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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: There is growing concern that rising rates of elec-
tronic media use might be harmful. However, the extent to
which different types of electronic media use might be associ-
ated with emotional and behavioral problems is unclear. In
this study we examined associations between emotional and
behavioral problems and electronic media use during late child-
hood, in a large community sample.
METHODS: Participants were 876 8- to 9-year-old children tak-
ing part in the Childhood to Adolescence Transition Study in
Australia. Parents reported on their child’s emotional and
behavioral problems using the Strengths and Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire and on their child’s duration of electronic media use
(in hours: television, video games, general computer use).
RESULTS: Logistic regression analyses were conducted with
adjustments for age, socioeconomic status, and bodymass index
z score, separately for male and female participants. Boys who
played more video games had significantly greater odds of

scoring borderline/abnormal on conduct (odds ratio [OR],
1.07; 95% confidence interval [CI], 1.02–1.12) and emotional
problems (OR, 1.07; 95% CI, 1.04–1.11) for each additional
hour of weekly use. This equates to 2.58-fold greater odds for
a boy who plays on average 2 hours per day per week. Televi-
sion viewing was associated with greater odds of hyperactivi-
ty/inattention in boys (OR, 1.04; 95% CI, 1.00–1.07). There
were no significant relationships for girls.
CONCLUSIONS: Because of the increasing rates of electronic
media use in children, these results might have important impli-
cations for child mental health. Future interventions might be
more effective if they are targeted at specific types of electronic
media use.

KEYWORDS: behavior problems; CATS study; electronic media
use; emotional problems
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WHAT’S NEW

To our knowledge, this is the first large population-
based study to show that electronic media use is associ-
ated with emotional as well as behavioral problems in
late childhood and that specific types of electronic me-
dia use might be associated with emotional and behav-
ioral problems.

RATES OF ELECTRONIC media use are rising and are an
increasingly powerful influence in children’s lives.1 How-
ever, the extent to which these technologies might affect
children is hotly debated.2 Although international guide-
lines recommend that children have no more than 2 hours
per day of screen time,3 12% of 9- to 16-year-old Austra-
lians met the guidelines on all days of theweek.4 Electronic

media use in children has been linked to concurrent and
long-term physical health problems.5

Although there is some evidence that accessing violent
media might be linked with aggressive behavior,6–8 the
extent to which different types of electronic media and
duration of use might be linked with mental health
problems is unclear. Although most research has focused
on the potentially negative effects of electronic media
use, there is also evidence for positive outcomes, such as
its use as a tool for emotional regulation.9 However, previ-
ous studies have been limited to focus on overall screen
time, or on only 1 or 2 types of electronic media.10,11

Different media might have different effects, for
example, playing video games has been linked with
mental health problems, but computer use was protective
against psychological distress.12 Television viewing is
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linked with psychological distress, but it might also
offer educational benefits or provide family time.12,13

Electronic media use might affect development through
displacement of other more adaptive activities.2,14

Alternatively, media use might be a symptom of mental
health problems with youth turning to media as a
replacement for social activities. Excessive media use
might also affect brain structure and function.15,16

Additionally, the viewing of content that is not age-
appropriate might lead to emotional and behavioral
problems.17

Previous research is limited by the inclusion of partici-
pants with wide age ranges, often in adolescence.12,18,19

There has been little focus on the timing of exposure,
despite evidence that younger children might be more
susceptible to media violence.20 Also, in older adolescents
past use is likely to be an important confounder. Patterns of
association between electronic media use and mental
health and behavior problems might differ between boys
and girls.21,22

In this article we aim to overcome these limitations by
exploring the averageweekly time 8- to 9-year-old children
spend using different types of electronic media and to
quantify the association between electronic media use
and common emotional and behavioral problems in late
childhood.

Eligible schools approached: 101
73 (72%) Government
20 (20%) Catholic
8 (8%) Independent

Schools refused: 58 (57%)
43 (74%) Government
11 (19%) Catholic
4 (7%) Independent

Reasons for refusal
26 (44%) Too busy/bad 

time
9 (16%) No explanation
8 (14%) Participating in 

another study
6 (10%) No response 

from principal
5  (9%) Rejected by 

school forum
4 (7%) Not suitable for 

school

Students lost to study: 1050 
(46%)

624 (59%) No response
399 (38%) Parent refused

consent
19 (2%) Incomplete 

consent form
8 (1%) Moved out of 

sampling frame  

Students attending recruited 
schools: 2289

Schools recruited into study: 43 
(43%)

30 (70%) Government
9 (21%) Catholic
4 (9%) Independent

Students consented: 1239 (54%)
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Parent report Part 2: 943 (76%)
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Parents reporting at least 1 SDQ 
subscale: 1207 (97%)

Parents reporting at least 1 
weekly media measure: 920 (74%)

Final analysis sample: 876 (71%)

Students <8 and ≥ 10 years: 11 
(1%)

Parent report Part 1: 1218 (98%)

Figure. Flow chart showing participant recruitment through to final analysis sample.
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