Screen Time: Know when it’s too early, Know when it’s too much
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Obesity and early childhood development experts were shocked and dismayed when President George
W. Bush honored the founder of the Baby Einstein® video series in his State of the Union address in
January 2007. Many scientists see this as the triumph of marketing hype over science? with infants and
toddlers as the big losers. Six years earlier the American Academy of Pediatrics recommended that
television viewing among children under two years old be “discouraged altogether”® and more than a
half dozen other scientific, child and health advocacy organizations and agencies have made similar
recommendations.*

But Baby Einstein videos are purported to improve cognitive and language development of infants, so
isn’t that good? There is evidence that the very opposite may occur. In addition to raising the risk of
childhood obesity, some studies suggest that propping an infant in front of these videos is associated
with:

Poorer (or at least no improvement in) social, linguistic and cognitive development

Decreased imaginative and creative play and reduced social interaction

Reduced language (new word) acquisition and language development (formation of sentences)
Reduced parent-child bonding

Decreased learning and decreased subsequent academic achievement
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Increased habitual screen viewing (including TV viewing) as the child grows older

For children under 2 years, no recreational screen viewing is recommended

The brain of an infant is one of the very first structures to develop in utero and brain growth and
development continues at a very rapid pace until approximately age 5. There is widespread agreement
that this period of rapid growth is critical for the functional development of children’s brains because
this is when the foundation for learning and subsequent academic achievement and social development
is laid.

! Baby Einstein and Baby Wordsworth are now owned by the Walt Disney Company
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Children are Active Learners

Sometimes described as tiny scientists, toddlers walk around things to see what’s on the other side,
infants drop things to see what happens (including the effect repeated droppings might have on their
caregivers!), they attend to words and sounds, they put things in their mouths to taste them —all in
order to learn about their world. But most important of all, they learn through interactions — language
as well as emotional exchanges with their caregivers®. The widespread practice® of using a video to
mesmerize and distract an infant may be convenient for stressed out parents, but it is not optimal for
the emotional or cognitive development of the child,” for language acquisition,® or for deepening the
parent-child relationship® and a growing number of studies link screen viewing with decreased play,™

1112 3nd a heightened risk of childhood obesity.”*** For children up to two years

increased body fatness,
old, the wisest course of action is to eliminate screen time entirely and that is the current

recommendation for the prevention of childhood obesity.*

For older children: Limit recreational screen viewing to a maximum of 2 hours per day

For children over two, the current recommendation to prevent childhood obesity is to limit

recreational screen time to no more than 2 hours per day. The origins of this limit stem from early
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research documenting a relationship between TV viewing and body fatness. These early studies

showed that the more hours of TV viewing, the higher the BMI, although not all studies have shown this
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relationship.’® One study of more than 4000, 8 to 16 year olds*® used nationally representative NHANES
data (considered to be methodologically superior to other studies) and found that obesity prevalence
was highest among those children watching 4 or more hours of TV per day and lowest among those
watching one hour or less. But evidence was needed that interventions to reduce TV viewing would
indeed lead to reduced body fatness or BMI.

This evidence was provided by Tom Robinson?® who designed a school-based intervention to decrease
TV viewing and documented improvements in body mass index (BMI). Planet Health, another school-
based intervention that included reductions in TV viewing as one component,* found improvements in
BMI in some groups of children, but not all. Subsequent research has broadened the 2 hour per day limit

to all forms of recreational screen viewing combined.?**
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