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Abstract
Most children under age 5 exceed recommended screen time guidelines, with lifelong implications for children’s psychosocial, 
cognitive, socio-emotional, and physiological outcomes.  Socio-ecological models point towards the important contribution 
of parental knowledge, modelling, practices, self-efficacy and style on child screen use. This study aimed to determine the 
extent to which these parenting factors influence child screen use, as well as the moderating role of screen media type (i.e. 
fixed vs. portable) on the relationship between parenting factors and child screen use. A systematic literature search for peer-
reviewed studies published in English from 1982 to 2023 was conducted and yielded 87 eligible studies. Greater parental 
modelling, mealtime viewing, and the use of screens as a babysitting, mood regulation or reinforcement tool, were associated 
with higher child screen use. Contrastingly, higher levels of parental self-efficacy, and the implementation of screen use rules 
were associated with lower child screen use. Interventions targeting these parenting factors pose as a promising avenue to 
reduce child screen use. An authoritative parenting style was associated with lower child screen use, while authoritarian and 
permissive styles were associated with higher child screen use. The evidence for parental knowledge and co-viewing and, 
a neglectful parenting style was inconsistent or inconclusive. Finally, no observable trends or patterns in the data regarding 
the role of screen media type emerged. Future research should look to address issues in the measurement of child screen use 
to ensure comprehensive and objective assessments.

Keywords  Parenting · Screen use · Pre-schoolers · Portable media · Self-efficacy

Introduction

In modern society, preschool-aged children (i.e. children 
5 years or younger) are invariably exposed to screen media 
devices (Ralph & Petrina, 2019). While screen media 
sources such as television (TV) and computers are still 
popular among pre-schoolers (Tena et al., 2019), the advent 
of portable, interactive screen media such as smartphones 
and tablets has broadened screen use possibilities (Hutton 
et al., 2020; Neumann, 2015). Access to these devices has 
unsurprisingly translated to increased levels of screen use in 

children (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2019), with the vast major-
ity of Australian children under the age of 5 exceeding 
recommended screen time guidelines (Brushe et al., 2023; 
Rhodes, 2017; Tooth et al., 2019). On average, Australian 
children under the age of 2 are exposed to 2 h of screen 
use per day, and children between the ages of 2 and 5 are 
exposed to 3 to 4 h per day (Rhodes, 2017). The discrep-
ancy between the recommended and actual time spent on 
screen media devices indicates that parents may be una-
ware of the recommendations (Hinkley & McCann, 2018; 
Miguel-Berges et al., 2020), consider the recommendations 
unrealistic (Ferguson, 2018), or are generally unconcerned 
about the accrued screen use of their children (He et al., 
2005). Moreover, many parents may ignore recommenda-
tions in the belief that their child’s screen use serves a posi-
tive function, such as education (Zimmerman et al., 2007). 
This is concerning when considering the inverse relationship 
between greater screen use and unfavourable developmental 
outcomes (Haughton et al., 2015).
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Young children may be particularly vulnerable to the 
effects of screen use as they are in a period of critical physi-
cal, cognitive, and social development (Irwin et al., 2007; 
Willumsen & Bull, 2020), linked to heightened levels of neu-
roplasticity (Conway & Stifter, 2012; Kolb & Fantie, 2009). 
The effects of screen use on children have been thoroughly 
assessed within the literature, and subsequently compiled in 
many systematic reviews and meta-analyses. These reviews 
have found a relationship between increased screen use and 
various negative psychosocial, cognitive, socio-emotional 
and physiological outcomes (LeBlanc et al., 2012; Stiglic 
& Viner, 2019). These negative outcomes may be associ-
ated with a lack of physical activities, sleep quality, social 
interaction, and hands-on sensorimotor stimulation due to 
excessive media use (John et al., 2023; Muppalla et al., 
2023). Notably, among older children and adolescents, there 
is some contention surrounding the benefits and harms relat-
ing to screen use (Morawska et al., 2023). However, among 
preschool-aged children there is no evidence suggesting any 
health-related benefits of screen use (LeBlanc et al., 2012; 
Stiglic & Viner, 2019). Morawska et al. (2023) note that 
the functions of screen use change at different developmen-
tal stages, potentially resulting in different effects. Where 
screen media devices may be potentially beneficial for ado-
lescents, such as engaging with peers online, it is unlikely 
that the same benefit applies to pre-schoolers; emphasising 
the importance of considering developmentally relevant 
effects. Given the negative outcomes, an understanding of 
the contributing factors to child screen use is essential.

To understand the screen use behaviours of young 
children a systematic approach, considering various 
interrelated influences of their environment is critical 
(Morawska et  al., 2023). Socio-ecological models 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) 
are fundamental to explaining how proximal factors (i.e. 
experiences children directly encounter, such as parenting 
factors), and distal factors (i.e. variables that inform the 
proximal environment, such as socio-economic status) of a 
child’s socio-ecological environment can predict and inform 
their health and associated health behaviours. These factors 
are hierarchically organised and interact within and across 
levels of the model (Jenkins et al., 2015; McArthur et al., 
2022). As such, the prediction and eventual prevention of 
potentially harmful health behaviours, such as excessive 
screen use, generally requires an understanding of both 
distal and proximal factors (Lämmle et al., 2013). However, 
to design effective prevention and intervention strategies 
for health behaviours, focus must be placed on modifiable 
factors (Wight et  al., 2016). It is likely that proximal 
factors, specifically parent–child relationships, are the most 
significant modifiable influence on child screen use (Pereira 
et al., 2021; Rhodes et al., 2020).

Existing literature points to parental knowledge, model-
ling, practices, self-efficacy and style as the most important 
parenting factors related to screen use (Morawska et al., 
2023; Philips et al., 2014). For example, greater parental 
understanding and accuracy of the screen use recommenda-
tions is significantly associated with less child screen use 
(Goh et al., 2016). While less frequently studied, increased 
parental knowledge of the associated health implications has 
been associated with lower screen use in children (Akbayin 
et al., 2023). Similarly, parents have an instrumental role 
in modelling healthy behaviours to their children (Andrews 
et al., 2010). Five systematic reviews found that greater 
parental screen use is associated with higher levels of screen 
use in children (De Craemer et al., 2012; Duch et al., 2013; 
Kaur et al., 2019; Veldman et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2015).

Parenting practices are the context-specific actions 
and behaviours made by parents that influence child 
screen use (Jago et al., 2013a). These practices may be 
the implementation of rules limiting screen use, mealtime 
viewing restrictions, using screens as a behaviour 
management tool or parent–child co-viewing. The presence 
of child screen limitations (i.e. rules) set by parents 
concerning the time and content of screen use was associated 
with lower child screen use in two systematic reviews 
(Cillero & Jago, 2010; Kaur et al., 2019). However, five 
reviews reported inconsistent results (De Craemer et al., 
2012; Duch et al., 2013; Jago et al., 2013a; Veldman et al., 
2023; Xu et al., 2015). A systematic review conducted by Xu 
et al. (2015) found that when prohibited from using screens 
during meals or whilst eating, children had reduced levels 
of overall screen use. However, three prior reviews found no 
relationship between mealtime viewing and overall screen 
use (De Craemer et al., 2012; Jago et al., 2013a; Veldman 
et al., 2023). Similarly, while the review of Xu et al. (2015) 
found that the amount of time children spend watching 
screens with their parents (i.e. co-viewing) is positively 
related to screen use, this was not supported in two other 
reviews which reported no association (Jago et al., 2013a; 
Veldman et al., 2023).

Parents may also use screens to manage behaviour and to 
achieve child-rearing objectives (Beyens & Egermont, 2014; 
Nabi & Krcmar, 2016). For instance, parents’ use of screens 
as a reinforcement tool for desired or unwanted behaviour is 
associated with increased screen use in their children (Tang 
et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2016). Likewise, other less 
explored strategies such as using screens to keep a child 
occupied (i.e. “babysitting”), and as a tool for child mood 
regulation (i.e. calming) have also been found to increase 
screen use (Bayens & Eggermont, 2014; Elias & Sulkin, 
2019). The implementation of these parenting practices has a 
bi-directional relationship with parent self-efficacy, wherein 
greater success at implementing such practices results in 
greater self-efficacy and vice-versa (Halpin et al., 2021).
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Parental self-efficacy describes parents’ subjective 
convictions and beliefs about their ability to perform 
parenting tasks successfully; in particular, whether they 
can effectively manage the screen use of their child (Jago 
et al., 2015). Higher overall parental self-efficacy has been 
consistently associated with lower screen use in children 
across systematic reviews (Kaur et al., 2019; Veldman et al., 
2023; Xu et al., 2015).

Additional research has been conducted to examine 
the relationship between broader parenting styles and 
screen use in pre-schoolers. Parenting style is defined as 
a dispositional, trait-like feature of parenting categorised 
by different levels of warmth and demand, where warmth 
is characterised by parents’ responsiveness, acceptance or 
involvement and demand reflects their strictness and control 
over child behaviour (Langer et  al., 2014). Baumrind’s 
(1966), authoritarian (i.e. low warmth and high demand), 
authoritative (i.e. high warmth and high demand) and 
permissive (i.e. high warmth and low demand) parenting 
styles have been subject to most exploration in the screen 
use literature however, some studies have also considered the 
neglectful (i.e. low warmth and low demand) style proposed 
by Maccoby and Martin (1983). An authoritative parenting 
style has been associated with reduced levels of screen use in 
adolescents (Van der Geest et al., 2017) and young children 
(Detnakarintra et al., 2020; Schary et al., 2012; Veldhuis 
et al., 2014). However, the effect of authoritarian, permissive 
and neglectful styles, has varied (Howe et al., 2017; Langer 
et al., 2014). To clarify the role of parenting styles, three 
previous systematic reviews have been conducted, each 
determining that parenting style was not related to child 
screen use (Jago et al., 2013a; Veldman et al., 2023; Xu 
et al., 2015).

Synthesis of Previous Systematic Reviews

The outcomes of studies examining the impact of parenting 
factors on screen use in children suffer from a lack of 
consistency, likely reflecting variance in study design, 
measurement tools and participant demographics (Xu et al., 
2015). Despite attempts to clarify the role of parenting 
factors on screen use, the results of existing systematic 
reviews are mixed. This is problematic as there has been a 
failure to reach a general consensus on the significance of 
each parenting factor. Such inconsistency is likely explained 
by their diverging aims, search strategies, inclusion criteria 
and date of publication.

Five reviews have investigated the wider correlates 
of screen use in children, briefly examining the role of 
parenting factors (Cillero & Jago, 2010; De Craemer et al., 
2012; Duch et al., 2013; Kaur et al., 2019; Veldman et al., 

2023). Additionally, one has focussed on assessing the role 
of parenting factors on both physical activity and screen use 
simultaneously (Xu et al., 2015). Given their broad scope 
and purpose, it is likely that their aims, search strategies and 
inclusion criteria, result in a failure to capture all existing 
studies related to the role of parenting factors on screen use. 
These reviews employ a broad search strategy that involves 
the use of general search terms; risking the oversight of more 
nuanced search outcomes related to parenting factors. For 
instance, Veldman et al. (2023) did not use search terms 
related to parenting. Despite being suitable in the context 
of their aims, the search string does not directly capture 
studies related to parenting factors, as true of other reviews 
(e.g. Cillero & Jago, 2010; De Craemer et al., 2012; Duch 
et al., 2013; Kaur et al., 2019). Without a specific focus 
on the effect of parenting factors on childhood screen use, 
existing reviews have generated mixed search outcomes 
and subsequently reported different effects. This may also 
explain why potentially important predictors of screen use 
such as parental knowledge, reinforcement, babysitting, and 
mood regulation have been previously unobserved within 
reviews. Though an additional systematic review by Jago 
et al. (2013a) focussed specifically on the role of parenting 
factors, their scope was narrow, considering parenting 
practices and styles. Furthermore, the growing popularity 
of portable devices in the last decade has coincided with 
the arrival of novel screen use literature, the relevance of 
some past studies to the current context may be questionable 
(e.g. Cillero & Jago, 2010; De Craemer et al., 2012; Duch 
et al., 2013; Jago et al., 2013a; Xu et al., 2015). As such, 
there is great need for a current, comprehensive synthesis 
of information.

The Current Study

The screen use of children poses a major health and 
developmental issue, thus an understanding of important 
contributing influences such as parenting factors is essential. 
As such, the primary aim of the current study was to conduct 
a systematic review to determine the relative importance 
of modifiable parenting factors (Morawska et al., 2023) on 
the screen use of preschool-aged children. We expected 
that higher levels of parental screen use knowledge (H1a), 
higher parental self-efficacy (H1b), and the implementation 
of screen use rules (H1c) would predict less screen use 
in pre-school aged children. In contrast, we expected that 
higher levels of parental modelling (H2a), co-viewing (H2b), 
mealtime screen viewing (H2c) and screens used to “babysit” 
(H2d), regulate a child’s mood (H2e) or reinforce their 
behaviour (H2f), would be associated with higher screen 
use. Furthermore, in light of the disparate findings between 
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parenting style and pre-schooler screen use, we aimed to 
determine the extent to which authoritarian, authoritative, 
permissive and neglectful parenting styles influence screen 
use. We expected that authoritative parenting styles would 
be associated with significantly lower levels of screen use 
in children (H3a) (Detnakarintra et al., 2020; Schary et al., 
2012; Veldhuis et al., 2014) and that authoritarian (H3b), 
permissive (H3c) or neglectful (H3d) styles would not be 
associated with child screen use (Howe et al., 2017; Langer 
et al., 2014).

In general, these effects have largely been investigated 
in the context of fixed media such as TVs, computers, 
and gaming consoles. However, the advent of portable, 
interactive screen devices such as mobile phones, tablets 
and gaming devices has changed the landscape of screen 
viewing, offering children ubiquitous and perpetual access 
to screen devices (Byrne et al., 2021; Hutton et al., 2020). 
This has potential implications on the relationship between 
parenting factors and screen use, such that the results of 
studies measuring fixed media may not translate to more 
recent studies measuring portable media types. As such, 
we adopt an exploratory approach to examine the extent to 
which the effect of modifiable parenting factors on screen 
use is moderated by screen media type (fixed vs. portable).

Methods

A systematic review was conducted to address the study 
aims in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines, and the protocol was prospectively registered 
(PROSPERO: CRD42023425065).

Search Strategy

In June 2023, a systematic search of the literature across four 
databases was conducted: PsycINFO, PubMed, Cumulative 
Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL) 
and SCOPUS. The searches had no date restriction and were 
limited to articles published in the English language. The 
search strategy was developed using a combination of the 
free-text words for ‘child’ (population), ‘parent’ (exposure) 
and ‘screen use’ (outcome) (see supplementary Table 1). To 
obtain relevant outcomes in titles and abstracts, controlled 
vocabulary terms and Boolean operators were applied and 
modified to suit each database. In addition to database 
searches, manual searches of relevant existing systematic 
reviews were conducted to ensure comprehensive coverage 
of the literature.

Study Selection

Study selection was based on predetermined eligibility 
criteria. Studies were included if (a) they were quantitative 
and examined the relationship of parenting factors (i.e. 
modifiable influences or parenting style) with child screen 
use, (b) the mean age of child participants was less than six, 
(c) studies were written in English and published in a peer-
reviewed journal, (d) the study design was observational, a 
randomised controlled trial, cross-sectional, longitudinal or 
a pilot study and (e) studies reported p values.

The exclusion criteria were (a) studies that exclusively 
used child-self report for any exposure or outcome measure 
and (b) studies that exclusively used a population of children 
with a developmental or physical disability, or children with 
a chronic illness. Children with developmental and physical 
disabilities or a chronic illness were excluded as they have 
known differences in screen use behaviours compared to 
general populations (Healy et al., 2020; Must et al., 2023).

After conducting independent database searches, all 
citations were merged, and duplicate records were removed. 
Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance according 
to the eligibility criteria by BP. The screening process was 
managed using the Covidence software. The full texts 
of relevant articles were evaluated by BP and OA. The 
disagreements between the reviewers were resolved through 
discussion of the eligibility criteria. Where discussion was 
unsuccessful (n = 2), the final decision was referred to AM.

Data Extraction

Of the studies meeting the final selection criteria, 
demographical and methodological data were extracted. 
This included study design, country, participants (i.e. 
sample size, age, range, mean age), the parenting factor(s) 
(i.e. type(s), assessment tool(s) used), screen use (i.e. 
measure or assessment tool used), media type (i.e. 
measuring fixed, portable or both) and the main findings. 
Statistical significance was inferred when p < 0.05. The data 
extraction was conducted independently by two reviewers 
(BP extracted every study and a random sample (25%) were 
replicated by OA). The disagreements between the reviewers 
(< 1%) were resolved through discussion.

Quality Assessment

The risk of bias assessment was conducted independently 
by BP and OA, where the methodological quality of each 
article was appraised at the study level. The Mixed Method 
Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong et al., 2018), was engaged for 
its versatility in assessing studies of different designs. For 
quantitative non-randomised studies, the MMAT assesses 
whether (1) the participants were representative of the target 
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population, (2) the measures used are appropriate for both 
the outcome and exposure variables, (3) there were complete 
outcome data, (4) potential confounders were accounted for 
and (5) if the exposure occurred as intended. Outcomes of 
each item were defined as “yes” when meeting the criteria, 
“no” when not meeting the criteria, and “can’t tell” where 
the information was not reported or was unclear. Studies 
were ascribed a rating of low (1–2), medium (3) or high 
(4–5), as used in Evangelio et al. (2022). The ratings were 
calculated as a sum of yes (1), can’t tell (0.5) and no (0) 
responses to the five items. Disagreements between the 
reviewers (23.6%) were resolved through discussion.

Evidence Synthesis

Given methodological and clinical (i.e. differences in 
exposures and outcomes) heterogeneity and the inability 
to calculate effect sizes (due to poor reporting quality), we 
adopted a narrative synthesis approach. For example, when 
considering parental self-efficacy, many barriers prohibited 
a prospective meta-analysis such as variance in study design, 
different definitions of self-efficacy (e.g. parental self-effi-
cacy to restrict or manage screen time, parental confidence 
to influence physical and sedentary behaviour, parental self-
efficacy to raise children, etc.) and screen use, and a failure 
to report important statistical information like effect sizes, 
means and standard deviations. As used in Cillero and Jago 
(2010), a summary coding system was employed to review 

the state of the literature for each factor. The percentage val-
ues were calculated based on the number of effects support-
ing the expected association divided by the total number of 
effects. The percentage of effects supporting a relationship 
was coded as strong (S; 75% to 100%), moderate (M; 60% to 
74%), unclear (U; 34 to 59%) or no association (NA; < 33%). 
The factors observed in fewer than three studies were coded 
as insufficient (IN).

Results

The screening process is shown in Fig. 1. The primary 
database searches yielded a total of 30,904 articles. 
Three additional records were identified through a search 
of existing reviews. After removing duplicate articles 
(n = 14,043), 16,864 studies were screened by title and 
abstract. A total of 16,529 articles were considered irrel-
evant and therefore excluded. As a result, 335 studies were 
considered for full-text review and assessed for eligibility. 
A final total of 87 studies were included in this systematic 
review.

Study Characteristics

The methodological and study characteristics of the included 
articles are presented in Table 1. Of the 87 articles, 31 

Fig. 1   PRISMA flow diagram 
for study selection

Excluded

(n = 16,522)

Records identified through database 

searching (n = 30,904)

n = 11,873, Scopus;

n = 9,023, PubMed;

n = 5,311, PsycINFO;

n = 4,697, CINAHL

Additional records identified through 

other sources (n = 3)

n = 3, secondary review search

Records after duplicates 

removed 

(n = 16,864)

Excluded

(n = 14,043)

Studies screened

(n = 16,864)

Full-text articles assessed 

for eligibility 

(n = 335)

Excluded (n = 246), with reasons: 

n = 85, wrong target population;

n = 43, wrong exposure;

n = 35, relationship of interest not 

examined;

n = 33, wrong outcome;

n = 17, wrong study design

n = 11, cannot access full-text

n = 11, p-value not reported

n = 11, not peer-reviewed

n = 2, not published in English
Studies included in 

systematic review

(n = 87)
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originated from North America, 19 from Asia, 17 from 
Europe, 16 from Oceania and four from South America. 
The sample size of participants ranged from 45 to 10,967 
across studies. Of those provided, the mean child age ranged 
from 2.0 to 5.8 years. The earliest study was conducted in 
1982 and the most recent in 2023. Seventy-eight studies 
were cross-sectional, eight were longitudinal and one was 
a randomised controlled trial. Of the studies, 44.8% were 
published in the five years preceding the search date.

Measurement of Child Screen Use

Following data extraction, two conceptually different 
measures of screen use were identified; total screen use 
and adherence to screen time guidelines. Though related, 
the measures serve different purposes. Total screen use 
offers an overall estimate of screen-related activities, 
whereas measures of guideline adherence assess screen 
use as a function of meeting or exceeding defined time 
limits. Both measures contribute to a holistic understand-
ing of screen use, however given their conceptual differ-
ences they were considered separately. All screen use 
measures were assessed using parent proxy report.

Sixty-eight studies reported outcomes of total screen 
use. Of these, 45 studies measured an estimated average 
daily screen time; 13 measured total weekly screen time; 
five used screen use recording diaries; two considered the 
frequency of screen media access and one considered total 
background TV exposure. In addition, a single study con-
sidered the averages of amassed screen time viewing of 
child and general (e.g. news) TV programmes.

Nineteen studies used dichotomous outcomes of screen 
time guideline adherence. Of these, nine studies used 
guidelines equivalent to those suggested by the World 
Health Organisation (WHO; i.e., > 1 vs. < 1 h); eight used 
guidelines equivalent to those suggested by the Ameri-
can Academy of Paediatrics (AAP; i.e., > 2 vs. < 2 h); and 
two dichotomised screen time as high or low according to 
whether children had > 4 or < 1 h(s) of screen time.

Impact of Parenting Factors on Screen Use

Table 2 presents a summary of results regarding the asso-
ciation of parenting factors with both child total screen 
use and child guideline adherence. Importantly, where an 
overall effect on total screen use or guideline adherence 
was not available, but subgroup effects were described 
in a study (e.g. separate effects of parental modelling on 
total screen use for boys and girls), the subgroup effects 
were reported independently in the table. An exception 
was made for studies comparing media types, such that 
an overall effect was overlooked in favour of reporting 

separate effects per device type (e.g. separate effects on 
TV vs. tablet viewing). This was done to explore the role 
of media type on the relationship between parenting fac-
tors and screen use. In total, eight studies (15 effects) 
measured outcomes of portable media device use. Due to 
the limited number of available studies considering port-
able devices, we were unable to identify clear trends or 
patterns in the data regarding the role of screen media 
type.

Total Screen Use

Parental modelling was strongly positively associated 
with total screen use (59/70 positive associations, 84.3%). 
The implementation of screen use rules was moderately 
negatively associated with total screen use (21/35 negative 
associations, 60%). Mealtime viewing (8/11 positive 
associations, 72.7%), and the use of screens as both a 
reinforcement (8/12 positive associations, 66.7%) and 
mood regulation tool (6/10 positive associations, 60%), 
were moderately positively associated with total screen 
use. The use of screens as a babysitting tool was strongly 
positively associated with total screen use (4/4 positive 
associations, 100%). However, parental co-viewing had 
an unclear association with total screen use. Parental self-
efficacy was strongly negatively associated with total screen 
use (12/15 negative associations, 80%). An authoritative 
(6/9 negative associations, 66.7%) parenting style was 
moderately negatively associated with total screen use, 
while authoritarian (5/8 positive associations, 62.5%) and 
permissive (6/9 positive associations, 66.7%) styles were 
moderately positively associated with total screen use. 
Insufficient data were available to assess the effect of a 
neglectful style and parental knowledge of health outcomes 
and guidelines on total screen use.

Screen Time Guideline Adherence

Parental modelling (15/15 non-adherence associations, 
100%) and mealtime viewing (4/4 non-adherence 
associations, 100%) were strongly associated with children 
exceeding screen time guidelines. The implementation 
of screen use rules was unclearly associated with 
children exceeding screen time guidelines (2/6 adherence 
associations, 33.3%). Insufficient data were available to 
assess the role of parental co-viewing, and authoritative, 
authoritarian and neglectful parenting styles with guideline 
adherence. The impact of parental knowledge, self-
efficacy, neglectful parenting styles and the use of screens 
as a babysitting, mood regulation or reinforcement tool 
on guideline adherence was not examined in the selected 
studies.
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Quality Assessment

Study level quality assessment revealed that most stud-
ies were of high methodological quality (see supplemen-
tary Table  2). Of the included studies, methodological 
weaknesses (i.e. can’t tell or no responses) were observed 
in the representativeness of the target population (8.0%), 
the suitability of exposure and outcomes (20.7%), and the 
completeness of outcome data (5.7%). Across all studies, 
it was deemed that they each accounted for confounders in 
the design and analysis and that the exposure occurred as 
intended.

Discussion

The current systematic review offers a comprehensive and 
current state of literature in relation to the effect of modifi-
able parenting factors and parenting style on the screen use 
of children. Moreover, it addresses the demand for a better 
understanding of parental practices in the context of young 
children’s screen use (Morawska et al., 2023).

Though we predicted greater screen use knowledge 
would be associated with less total screen use (H1a), there 
was insufficient evidence to draw conclusions, highlighting 
the need for further research in this area. In line with the 
findings of Kaur et al. (2019), Xu et al. (2015) and Veld-
man et al. (2023), and supporting our predictions, greater 
parenting self-efficacy was associated with lower total 
screen use (H1b). The implementation of screen use rules 
and their effect on total screen use was subject to mixed 
findings in previous reviews, with two finding a negative 
association (Cillero & Jago, 2010; Kaur et al., 2019), and 
five finding no association (DeCraemer et al., 2012; Duch 
et al., 2013; Jago et al., 2013a; Veldman et al., 2023; Xu 
et al., 2015). Our focus on elements of parenting consoli-
dates the findings of previous reviews, offering a robust 
summary of the evidence. Consistent with our prediction, 
we found that the implementation of parental screen use 
rules was associated with lower total screen use (H1c). 
However, the implementation of rules was unclearly asso-
ciated with child screen time guideline adherence. This 
uncertainty may reflect the scarcity of research using 
guideline adherence outcomes, having only been exam-
ined on five occasions, as opposed to the 35 studies that 
considered total screen use.

Supporting our hypothesis, higher levels of parental 
modelling were associated with higher total screen use in 
children (H2a). In addition, we found that higher levels of 
parental modelling were associated with children exceed-
ing screen time guidelines. These findings are consistent 
with previous reviews (De Craemer et al., 2012; Duch 
et al., 2013; Kaur et al., 2019; Veldman et al., 2023; Xu 

et al., 2015), confirming the important role that parents 
play in modelling healthy screen use behaviours to their 
children. Contrary to predictions but consistent with the 
findings of previous reviews (Jago et al., 2013a; Veldman 
et al., 2023), co-viewing with parents was unclearly asso-
ciated with total child screen use (H2b). The inconsistency 
of these findings points towards the complexity of parental 
co-viewing. It is likely that the effect of co-viewing is 
moderated by the intentions of parents. Intentionally co-
viewing for the purpose of modelling healthy screen use 
behaviour or monitoring use may produce significantly dif-
ferent outcomes in child screen use compared to parents’ 
incidentally co-viewing with their children. Where the for-
mer serves to control, guide and scaffold healthy screen 
use behaviour in children (Sims & Colunga, 2013), the lat-
ter operates to model engagement in screen use. As such, 
consideration of parental intentions while co-viewing is 
essential to determine its importance moving forward.

In addition to consolidating existing knowledge, our 
results provided new evidence for factors that have been 
unobserved in previous reviews. As predicted, higher levels 
of mealtime viewing were associated with higher levels of 
total screen use (H2c). We also found that higher levels of 
mealtime viewing were associated with children exceeding 
screen time guidelines. As expected, the use of screens as a 
babysitting (H2d), mood regulation (H2e) and reinforcement 
tool (H2f), was associated with greater total screen use.

Contrary to the findings of previous reviews (e.g. Jago 
et al., 2013a; Veldman et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2015), parent-
ing style emerged as an important predictor of screen use. 
As predicted, an authoritative parenting style was associated 
with reduced screen use (H3a). This result is unsurprising, 
as authoritative parents are likely to exert control over their 
child’s screen use through the implementation of screen use 
rules (Eastin et al., 2006). However, contrary to predictions, 
both authoritarian (H3b) and permissive styles (H3c) were 
associated with higher screen use. The authoritarian parents 
may be more inclined to use screen use as a reward-based 
motivator (and the removal of screen use as a punishment), 
thus inflating children’s overall engagement (Caylan et al., 
2021). Moreover, authoritarian parents may also spend 
less time interacting with their children (e.g. co-viewing), 
therefore, leading to increased use of screens as a babysit-
ting tool. Permissive parents are low in demandingness and 
therefore, are less likely to implement screen use rules, lead-
ing to higher total screen use (Eastin et al., 2006). Given 
insufficient evidence, more research is required to determine 
the relevance of a neglectful parenting style. Notwithstand-
ing, our findings point to the importance of authoritative, 
authoritarian and permissive parenting styles in child screen 
use. The relationship, however, is likely mediated by parent-
ing practices such as the implementation of screen use rules.
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Overall, our results suggest that parental modelling, self-
efficacy and the implementation of screen based rules are 
important modifiable predictors of screen use in children. 
Likewise, parenting practices such as allowing children to 
use screens during mealtimes and the use of screens as a 
parenting tool for the purpose of mood regulation, reinforce-
ment and babysitting also serve as modifiable targets. These 
findings support theory indicating the importance of modifi-
able parenting factors on child screen use. In particular, we 
highlighted the unique contribution of most of the modifiable 
factors proposed in the socio-ecological model of Moraw-
ska et al. (2023), with the exception of parental knowledge. 
Finally, we identified that parenting style appears to play an 
important role in predicting child screen use.

Our findings should be considered in the context of the 
methodological characteristics of the primary studies. Most 
studies included in this review (89.7%) were cross-sectional 
and therefore, were unable to draw causal inferences. As 
such, there is a great need for more rigorous longitudinal 
studies that may allow more robust conclusions about the 
association between parenting factors and screen use.

Though quality assessment indicated that the majority 
of included studies had appropriate outcome measures, this 
review highlights many gaps in the assessment of screen 
use. Strikingly, apart from one (i.e. Truglio et al., 1996), 
all included studies only considered the time spent using 
screen devices. As such, there has been a failure to capture 
important elements of screen use such as the purpose of 
use and the content being accessed. Morawska et al. (2023) 
suggest that to accurately understand the influences of child 
screen use and subsequently design informed interventions, 
measures must capture the variety, type and extent of screen 
exposure. This is particularly relevant in light of recent 
technological advancements in screen media as their utility 
continues to expand.

Of the included studies, just under half (46%) were con-
ducted in the last 5 years, highlighting the evolving state 
of screen use literature. In spite of such growth, only eight 
studies considered screen use in the context of portable 
screen devices, supporting claims that screen technology is 
“vastly outpacing research” (Madigan et al., 2020). Vizcaino 
et al. (2019) emphasise that the relative paucity of studies 
exploring differences in device type is a critical gap in the 
literature that may conceal important patterns in screen use 
behaviour. In the current context, it is possible that differ-
ent media types may introduce disparities in content, usage 
patterns and accessibility; potentially impacting the role of 
parenting factors. In particular, portable devices allow more 
ready use of screen time as a tool for mood regulation and 
babysitting, both of which were associated with higher screen 
use. Furthermore, in addition to the lack of studies assessing 
the type and content of screen use, we found that screen use 
was only measured using parent proxy-report. Despite being 

acknowledged as the most common method of assessment in 
existing screen use research, such self-report measures suf-
fer from low validity (Boase & Ling, 2013). In fact, several 
studies have found that there is poor correspondence between 
objective measures of child screen use and caregiver self-
report (Barr et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2022; Radesky et al., 
2020). Moreover, these measures are vulnerable to recall and 
social desirability biases (Duch et al., 2013).

Strengths and Limitations

Our review had several strengths; most notably, its position 
as the first review with a concentrated approach on the effect 
of parenting factors on child screen use. Unlike previous 
reviews that have considered the influence of parenting in 
conjunction with a broader array of correlates, our approach 
provides a nuanced examination of the role of modifiable 
elements of parenting and parenting style. Thus, we offer 
a comprehensive foundation from which policymakers, 
researchers and clinicians can draw from. This review also had 
the advantage of considering effects separately (e.g. separate 
effects for boys and girls) in the absence of a total effect on 
screen use. Such an approach ensured that no important data 
was lost, and therefore, allowed for a complete exploration 
of the subject. While subgroup effects were considered, 
the exploration of these effects was inconsistent across the 
included studies, therefore preventing direct comparisons. 
Our search strategy returned a large number of studies for the 
screening phase, permitting an exhaustive search for relevant 
literature and minimising the chances of missing critical 
evidence. The resulting number of primary studies included 
in this review also serves as a strength. While meta-analysis 
was not conducted, the volume of studies used enhances the 
comprehensiveness and robustness of our conclusions.

Nevertheless, our review has many limitations that may 
impact the validity and relevance of our results. Most press-
ingly, the heterogeneity of the included studies posed a major 
limitation, precluding meta-analysis, thus we were not able 
to quantify the extent to which modifiable parenting factors 
and parenting style influenced child screen use. Without estab-
lishing an overall effect size, the relative importance of each 
of these factors is unknown. Though narrative synthesis can 
identify targets for intervention, it is incapable of establish-
ing their priority, as offered through meta-analysis. Sub-group 
analyses were considered to overcome this limitation how-
ever, there was inadequate reporting of necessary statistical 
information across studies. While a summary coding system 
was adopted to determine the strength of evidence for each 
factor, it is acknowledged that this system may introduce sam-
ple size bias, where the consistency of findings is prioritised 
over study quantity. For example, limited but uniform findings 
(e.g. 4/4 studies supporting a positive relationship between 
babysitting and screen use) were classified as “strong,” while 
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a larger evidence base with some variability (e.g. 8/11 studies 
supporting a positive relationship between mealtime viewing 
and screen use) was only considered “moderate.” Moreover, 
the preclusion of meta-analysis eliminated the possibility of 
exploring the moderating role of screen media type on the 
effect of parenting factors on screen use.

Implications and Conclusions

The omnipresence of screens in contemporary society has 
coincided with increased screen use in children (Barber 
et al., 2017) and child screen is influenced by the home envi-
ronment, particularly elements of parenting (Pereira et al., 
2021; Rhodes et al., 2020). As such, interventions that target 
parents may be a promising avenue to ensure the responsi-
ble consumption of screen use in children. This study has 
demonstrated that parental modelling; parental self-effi-
cacy; parents’ implementation of screen use rules; meal-
time viewing; and parents’ use of screens as a babysitting, 
mood regulation and reinforcement tool act as modifiable 
factors on child screen use, supporting the socio-ecological 
model proposed by Morawska et al. (2023). Therefore, they 
should be considered as key intervention targets, focussed on 
educating parents on how each factor influences child screen 
use and how to incorporate healthy screen use habits into 
their child’s routine (e.g. appropriate quantity and quality of 
screen use, implementing rules, and role-modelling healthy 
behaviours). Given the use of screens as a parenting tool, 
such an intervention should also look to equip parents with 
practical (screen-free) approaches to behaviour management 
to reduce dependency on screens.

While our findings pose an exciting starting point from 
which intervention can be moulded, they only provide the 
individual contribution of each of these factors. As such, 
greater research is required to determine how the identi-
fied factors work in combination to influence screen use. In 
addition, further research is required to determine the role 
of identified modifiable factors such as parental knowledge 
and co-viewing. Parental knowledge, of both screen use 
guidelines and health outcomes, has been subject to lim-
ited research and therefore requires greater attention within 
the literature to establish its importance in child screen use 
behaviour. Further, establishing parents’ intentions behind 
co-viewing may clarify its importance. Such research should 
look to employ longitudinal research methods, to help deter-
mine the causality of effects.

Intervention efforts should be considered in the context 
of the assessment issues surrounding children’s screen use. 
Current literature has made significant headway in assess-
ing screen use employing time-based metrics, yet these are 
subject to many limitations. There is a dire need for future 
research to develop a measure that offers a more nuanced, 

valid and reliable assessment of screen use. Notwithstand-
ing, the development of appropriate screen use measurement 
tools is a complex challenge (Byrne et al., 2021; Thomp-
son & Tschann, 2020). We offer the following directions 
for future research and measurement in this field. First, on 
top of recording how often screens are used, the studies 
should look to account for how they are being used. Engage-
ment in entertainment, educational or potentially harmful 
content while using screens may have different effects on 
development (Guellai et al., 2022), and may potentially be 
affected by parenting factors in different ways. Similarly, 
an understanding of differences across fixed and portable 
devices may also be potentially important (Vizcaino et al., 
2019). Our review has not only revealed future directions for 
research but has highlighted the important role that parent-
ing factors have on preschool-aged children. The increasing 
prevalence of screen media is a pressing concern due to its 
association with negative developmental outcomes therefore, 
targeting parenting practices may be a promising avenue to 
mitigate potential adverse effects.
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