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Background: “Digital media has been found to be immersed in 
children’s growth and it has both positive and negative effects on 
their development. The amount of time spent looking at the screen 
is termed as screen time which includes Television (TVs), computers, 
smart phones, tablets and video consoles. Doctors have reported that 
screen time has effect on students’ development. 

Objective: To analyse the pattern of screen time overload (> 2 hours 
per day) among middle school students aged 11 to 15 years.

Methodology: This is an analytical cross sectional study conducted 
amongst 205 school students aged 11-15 years with screen time 
exposure greater than 2 hours per day along with their parents in 
various recreational parks in Chennai. The study was carried out in the 
months of May and July 2018. A structured questionnaire was used 
and were entered on MS Excel sheet. Statistical analysis was done with 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 17 version.

Result and Discussion: Out of the total 205 students included in the 
study, 111 (54.15%) were male students. Majority of the students 
were in the 15 years age group (39.51%) and 61.73% spent between 
3 to 5 hours as screen time daily. Gadgets predominantly used were 
smartphones (45.68%) followed by TV (19.75%). Students with both 
parents employed (55.56%) and no co-parental viewing (71.76%) habit 
had an abnormally elevated screen time duration. Also school students 
with increased screen time beyond recommended duration reported of 
snacking during media exposure (82.44%), sleep loss (71.22%), appetite 
loss (65.85%) and academic performance loss (55.61%).

Conclusion: We can safely conclude that a high proportion of middle 
school students are using smartphones for more than the recommended 
screen time and this is associated with negative health outcomes. 
Channelling school students into engaging and creative sorts of activities 
on screen coupled with passive and supportive observation is the key 
to making screen time positive.
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Introduction
Today, students grow up immersed in digital media 
technology, which has both positive and negative effects on 
healthy development. Screen time is a term used to describe 
the amount of time spent looking at a screen. Screens 
include Television (TVs), computers, smart phones, tablets, 
and video consoles. The Indian Association of Paediatrics 
(IAP) discourages media use, except for video-chatting and 
recommends a limit to 2 hour of screen time a day of high 
quality programming and watch with your kids to help them 
understand what they see. According to American Academy 
of Paediatrics (AAP) guidelines, any exposure to media below 
2 years is considered abnormal. Exposure to media above 1 
hour per day among above 2 years is considered abnormal.

Doctors are talking about screen time because they are 
starting to see some effects on child health. It is only recently 
that students’ access to a wide range of screen devices has 
dramatically increased. The time spent in front of a screen, 
and the quality of the content on screen, has been linked 
to a number of positive and negative health outcomes. 
This include issues related to weight, sleep, neck pain, 
eye strain, eating habits, communication with others and 
exposure to harmful information. The middle and high 
school age group is very important to focus due to following 
reasons: habit formation age group, high likelihood of habit 
retention later in life, initiation period of most of the health 
and behavioural issues and peak academic period. Any 
intervention during this period will have a huge impact on 
future health outcomes

Materials and Methods
This is a community based descriptive cross sectional study 
conducted amongst 205 students and their parents in various 
recreational parks within Chennai Corporation limit. The 
study population identified was the students between 
11-15 years of age during the time of the study period. 
The study was carried out in the months of May and July 
2018. A two-stage sampling process was adopted. First, 
the parks were selected by simple random procedure from 
a list provided by Chennai Corporation. Then students 
and mothers were selected using a convenience sampling 
method. After obtaining informed consent, a pre tested 
semi-structured questionnaire was used to elicit responses 
using interview method focussing on basic demographic 
information and screen time pattern. All study variables 
were assessed via parent-proxy report and time spent before 
screens was recorded using a 1-week recall method. Data 
were entered on MS Excel sheet. Statistical analysis was 
done with SPSS 17 version. Prior permission was obtained 
from the Institute of Ethical Committee, Kilpauk Medical 
College. Informed consent was obtained from the parent 
of each participant.

Result
Out of the total 205 students included in the study, 111 
(54.1%) were males belonging mostly to 14 years (23.4%) 
and 15 years (21.9%) age groups. Among parents, 51.2% 
were full-time employed, 36.1% were part-time employed, 
and 12.7% were stay-at-home caregivers. The incidence 
of parental co-viewing was 22.9% in our study. 82.4 % 
of students had history of snacking during screen time 
exposure and only 7.8% of the parents were aware about 
standard guidelines for viewing electronic and media devices 
(screen time) recommendations. The average daily screen 
time spent was reported to be in the 3-4 hours range in 
32.7% of study subjects followed by 30.7% in 4-5 hours 
range. Maximum exposure of screen time was noticed for 
smartphones (42.9%) followed by TVs (1.5%). Sleep loss 
(71.2%), appetite loss (65.8%) and academic performance 
loss (55.6%) were the common effects reported following 
excessive screen time among students (Table 1). 

Table 1.Shows the study variables and their 
percentages in each categories

Study Variables Categories Num-
bers

Perce-
ntages

Gender
Male 111 54.15

Female 94 45.85

Age

11 years 41 20.00
12 years 34 16.59
13 years 37 18.05
14years 48 23.41
15 years 45 21.95

Parents 
Employment

Both 105 51.22
Father Only 74 36.10

Mother Only 26 12.68

Parental Co-
viewing

Yes 47 22.93
No 158 77.07

Snacking while 
Screen Time

Yes 169 82.44
No 36 17.56

Awareness on 
Screen Time 

Recommendations

Yes 16 7.80

No 189 92.20

Average Daily 
Screen Time Spent

2-3 hours 56 27.32
3-4 

hours 67 32.68

4-5 
hours 63 30.73

More than 5 
hours 19 9.27
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Discussion
Full time parental employment was associated with 
excessive screen time exposure in our study.  Ron Warren 
et al study was in tune with our results and supported the 
hypothesis that excessive work hours of parents influence 
their involvement with students, which, in turn, was 
predicted to influence screen time exposure.6 In our study, 
relatively low levels of parental co- viewing were found. 
Similarly a study done in Europe by Julie Latomme et al  
reported parental co- viewing to be around 39.20%. This is 
very worrying, since parental co- viewing has the potential 
to function as important deterrent to excessive screen time 
exposure and ensures healthy behaviour formation due to 
social interaction and emotional bonding opportunities.7

We found that majority of our study participant’s snacked 
while on exposure to excessive screen time. This is in 
similarity to a study conducted by Jillian Ciccone et al. 
this study reported the association of increased screen 
time with greater snack portion sizes and overall poor diet 
quality.8 Our finding suggests that parents have a very low 
awareness on screen time recommendations. In a study 
done by S. Alph Shirley et al only 3.7% of the participants 
were aware of the exact screen time guidelines in students. 
This was much below that what we had reported. This 
proves that the chance of students exceeding screen time 
recommendations was higher when parental awareness of 
recommendations was literally absent.9

The screen time recorded among study subjects was higher 
in our study. This is accordance with the study conducted 
by Dubey et al. this study reported screen time calculated 
for the vacation and school days as 3.9 and 3.2 hours 
respectively. The main gadget contributing to excessive 
screen time in our study is smartphone. But Dubey et al 
study differs and reports TV to be the predominant gadget 
contributing to excessive screen time.10 With respect to 

high screen time, a detrimental effect of excessive screen 
time was observed on sleep, appetite and academic 
concentration in our study. The same effect was echoed 
in the study done by Foerster et al.11

Limitation
Limitations are that this is a study done in limited amount of 
time, participants may not have accurately recall behaviours 
related to screen time use, a lack of understanding of the 
definitions and terminology could have hindered answers 
and use of less robust sampling technique.

Conclusion and Recommendation
We can safely conclude that a high proportion of middle 
school students are using smartphones for more than the 
recommended screen time and a substantial fraction of 
them have negative health outcomes. This research will 
serve as a base for further studies, preferably observational 
and interventional. Based on the results from the study 
we recommend that parents of middle school students 
should certainly place consistent limits on the use 
of any technology and media. With the growing numbers 
of screen time sources being introduced everyday especially 
into classrooms, the challenge is to ensure that screens are 
being used in appropriate, meaningful and empowering 
ways. Channelling school students into engaging and 
creative sorts of activities on screen coupled with passive 
and supportive observation is the key to making screen 
time positive. The real problem is “wasted time on screen 
and not screen time”.
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