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Term

Academic achievement

Anxiety

Attachment

Attunement

Depression

Developmental outcomes

Externalising problems

Handheld devices

Handheld screen time

Internalising problems

Glossary of Key Terms

Definition

Any identifiable success in the areas of education
or disciplined study.

An emotion characterised by apprehension and
somatic symptoms of tension in which an
individual anticipates impending danger,
catastrophe or misfortune.

The emotional bond between a human infant or a
young nonhuman animal and its parent figure or
caregiver.

The matching of affect between infant and parent
or caregiver to create emotional synchrony.

A negative affective state, ranging from
unhappiness and discontent to an extreme feeling
of sadness, pessimism and despondency that
interferes with daily life.

A consequence on the social, emotional and
behavioural development including features of
child development, such as prosocial skills,
emotional expression, self-regulation and
hyperactivity.

A group of emotional and behavioural symptoms
that is contained outside of the self. These include
aggression, conduct problems, delinquent
behaviour, oppositionality, hyperactivity and
attention problems.

A piece of computing equipment that can be used
in the hand, such as a smartphone or tablet.

The amount of time spent using a device that is
used in the hand, such as a smartphone or tablet.

A group of emotional and behavioural symptoms
that refer to processes within the self. These

xvii



Mental health

National Assessment Program
for Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN)

Reinforcement

Screen time

Sedentary behaviour

Stress

Technoference

Traditional screen time

include anxious and depressive symptoms, social
withdrawal and somatic complaints.

A person’s condition in relation to their
psychological and emotional wellbeing.

A standardised national curriculum assessment
undertaken by Australian students in Grade 3, 5, 7
and 9 in numeracy and literacy skills.

A consequence that follows an operant response
that increases (or attempts to increase) the
likelihood of that response occurring in the future.

Screen time is the amount of time spent using a
device with a screen, such as a smartphone,
computer, television or video game console.

Any waking behaviour characterised by an energy
expenditure <1.5 METs while in a sitting,
reclining or lying posture

A state of mental or emotional strain or tension
resulting from adverse or demanding
circumstances.

The interruptions in interpersonal communication
caused by attention paid to personal technological
devices.

The amount of time spent using older forms of
technology such as television, computers or video
game consoles.
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Abstract

This technological era has witnessed an increasing number of young children
engaging in the use of handheld devices such as smartphones, iPads, and tablets; now
widely accessible for both recreational and educational purposes. Parents shape screen
habits and behaviours in children, and the subsequent effects of this device use on their
developmental outcomes are unclear. This thesis aimed to examine: 1) the relationship
between parental mental health and other parental characteristics and child screen time
(ST), and 2) the effects of ST on the developmental outcomes of children. This thesis is
structured around four studies, comprising an analysis of a secondary longitudinal
dataset, a systematic review, a cross-sectional study and a longitudinal study. Study one
consisted of an analysis of a secondary dataset namely “Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC)” (Soloff et al., 2005). This study
investigated the temporal effects of television (TV), computer and gaming console use
on the academic achievement of children aged 4-5 years on enrolment (N=2954). This
study supported previous findings that TV, computer and gaming console use had a
negative association with academic achievement across time. Study two was a
systematic review of the existing literature in the field. Twenty studies were included in
the review, of which 15 studies examined parental characteristics associated with child
handheld ST and five studies investigated the effects of screens on developmental
outcomes in children. Study three was a cross-sectional study of 214 parents with
children aged 4.5-6 years, which examined the relationships between parental mental
health, handheld ST and child outcomes. Finally, study four (N=101, Mage at T1=5.25,
SDage=.44, Mage at T2=6.51, SDage=.52) utilised data from the previous study to capture
the longitudinal effects of the key variables. Collectively, this thesis identified many

parental characteristics that contribute towards children’s exposure to screens. In
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particular, this thesis was among the first to consider studies that examined specific
symptoms of parental mental health in relation to ST. This research found that parents
with poorer mental health are more likely to have children who engage in greater ST, as
well being more likely to engage in more ST themselves. Overall, these findings can
inform policy development and guidelines tailored to parents with poor mental health,
where warranted. Future research may consider factors such as screen content, and the
context and conditions under which ST is engaged in, rather than just the amount of

exposure to ST.
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