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Abstract

Review Article

Parental use of digital screens has become ubiquitous in modern family life. While technology offers educational and
entertainment benefits, excessive parental screen use may impact the emotional availability of caregivers, potentially
influencing young children's emotional regulation. This narrative review examines the current literature on the
relationship between parental screen exposure and children's emotional development, highlighting mechanisms such as
reduced parent-child interaction, decreased co-regulation opportunities, and diminished emotional attunement.
Protective factors including mindful screen use, co-viewing, and structured limits are discussed. Awareness of these
dynamics is crucial for promoting healthy parent-child relationships and supporting children's emotional competence.
Future research should focus on establishing causal links and developing evidence-based interventions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the proliferation of digital
devices has transformed family life. Smartphones,
tablets, and televisions are now integrated into daily
routines, influencing the time and attention parents
devote to their children. Parental screen use, while often
necessary for work or communication, can
unintentionally  reduce emotional presence and
responsiveness during crucial developmental moments.
Understanding the implications of this phenomenon is
vital for promoting healthy emotional growth in children.

2. Parental Screen Use and Emotional Availability
2.1 The Concept of Technoference

“Technoference” refers to the interruptions in
parent—child interactions caused by digital device use.
Studies indicate that frequent checking of phones during
meals or playtime can disrupt emotional synchrony and
responsiveness, which are key for emotional regulation
development [1].

2.2 Reduced Emotional Attunement

Young children rely on their caregivers’ facial
expressions, tone, and physical gestures to interpret
emotions. When parents are distracted by screens, these

subtle signals are diminished, weakening the child’s
ability to co-regulate emotions [3].

3. Effects on Children’s Emotional Regulation
3.1 Short-Term Behavioral Outcomes

Research shows that children of highly
distracted parents may display increased irritability,
frustration, and attention-seeking behaviors. They may
also show difficulties in soothing themselves after
distressing experiences [1,4].

3.2 Long-Term Emotional Impacts

Chronic exposure to emotionally unavailable
caregivers can affect the development of self-regulation
skills, attachment security, and stress response systems.
These effects may contribute to later anxiety or
emotional dysregulation [5].

4. Moderating and Protective Factors

Not all screen use is harmful. When used
consciously, technology can serve as a shared learning
experience. Parental co-viewing of educational content
and open communication about media can enhance
bonding. Setting structured limits on device use during
family routines and prioritizing screen-free times
strengthens emotional connection [2].
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Table 1: Potential Impacts of Parental Screen Use on Young Children's Emotional Regulation

Parental Screen Behavior

Potential Child Outcomes

High screen use during caregiving

Increased irritability, reduced co-regulation

Distracted interactions

Lower emotional attunement, decreased self-regulation

Mindful co-viewing

Enhanced learning, improved emotional understanding

Structured screen limits

Supports healthy routines and parent-child bonding

5. DISCUSSION

The literature suggests that the emotional
climate of the family is more important than the
technology itself. The key issue lies in the quality of
attention and emotional presence parents provide. Health
professionals should guide families to adopt mindful
digital practices, integrating moments of connection and
emotional availability throughout the day [1,3,5].

6. CONCLUSION

Parental screen use in the digital era represents
both a challenge and an opportunity. While digital
devices can support learning and connection, excessive
and inattentive use risks undermining children’s
emotional regulation and development. Promoting
mindful technology use, family routines, and emotional
awareness is essential for fostering healthy parent—child
relationships [2,4,5].
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