNeil et al.

202119

Cross-Sectional  Associations  of

Application  Use  and  Media

Program Viewing with Cognitive

and Psychosocial Development in

Preschoolers

Parents of

preschoolers 

(3 to 5 years)

Observational

Medline

-

English

10
Sugiyama et al,

202320

Outdoor  Play  as  a  Mitigating

Factor in the Association Between

Screen Time for Young Children

and  Neurodevelopmental

Outcomes

Children aged

1 year and 6

months to 4

years

Birth cohort

Medline

-

English
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11
Wang et al.,

202421

Types of  On-Screen  Content and

Mental  Health  in  Kindergarten

Children

Children aged

3 to 6

Longitudinal

cohort

Medline

-

English

12
Xuedi et al.,

202122

Screen  Use  and  Mental  Health

Symptoms  in  Canadian  Children

and Youth During the COVID-19

Pandemic

Children and

youth aged 2

to 18 years

Longitudinal

cohort

Medline

-

English

Source: own elaboration, 2025.

Although the search was carried out in different databases and libraries, all the
studies in the sample were obtained from Medline (n = 12) and, consequently, available
in English (n = 12), with 2024 being the year with the highest number of publications (n
= 6).

In terms of design, cohort studies were the most widely used methodology for
investigating the topic (n=7), with birth cohort studies standing out (n=4). With regard
to the target audience, the main focus of the studies was on monitoring and observing
children in the first years of life (n=6); however, some studies also looked at parents and
caregivers (n=5).

The studies evaluated different impacts of screen use on children's mental health.
The aspects covered, as well as the objectives and results achieved by the studies, are
summarized in Table 2.

Table 2 - Summary of the studies included in the sample. Fortaleza, 2025.

NO.
Mental health aspects

addressed
Objective Outcome

1

Brain network

development and

socio-emotional

competence

To  provide  mechanistic

insights  into the association

between  screen  time,  brain

network  development  and

socioemotional  competence,

using  brain  network

topology, and to examine the

potential role of parent-child

reading  in  mitigating  the

effects of screen time.

Infant screen time was significantly associated

with emotion processing and cognitive control

network  integration.  This  network  integration

also  significantly  mediated  the  association

between  screen  time  and  both  measures  of

socioemotional  competence.  Parent-child

reading  time  significantly  moderated  the

association  between  screen  time  and  emotion

processing  and  cognitive  control  network

integration.

2
Correlation of screen time

with ADHD severity

To evaluate screen exposure

in  preschool  children  with

ADHD  and  to  study  the

correlation  of  screen  time

with  ADHD  severity  and

parental stress levels.

Total  screen  time  in  preschool  children  with

ADHD  was  higher  than  recommended

standards.  ADHD  severity  and  parental  stress

levels were positively correlated with increased

screen time in the child.
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3

The association

between screen time

and genetic risks for

neurodevelopmental

disorders

To  identify  the  trajectories

of  screen  time  in  children

and explore whether genetic

risks  for

neurodevelopmental

disorders are correlated with

the trajectories.

The genetic  risk  of  ASD was  associated  with

increased screen time, and that of ADHD with

an increase in screen time over time.

4

Association between

the use of electronic

devices and mental

health status

To  estimate  the  prevalence

of electronic device use and

its  association  with  mental

health  status  among

preschool  children aged 3-6

years

A significant correlation was observed between

the use of electronic devices and mental health

scores.

5

Screen time and

psychosocial symptoms

in children associated

with parenting style

dimensions

To  investigate  whether  the

psychological  distress  of

parents  and  the  dimensions

of parenting style explain the

association  between

children's screen time and

psychosocial symptoms.

A  high  level  of  screen  time  in  children  was

associated  with  attention  and  concentration

difficulties,  hyperactivity  and  impulsivity

symptoms,  as  well  as  internalizing  and

externalizing  symptoms  among  5-year-olds.  It

was  especially  pronounced  among  children

whose mothers had poorer mental well-being.

6

Relationship between

attention deficit

hyperactivity disorder

in children and

maternal screen time

To  assess  the  association

between  screen  time during

early  childhood  in  families

and the incidence of ADHD.

No  significant  relationship  was  observed

between children's  or parents'  screen time and

ADHD. Greater maternal screen time, when the

child  was  3  years  old,  was  associated  with  a

higher incidence of ADHD in this population-

based study.

7

Association between

screen time and

physical activity in

mental health

To examine the associations

between  physical  activity,

screen  time  and  mental

health  problems  among

Chinese preschoolers.

Less physical activity and more screen time are

positively related to mental health problems, but

the relationship differs by

type of physical activity, total time and gender. 

8

Impact of

multidimensional

screen exposure on the

psychological well-

being of young

children

To investigate the impact of 

screen use on

psychological issues in 

children aged 2 to 3, 

considering screen time and 

types of media and screen 

content.

media and screen content.

The amount of time spent using computers, cell

phones and VR devices  and the proportion of

exposure  to  non-educational  content  and  fast-

paced content were significantly associated with

psychological problems among children aged 2

to 3.
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9

Relationship between

electronic media use

and cognitive and

psychosocial

development

To  investigate  the

associations  of  electronic

media  use  (viewing

programs  and  using  apps)

with  cognitive  and

psychosocial development in

preschoolers.

Small but significant negative associations were

observed  for  total  electronic  media  use  and

program viewing  with  children's  visual-spatial

working  memory.  However,  high-dose  app

users  demonstrated  higher  phonological

working memory scores compared to non-users.

Similarly, compared to non-users, users of low-

dose  apps  showed  statistically  significantly

fewer total difficulties.

10

Neurodevelopmental

outcome of outdoor

play as a mitigating

factor of screen

exposure time

To investigate whether more

screen time at 2 years of age

is  associated  with

neurodevelopmental

outcomes  at  4  years  of  age

and whether this association

is mediated by the frequency

of  outdoor  play  at  2  years

and 8 months of age.

More  screen  time  at  age  2  was  directly

associated with poorer communication at age 4.

This was also associated with daily living skills,

but the frequency of outdoor play at 2 years and

8 months of age alleviated this, suggesting that

outdoor play mitigated the association between

increased  screen  time  and  sub-optimal

neurodevelopment.

11

Relationship between

types of screen content

and mental health

To  examine  the  allocation

and longitudinal  changes  in

screen  exposure to different

types of content and explore

their  associations  with

mental  health  in  children

aged 3-6 years.

Both  total  screen  time  and  different  types  of

content  were  associated  with  mental  health

problems in children aged 3 to 6.

12

Screen use and mental

health symptoms

during the COVID-19

pandemic

To  determine  whether

specific forms of screen use

were associated with mental

health symptoms in children

and  young  people  during

COVID-19.

Higher levels of screen use were associated with

poor mental health in children and young people

during  the  COVID-19  pandemic.  In  younger

children,  more  TV or  digital  media  time  was

associated  with  higher  levels  of  conduct

problems and hyperactivity/inattention.

Source: own elaboration.

When the data was grouped together, there was a predominance of themes about

the complications of excessive screen use, whether they be delayed neurodevelopment,

the  worsening  of  pre-existing  disorders,  or  the  emergence  of  symptoms  of  mental

distress in children. 

ADHD was the focus of three studies that investigated different perspectives,

ranging from the influence of screens on the cause of this disorder to their being seen as

a  consequence  or  aggravation  of  an  already  defined  condition,  establishing  a
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relationship not only between the direct use of screens by the child, but also between

their use by their guardians12-13,16.

In addition, other aspects of parental lifestyle have also been examined, which

have linked greater repercussions on children's mental health to family environments in

which  excessive use of screens was associated  with the behavior  and psychological

well-being of parents15-16. 

In  addition,  it  is  worth  noting  that  the  adoption  of  healthy  stimuli,  such  as

physical  activity,  reading  and  outdoor  play,  has  been  recognized  by  the  studies

investigated  as  a  way  of  combating  and  mitigating  the  effects  of  technological

dependence on children's mental health and development 11,17,20.

Finally, according to the studies analyzed, exposure time and the type of content

consumed  are  crucial  parameters  in  defining  the  boundary  between  healthy  and

pathological use 18-21.

DISCUSSION
From the results obtained in this review, it was possible to identify that exposure

to  digital  screens  is  associated  with  a  series  of  negative  repercussions  related  to
children's mental health, since their excessive use is capable of generating addiction,
causing symptoms such as stress, anxiety, irritability and depression23. In this context,
the study carried out by Tana and Amâncio showed that children who exceed the screen
time  recommended  by  the  SBP  are  at  greater  risk  of  having  their  capacity  for
concentration and self-control diminished, becoming more hyperactive, inattentive and
impulsive24.

In  addition,  studies  show  that  this  practice  also  poses  threats  to
neurodevelopment. According to research by Tomopoulos and colleagues, screen time
in children up to 6 months old was associated with an increased risk of later language
and communication difficulties25.

In  relation  to  children's  exposure  to  screens  and  the  incidence  of  ADHD
diagnosis, despite much work in the literature,  this association remains inconclusive.
However, articles point to a positive correlation between the severity of ADHD and an
increase  in  the  amount  of  time  children  are  exposed  to  screens12.  One  possible
explanation, according to Roth and Saykinet, is that the greater the executive function
deficits, the more difficult  it is for children to engage in tasks that require sustained
attention, leading them to prefer screen devices to play-based activities26.

Still on the subject of repercussions on ADHD, a study carried out with children
aged 2 to 9 in Germany correlated maternal screen time with an increase in children's
screen time and, consequently, an increase in ADHD symptoms, thus demonstrating the
impact of  parental lifestyle on children's behavior and habits27. From this perspective,
Detnakarintra and colleagues showed that children who lived with more participative
and interactive parents at 18 months used screens less often between two and three years
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of  age.  Unlike  those  raised  by  parents  with  authoritarian,  negligent  and  permissive
styles, who ended up using screens to a greater extent28.

It  is  therefore important  that  children are constantly stimulated in the family
environment. Therefore, active play, together with physical activity, are key factors in
promoting mental health and reducing technological dependence in this group, as they
promote  other  benefits.  Some studies  suggest  that  more  active  children  have  better
cognitive development scores, executive function, language, motor skills and learning in
general(29) (,) (30). In addition, the benefits of physical exercise on brain function mean that
people who are physically active have a lower risk of suffering from mental disorders
than those who are sedentary31,32.

In addition to screen time, the mental health implications of the type of content
they transmit is another point worth highlighting. Most digital content has restrictions
on consumption according to age group. However, other precautions should be taken
before  choosing  content  for  children.  Some  studies  have  found  that  the  pace  of
programs can play a role in overstimulating the brain, which can lead to health damage
and  developmental  delays.  Educational  programs,  however,  have  a  slower  pace
implying fewer risks to mental health33-35.

CONCLUSION
This study has shown that,  although technology is  increasingly present at  all

stages of human life, there are close links between the excessive use of screens and
mental health problems for children in early childhood. 

The  harmfulness  of  digital  media  during  the  first  years  of  life  may  have
significant  long-term effects,  as  it  can  cause  delays  in  neurodevelopment  and other
symptoms  of  psychological  impairment,  with  the  potential  to  cause  major  clinical
repercussions. In this sense, family members and caregivers of young children should
avoid introducing electronic screens at an early age, as well as providing appropriate
stimuli to promote healthy child growth and development.

Although the risks of screen use in early childhood have been gaining significant
visibility  in  academic  circles,  especially  after  the  period  of  social  isolation,  future
research is needed to analyze different aspects, especially in the national scenario, since
the reality of Brazilian children, in some aspects, differs from that observed in other
countries; in addition, knowing the national needs is essential to plan and implement
effective actions based on specific demands.
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