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Abstract
Children start the rapid acquisition of their social skills and go through emotional development
during a period called middle childhood, which ranges from 6-8 years (CDC, 2021). At this age
they start paying more attention to friendships and learn to work with people as teams which
enables them to make connections and builds their confidence. If they hardly go out or socialise
with their peers during this crucial period, then this can be very damaging for their socio-emotional
development and their skills of self-expression. So instead of socialising, if children bury
themselves behind smartphones, which is the prime leisure activity for most children at this day
and age, it can be very harmful for their socioemotional development. Not only that but smartphone
addiction can also cause degradation of the brain and create other development hindrances as well.
Research has shown that this addiction is especially prevalent in urban school going children. The
prevalence among children in their middle childhood, not quite thoroughly researched. In such
cases parents are the only ones who are the closest to them and can regulate their smartphone usage
hours and style. They are the ones who need to be the most involved in their children’s lives and

prevent any addiction from occurring.



Chapter I: Introduction & Background

Introduction

"Electronic screen media including mobile, television, video games, iPads have become widely
accessible by children, teenagers and adults of all ages” (Detnakarintra et al., 2020). It is quite a
well known fact to all that screens have taken over as the prime leisure activity for most children
at this day and age, but the extent of its repercussions on the minds of the young is not yet
completely explored, especially on the minds of the children who are at the age of rapid growth
such as 6-8 years. This period is known as middle childhood and this is the age when children start
the acquisition of their social skills and go through emotional development (CDC, 2021). During
middle childhood, children are usually at the beginning of their schooling years, which introduces
them to the bigger world out there. This is the age when they start paying more attention to
friendships and learn to work with people as teams which enables them to make connections and
builds their confidence. It has been observed that as they learn more complex coping skills, their
moral understanding deepens and they start taking more responsibilities (Malik et al., 2023). If
they hardly go out or socialise with their peers during this crucial period, then this can be very
damaging for their socio-emotional development and their skills of self-expression (CDC, 2021).
Parents play a significant role in fostering the development of their children's socio-emotional
growth during middle childhood. According to Bronfenbrenner's ecological model, parental
involvement can be conceptualised as the mesosystem (the system which forms the
interconnection between the elements of a child’s microsystem, e.g. parent- teacher, etc), which
forms a bridge between a child's microsystem (the system which contains all the elements of a
child’s immediate surroundings, e.g family, neighbourhood, etc) and society (Bronfenbrenner,

2000). That means parents can influence how and to what extent their children socialise. But



recently it has been seen that instead of encouraging the children to play outdoors with their peers,
most parents are increasingly opting to use screen time as a leisure pursuit (Chong et al., 2023).
They feel like technology is a huge part of their children's lifestyle and they use smartphones to
feed, clothe or maybe calm down their children (Downey et al., 2007). Especially in a country like
Bangladesh where there is a serious lack of playgrounds and parks in the urban areas, which can
be seen according to the latest census conducted by Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics in 2022. It
says that about 62.07% of the children living in Dhaka use mobile phones for recreational purposes
due to the lack of amusement parks and open fields in the city (BBS, 2022).

This research has aimed to analyse the perception of parents regarding the effects that smartphone
usage has on their children's socialisation. The urban city of Dhaka has been chosen as the location
and parents with children of ages 6-8 have been chosen as the research participants. Although there
are a few studies done on topics similar to this, none has tried to dive into the matter deeply. There
are two similar papers by Rashid et al. (2021) and another one by Liza et al. (2023) which focuses
on secondary school students and the effect on their physical and mental health due to gadget
usage. There is a paper by Noor (2022) which focuses on parent’s influence on gadget usage, but
this was again for students from class four. There is one paper by Abdullah (2023) and a few
newspaper articles which focuses on the problematic smartphone usage of preschoolers (3-5
years). So it can be seen that although all other age groups have been focused on, hardly any
accountable research has been done for the age group at hand which is 6-8 years old and it is a
pressing matter to explore this topic because this is the age when children start to enhance their

social skills. This research aims to do just that.



Statement of the Problem

Smartphone addiction has been on a surge and it is especially harmful for children, but despite
that it has been seen that children like to spend the majority of their time hooked to the screens
(Hossen, 2022). Initially using a smartphone might seem harmless as the user of a smartphone
enjoys pleasure and excitement from it without the mindfulness of any harm being done, but in
reality overuse can lead to behavioural problems such as nervousness, mental distraction,
indolence, temperament and these problems can be more potent for children in their early years
(Wacks, 2021). In fact researchers have found out that smartphone addiction among young
children degrades the function of the right hemisphere of the brain and furthermore causes it to
alter the structure of the brain and for it to become popcorn brain', which eventually starts
finding reality dull compared to the digital world (Park, 2014). Regular usage among children
can also damage the function of the frontal lobe of the brain which relates to the ability to think,
judge, and concentrate (Carter, 2017). Moreover smartphones do not fit any early childhood
development stage properly because it is a very passive tool which would only let children to sit
down and absorb the knowledge (Braune-Krickau et al., 2021). But yet, it has been seen that a
total of 55.89% of children (aged 5 years and above) use smart phones all across Bangladesh
and out of this, 66.53% are boys and 45.53% are girls (BBS, 2022); and unfortunately there has
been an increase in this number after the COVID-19 pandemic, since all the children were forced
to use smartphones and laptops to attend school virtually (Naira, 2021). The same article by
Naira (2021) also quotes a few parents of school going children in Bangladesh who have stated

the problems they have been facing with their children at home like, asking for the phone right

1 Popcorn brain or popcorn syndrome - is the condition where the brain becomes too accustomed to fast paced, thoughtless or
easy entertainment (surfing the internet, watching television, etc) and eventually starts finding the slower pace of life mundane.



after waking up, refusing to eat if the phone is not given, staying up late, etc. The article also
quotes Dr. Pran Gopal Dutta who is an ENT (ear, nose and throat) specialist of Bangladesh,
where he said that “smartphones are very injurious for health as children who play video games
on mobile phones for five-six hours daily get eye problems at a very young age” (Naira, 2021).

He has also compared smartphones to cigarettes in order to emphasise its extent of harmfulness.

In such situations parents are the only ones who can exercise control over their children's screen
time but most parent's might feel like technology is a huge part of their children's lifestyle and
they use smartphones to feed, clothe or maybe calm down their children (Downey, et al., 2007).
Hence more research is needed to verify the harmful effects of smartphone usage and more

papers and valid articles need to be published to spread awareness across common people.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this research is to explore the amount of time 6-8 years old children from the
urban areas of Bangladesh (Dhaka) spend on their smartphones, the effect that it has on their
socialisation skills and their parent’s perception about it. The research also addresses child

practices and the challenges faced by parents while trying to regulate screen time.

Since there has been an increase in the usage of smartphones among children in the past few
years and it was also aggravated due to the measures taken during the recent pandemic (online
schooling, lockdown, etc), this research aims to provide an insight into the matter and offers
some advice through its findings. The thought process behind the reasons for addictive
smartphone usage have been tried to explore and understood. It has also been kept in mind that

despite the reasons, parents are the only people who can put a restriction on the amount of



screentime of their children; but some parents might not perceive the depth of the consequences
excessive screen time can have on their children, especially the ones in their middle childhood,
as that is the period when children develop their social skills the most. Therefore interviews of

parents have been taken and their perception has been scrutinised.

Significance and Justification of the study

It has been mentioned above that there are very few online and newspaper articles and some
scattered reports which can be used as the source material to do further studies on this topic in
Bangladesh. Hence more research needs to be done, as the matter at hand does not seem to be
abating. Digging deep might help understand the severity of the issue and any underlying
negligence of the parents (if any). If not that then at least more research can be done to find a
solution to guide or advise new and existing parents to prevent further aggravation of the
problem since they are the ones who definitely need to be informed and notified about the mal
effects of smartphone dependency. Their perception also needs to be understood to lay out
bespoke advice and suggestions. Doing more research on this topic can serve as stepping stones

for further studies in the future.

Some countries have already explored the matter and some have also found solutions to reduce
screen time. This research has tailored its investigation questions according to the life in

Bangladesh so that more personalised answers can be found for the people living in this country.



Research Topic & Research Questions
Research Topic: Perception of parents on the effects on socialisation skills of children due to

smartphone usage

There are several studies which have mentioned the adverse effects of gadget usage (phones,
TV, tabs, etc) on the development of children. Smartphones are the latest device through which
these kinds of effects are currently eventuating (Chong et al., 2023) and the detrimental effects

it has on the socio-emotional development of children is just another concern in the list.
Research Questions:

1. What is the perception of the parents of 6-8 years old children on the effects of
smartphone usage on their socialisation skills?
a. How long are the children using smartphones everyday?
b. How do they use it?
c. What do the parents think about its usage?

d. Is it making them less social?

2. 1) What are the challenges faced by the parents while trying to regulate their children’s

screen- time?

a. Are the children using phones during bed and mealtimes?

b. What are the reactions of the children when phones are taken away from them?

i) What are the practices done at home by the parents regarding smartphone usage?



a. Have the parents set any limitations on the usage of smartphones?
b. Are they trying to limit the usage of phones?

Operational definitions:

i) Socio-emotional development: A child’s ability to build and sustain meaningful relationships
with other children and adults is known as socio-emotional development. It is a child’s ability
to recognize, express and manage their emotions, and also to reciprocate others emotions

appropriately. Both social and emotional development are important for a young child’s mental

health.

i) Middle childhood: Children between the ages of 6 and 12 fall under the classification of
middle childhood. This is when children move into expanding environments and roles, and they
begin to spend more time away from their family and spend more time in school and other
activities. Children begin to develop their own identity as they experience more diverse

situations.

iii) Perception: The meaning of perception is not only to see and become aware of but also to
regard, interpret and understand a situation or happening. In this research the perception of

parents has been registered.

Chapter Il: Literature Review
The impact of excessive smartphone usage
It has been noted that child development across all socioeconomic groups in the 21st century has

been tainted by the excessive access and exposure to electronic gadgets from a very young age.



It has also been noticed by some researchers that the influences of gadget usage have significant
unfavourable effects on normal childhood developmental processes (Hermawati et al., 2018).
Although there are many kinds of addictions, since cell phone addiction is the only addiction
which appears to be innocent to most, it makes it much more dangerous than the others. There
are many researches which show that smartphone overuse can cause Attention Deficit and
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Cheol et al., 2014). Researchers have reported six types of
behaviours regarding smartphone addiction: addictive (major focus of a person’s life to the
exclusion of other activities), compulsive (strong desire to continue the behaviour), dependent
(attached importance of social norms), habitual (performed with little mental awareness),
voluntary (reasoned by specific motivations), and mandatory (officially required and parentally
mandated) (Shambare et al., 2012). If young children adapt even one of these behaviours, then
it is going to be very harmful for their development. Despite the very obvious advantages, the
excessive usage of mobile phones has become a concern because of its extensive association
with harmful side effects. According to researchers, addiction of mobile phone usage can be
thought of as an impulse control disorder which does not involve any intoxicant and is similar

to pathological gambling (Louis, 2008).

A study done in 2014, acknowledged the usage of cell phones as automatism and it is said to
cause uncontrollable use, loss of control, inattention to usual activities, irresistible desire and
continuation of the behaviours mentioned (Cia, 2014). In another recent study conducted in
China it was found out that using mobile phones for a long time exposes individuals to
electromagnetic radiation (Zheng et al., 2014), which might pose health risks; it can also cause

interpersonal problems such as, psychological stress, sleep disturbances (Liu et al., 2017,



Takeshi et al., 2011), headaches (Min et al., 2011), and the inability to focus attention on an
activity for a considerable amount of time (Byun et al., 2013; Zheng et al., 2014). But one of the
crucial effects is the lack of social interaction and communication which develop difficulties in
interpersonal skills. If a child is exposed to cell phones from a very young age, then it is very
likely that the child will become isolated and dysfunctional and the lack of socialisation is not
to be disregarded as it directly reflects a child’s emotional development level (Bhattacharya,
2015) . Some studies have explored the effects of early screen usage and found out that it is in
relation to children’s attachments, which are noticeably reduced due to lack of adequate
opportunities for social engagement (Hosokawa et al., 2018). Initially using a smartphone might
seem harmless as the user of a smartphone does not only enjoy pleasure and excitement from it,
but on the other hand it can lead to behavioural problems such as nervousness, mental distraction,
indolence, temperament and these problems are seen to be worse in children in their early years.
Researchers have found out that smart phone addiction among young children degrades the
function of the right hemisphere of the brain and furthermore causes it to alter the structure of
the brain and for it to become 'popcorn brain', which is dull to reality (Park, 2014). It damages
the function of the frontal lobe of the brain which relates to the ability to think, judge, and

concentrate.

The impact of smartphone usage on children in a global context

A study in Japan regarding 1,642 children of 6 years of age showed that mobile use is related to
the level of emotional or behavioural adjustments in early elementary school years. The parents
of these children reported that there were conduct problems, hyperactivity and inattention among

those who used mobile phones regularly (Hosokawa et al., 2018). There is also a case in Japan



which described a report highlighting symptoms of a 5 year old boy which was exactly similar
to the symptoms of Autism Spectrum Disorder due to early media exposure; but after treatment
involving prevention of using all media was done, significant changes in his behaviour nearing

normal development were registered (Numata-Uematsu, 2018).

A child's special executive function system begins to develop by the age of two and during this
period they are required to receive as much stimulation as possible to organise and integrate
sensory information with other aspects like touch, movement and feel (Katz, 1999). But if a child
spends more time looking at techno screens rather than making human interactions, then the
child will end up having diminished ability to absorb and analyse information and also have
concentration deficits (Hatch, 2011). A cross-sectional study in the U.S consisting of 2623
children of 1-3 years of age looked over the effects of early techno screen exposure and
subsequent attentional problems in children. It was found that 10% of the children developed
attention problems by the age of 7 due to over usage of mobile phones, suggesting that using
phones can impair cognitive functioning of young children (Christakis et al., 2004). A study was
done in India where 100 children of age 6 months to 2 years were divided into two groups. One
group was allowed a screen time of 4-5 hours daily for 2 months while the other had no gadget
exposure. The children in the second group showed normal developmental milestones but the
children of the first group showed delayed cognitive milestones and 5 among 12 children showed
regression of cognitive development (Suman et al., 2018). Therefore, it can be seen that exposure
to cell phones not only hinder socioemotional development but other developments too. A survey
in India on 33 healthy children in the age range of 6 months to 5 years in the department of

Clinical Psychology and Karthikeyan Child Development Unit at Sri Ramachandra Institute of



Higher Education and Research. It was found out that language and speech delay is significantly
associated with the level of socioemotional development a child has (Thurm et al., 2018); ( Dewi

etal., 2019).

According to the famous psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, there are eight stages of development and
during middle childhood, children are in the fourth stage which relates to competence, i.e. this
is when children learn to deal with new social and academic demands, failure to do so can fill
them up with a feeling of inferiority and dubiousness (Erikson, 1959). And according to similar
research done along this field, the inability to reach age-appropriate milestones can cause
psychosocial disturbance which can lead to autism, social anxiety disorder, reactive attachment
disorder, generalised anxiety disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, attention-deficit
hyperactivity disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder and conduct disorder, among others (Malik

et al., 2023).

The impact of smartphone usage on children in the Bangladeshi context

Bangladesh is a fast-growing country where Dhaka being the capital is going through rapid
urbanisation (Rahman et al., 2023). Although it may be good for the inhabitants of the city, but
the ramifications it has on reducing space for playgrounds is costing the children their childhood.
As a result, an uprise in the use and availability of smartphones has been seen in the past six
years in Bangladesh. The use of it as a source of entertainment has been noticed in adults,
teenagers and even children (Hossain, 2020). In a study done in 2018, it was found that 1-10-
year-old children prefer to use smartphones and TV for entertainment and they spend at least 2
hours every day on it; also the prevalence has been seen more in urban children with nuclear

families and working parents (Sadri, 2018). Not only is this causing developmental problems



but health problems too. According to a renowned ophthalmologist professor Dr Golam Mustafa,
the director of the National Institute of Ophthalmology and Hospital in Bangladesh, the number
of children coming to the hospital with eye problems and headaches have risen dramatically over
the last few years (Naira, 2021). A survey done in August 2020 also reported that children with
excessive screen time have difficulties with their vision and delayed speech development
(Hossen, 2022). In fact the problem has become so severe that a cover story was also aired on a
news channel in August 2020 on the negative consequences of excessive smartphone usage of
children under the age of 5 (Khondkar, 2021).

In a study conducted across Bangladesh on 1,803 school going children in 2020, it was found
out that there was a surge in smartphone usage during COVID - 19; to be exact a rise from 33.5%
in 2019 to almost 53% in 2020 with a usage of at least five hours per day. 28% of the interviewed
children said they spent less than two hours on outdoor activities and 27% spent an
inconsiderable amount of time outdoors (Rashid, 2021). In the same study, it was also revealed
that children from urban areas showed more gadget usage compared to children from rural areas.
The significance of the role of parents in monitoring their children's screen time

It almost seems like smart phones have become an indispensable tool in everyday life, not only
to children, but to their parents too. Working parents allow smart phone access to their children
at an early age inorder to communicate with them and also to occupy their time in their absence
(Hossen, 2022). According to Albert Bandura’s theory of social learning, children are more
likely to do what they observe rather than what they are told to (Bandura, 1969) and as a result
by following their parents the children use the smart phones as a part of their everyday lives,
which can lead to addiction eventually. Although several reports and articles have been

published on the correlation between screen time and the health of children, the matter in



question does not seem to have been resolved, instead it is increasing day by day (Hossen, 2022).
Parents should be the main target audience for these articles and they are the ones who need to
be most aware of the perils of smartphone usage at a young age.

According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, the screen time for a child of age 0-2 years
should be nil and for 2-5 year olds should be limited to 1 hour per day, but sadly very few parents
know about this information. If parents are encouraged to have interactions with their children
during screen use then it might minimise negative effects (Suhana et al., 2018) because phone
usage does not only cause distractions for children but also for their parents. Parents who use
their phones frequently are seen to miss their children’s bids for attention more than other parents
(Hiniker et al., 2015). It is important for parents to monitor their children's smartphone usage
and their attitudes towards the need for having such urges, which is the main factor that affects
the level of mobile phone overuse among children. If not possible they can at least accompany
their children while they are using smartphones because according to several studies it has been
seen that unchaperoned screen time can induce delayed speech, aggressive behaviour,
inconsistent sleeping patterns, etc (Sanders, et al., 2016). A study even defined these children as
"digital children” and predicted that they might be growing up disconnected from their parents,
teachers and even their peers (Downey, et al., 2007). Parent education programs can be
introduced to help them develop communication skills with their children in order to prevent
smartphone overuse and to advise them when they need their support. Campaigns can be run in
order to spread the word through the country. It can be done with the help of the government,

policy makers, international and even local NGOs.



Chapter I11: Methodology

Research Approach and Design

A qualitative approach has been taken for the research, as the investigation was done to
understand what the participating parents observed and perceived about their children’s screen
time and the effect it has on them. The research tool was one to one in-depth interviews (IDI),
following the same set of fixed guidelines for every participant. The participants were asked
some structured questions about their demographics at first and then followed by open- ended

elaborate questions next.
Research Participants

The study participants were one of the parents (either mother or father) of children aged 6-8

years old from Dhaka. Interviews were taken of a total of 10 participants for this study.

Research site

The proposed study was done with participants from the urban areas of Dhaka, Bangladesh.

The participants were from the areas of Motijheel, Lalmatia, Dhanmondi and Mirpur. The
interviews were taken one on one and in-person. Some of the participants could not agree to in
person interviews due to the political situation of the country and the blockades on the roads,
and so their interview was taken over a phone call where the conversation was recorded with

their permission.



Sample size and Sampling method

Participants for the study included 10 parents from a homogenous group. Purposive sampling
method was used since parents of only 6-8 years old children would be selected. Either father or
mother can participate. Both working and non-working parents were selected for diversity in the

data.

Data Collection Tool

The data collection tool was an in-depth interview with each participant individually following

a set guideline of questions (attached in the Annex) related to the research questions.

Data Collection Methods

The data was collected by following a set of interview questions with a tailored guideline, which
was divided into three parts. The first part consisted of demographic questions like age,
occupation, marital status, children's names, ages, and gender, and the second and third part
would consist of open-ended unstructured questions based on the study. The second part referred
to research question 1 and the third part referred to research question 2. Whenever the
participants provided close ended answers, further sub-questions were asked on the topic for
elaborate answers. The questions were constructed both in English and Bengali and the
participants were asked for their preference. The participants were briefed about the content of
the study from beforehand and the interviews were conducted only after receiving their consent.
Anonymity was maintained and all names provided by the participants were kept confidential
and the interview was recorded only after taking their consent. Notes were taken from

observation and reflection.



Data Management and Analysis

After the data collection, all the answers given by the participants were transcribed from Bengali
to English and organised into a single file manually. The reflection notes taken were rewritten
in narrative form in order to identify specific themes or patterns. The data was categorised into
topics and themes. The data is stored as a MS Word file in the computer and the accuracy of the
data can be checked manually. The raw data was analysed and represented under themes instead

of just being listed.

Validity and Reliability

The validity and reliability of the questionnaire was checked by one of the expert faculties of
BRAC IED to ensure the trustworthiness of it. Later improvements were also made to the
guidelines by taking feedback from external faculties. Piloting was done on the first two
participants and the questions were adjusted to procure more informative answers from the rest

of the participants.

Ethical Issues

The survey was conducted only after taking verbal affirmations from all participants. They were
asked to take part voluntarily and answer the questions unbiasedly. The questions for the survey
were made in a manner so that no feelings were hurt and no one was offended. The privacy of
all information was guaranteed and the participants were ensured that their answers would be
kept in record only for academic purposes. All names were kept anonymous and the participants
were allowed to withdraw themselves from the interview at any point they wanted. No physical,

psychological or social harm occurred during the study.



Limitations of the study

The research was conducted on a small scale with 10 participants only, it can definitely be made
more potent by increasing the number of participants. Participants can be chosen from other
cities of Bangladesh as well and parents can also be interviewed from rural areas to make a

comparison.

Chapter IV: Results & Discussion

Results

The results were based on the in-depth interviews taken of 10 participants. The data was
transcribed in English and then divided under two main themes and eight sub-themes, which are
discussed below.

Demographics of the participating parents and children

There were eight mothers and two fathers who participated in the study for this research. All of
the participants were from Dhaka, living in the areas of Motijheel, Lalmatia, Dhanmondi and
Mirpur. The ages of the mothers ranged from 27-36 years and for the fathers it was 33 - 38 years.
All of the parents had a minimum of an undergrad degree and 7 of them had full time jobs, 2 of
them worked from home and one of them was a stay-at-home mother. One of the fathers was a
widower and the other one worked from home, making them the parent who spent the most time
with their child. The children were all of the age range 6-8 years old and went to classes K.G. -
Il, class - I and Il. Three of the children were an only child, the rest of them had one or two

siblings. Children of both genders were involved in this study.

Theme 1: Parental perception on smartphone usage of their children

i. How children spend their time on smartphones



Eight of the parents reported that their child likes to spend their leisure time on the smartphone
after school. Among them six of them let their children use the phone for 2-4 hours and two of
the children like to spend their entire time after school on their phones at home. One of the
parents reported that instead of being on the smartphone, her child preferred to watch youtube
videos on the TV since it offered a bigger screen and another one reported that they only allow
30 minutes of screentime on the TV every day, they only let their child use the phone when they
go out to eat. Since most of the parents’ work, they prefer to relax a little after getting home and
so they let their children watch videos or play games on their phones while they watch the
television or do any other chores. As told by one of the fathers who takes care of his son along

with his mother since he is a widower -

"I let him use my phone after work because | like to watch the news after getting home and my

mother also gets a break after taking care of my son all day.” (IDI - 05, 06/12/23)

Four of the parent's mentioned that they let their children use the phone for purposes other than
entertainment, such as learning new languages (English and French), getting help for their
homework online and one of them takes online dance lessons. Almost all of the parents have
reported that their children play educational games like colour and shape matching, learning to

name objects, etc on their phones.

"He usually plays educational games like matching colours and shapes, tracing alphabets,
colouring, solving puzzles etc. Sometimes he will go to YouTube and watch cartoons like Hop

Hop the owl, Leo the truck or Peppa pig"” (IDI - 02, 30/11/23)

ii. Effects of smartphone usage on the children's social skills as observed by the parents



Eight of the parents reported that their children preferred to play outside, with them or with other
children if given the chance. One of the parents said that her child preferred to be on the
smartphone than spend time with other children because she found it easier to play games online
(IDI - 03). Another parent said that his child is shy so it takes him time to open up to new people,

that's why he prefers to stay at home and play his games online (IDI- 04).

" She likes to play minecraft quietly on my phone with her online friends and doesn't like to

interact with children who play very loudly” (IDI -03, 02/12/23)

"He is a little shy and doesn't like to go downstairs to our building play area as there are usually
a lot of people there. He only likes to play with his brother but that doesn't occur much because

he stays busy after school with his private tutor.” ( IDI - 04, 04/12/23)

All of the parents mentioned that they would like to take their children outside more or spend
more time with them at home reading books or playing games, but they cannot because of their
busy work schedule. When asked about the number of friends, it was seen that there was a
correlation between the number of friends a child has and the amount of time they spend on their
devices. All of the children had about 2-6 very good friends, the exception being IDI -03 and
IDI -08. IDI -03 has observed that her child does not have any friends in school and usually stays
quiet in the classroom (as reported by the teacher) but she has a lot of online friends from the
games she plays. On the other hand IDI-08 has observed that her daughter is very social and
likes to make friends everywhere she goes. The amount of time she spends on the phone is

uncertain everyday since she prefers to play with her dolls and only opts for a device if she gets



too bored. IDI1 -10 has reported that her son spends about 2 hours every day on the phone but he

has five very good friends at school who like to come over and play sometimes.

On being asked whether the children liked to volunteer for help, there were mixed answers. A
few of the parents said that their child loved to help, a few said that they did not care about

helping others and the rest said that it depended on the situation.

""She loves to get involved in everything | do and so I let her do small chores like passing a bowl,

etc. Her teacher said that she likes to help in school as well." (IDI -01, 25/11/23)

IDI -01 works from home and usually leaves her child under the care of her grandparents when

she is busy working.

"She doesn't like to listen to anyone when she is on her device and | usually have to push her to
do things like eating and taking a shower. No, she doesn't volunteer for help in school." (IDI -

03, 02/12/23)

"He doesn't want to help when he is busy playing but if I call him one or two times then he comes
to help me. He listens to his teacher in school and likes to help but is shy to volunteer.” (IDI -

07, 11/12/23)

The interviewee for IDI -07 is a stay at home mother of two sons. She spoke about her younger
son in this interview and he reportedly prefers to play with his brother than on a device during

his free time.



iii. Observed influences on behaviour of the children due to smartphones

On being asked about handling new situations or meeting new people, nine of the parents
reported that their child is always hesitant at first but they start to ease up as time goes on. They
all think that their children have missed out on the opportunity to pick up social skills due to
being locked up at home during COVID-19 for two years and are still trying to learn their ways
around strangers. Only one of the participants mentioned that her child is very comfortable

around strangers as they have a big family.

"She is very smart and responds instantly when anybody asks anything. She is not hesitant
around strangers either......I think this is because we live with her grandparents and her uncle
and his family. We always have a lot of guests at home and she has gotten comfortable with the

idea of interacting with strangers." (IDI -08, 15/12/23)

Six of the parents have remarked that their children try to use the phone as a means of evading
uncomfortable or unknown scenarios, for example they ask for the phone when they visit a new
place, or they have to wait somewhere for a long time or during long journeys. Eight of the
parents have agreed that their children ask for the phone when they are bored instead of asking
them to play with them or to take them out. On being asked their opinion on the reason behind
the pleading, they responded by saying that the children know that they do not always have the
time to take them out; some said that they get home very late and are too tired to play with their

children at that point.

“I try to take him out on the weekends but even he knows that it's not possible to go out during

the weekdays, especially since his father and I reach home very late.” (IDI -06, 10/12/23)



“..I let the maid take her out when she is bored during the day, but at night I am too tired to

entertain her, so I let her use the phone since the maid takes her leave as well.” (IDI -09,

20/12/23)

While describing the activities the children do with cousins or friends who come over, the parents

presented various kinds of interesting observations.

“She loves it when her cousins or friends come over and they instantly start playing with their

toys or start running around the house playing make-believe games.” (IDI -01, 25/11/23)

“She does not care much for guests at home. Her cousins are slightly older than her so she

doesn't like to play with any of them.” (IDI -03, 02/12/23)

“.....since he is shy, someone needs to initiate the game or otherwise he sits around quietly.”

(IDI -05, 06/12/23)

“He likes to play online games with his friends when they come over which usually involves

racing or wrestling. Sometimes they play board games too.” (IDI - 10, 22/12/23)

iv. Comparison with their own childhood and opinions on device usage

All of the parents stated one thing which was in common, they had all grown up in a joint family
with their grandparents and extended relatives, that’s why they never had any lack of people to
play with. Almost all of them grew up with siblings and cousins living in the same house or
neighbourhood, that’s why they never felt lonely. On the other hand, right now most of them
have nuclear families and as a result their children do not have anyone to play with unless they

have siblings. The parents see smartphones as a source of low effort entertainment for their



children. While some of the parents see the negative effects of smartphones and have realised

that it has made their children less social....

“It is hard to separate my daughter from her phone most of the days, so yes I do think it has had

a negative effect on my child and has made her less social....” (IDI -03, 02/12/23)

..... Others have stated that they see some usefulness of using phones and it has helped them to

maintain balance in their homes.

“I don't think devices make a child less social because my son hardly uses any device but still he
is not very social. As he didn't get the opportunity to meet many people due to covid, he has

become less social. But after starting preschool he is doing much better.” (IDI -02, 30/11/23)

Theme 2: Practices done at home and challenges faced by parents

i. Screen time during meals and bedtime

Nine of the parents have agreed that they let their children have screen time during meals. They
said that it had made mealtime easier for them since they used to feed their children by showing

them youtube videos when they were younger and now it has turned into a habit.

“Only during dinner he watches TV and he will ask me to turn it on as it has turned into a habit

I guess” (IDI -02, 30/11/23)

Only one of the parents have said that their daughter eats with them on the dining table as they

all have lunch and dinner together and consider it as family time.



“The whole family gathers around to have meals together in the dining room and so she does

not ask for the phone then as everybody talks and shares their stories” (IDI -08, 15/12/23)

Most of the parents have admitted to not allowing screen time before bed. They allow it at the
very most an hour before bed. Only one of the participants said that her child has to watch

youtube videos to fall asleep.

ii. Regulation of screen time and challenges faced
Only two of the parents have acknowledged to accompany their children during their screen

time. They monitor the contents their children watch and do not allow them to play all games.

“Yes, I supervise when he is using a device. If he is watching something, I control the content. |
don't let him surf the internet, he only watches cartoons or plays games that are already

downloaded on the device.” (IDI -02, 30/11/23)

Seven of the parents have admitted to letting their children use phones when they get upset. They
said that when they are outdoors or busy at home they let their children have the phone when
they get fussy. On being asked about other tactics they have applied to calm down their children,
they said that they have tried letting them have a treat (juice, chocolate, etc) or a toy but that

does not always work.

Some of the parents have observed that their child throws a tantrum when they take the device

away from them. They cry and plead till the parents are bound to give it back.

“.......she keeps on crying and refuses to eat until I give it back.” (IDI -03, 02/12/23)



“......he refuses to eat and will sulk around the house in a bad mood the whole day” (IDI -06,

10/12/23)

iii. Phone usage by parents and activities done at home

Almost all of the parents have reported to spend about 1-2 hours on their phones at home, since
they stay busy with their work. They consider that time as their personal leisure or relaxation
period. They have also admitted to letting their children use a device during that period. Some

of the parents have let their children use the phone as a reward.

“Since he doesn’t like doing his homework, I tell him that he can use the phone after he has

finished” (IDI -07, 11/12/23)

On being asked about spending quality time, four of the parents mentioned that try to spend as
much quality time as possible during the weekends; two of the parents have mentioned that they
try to spend at least 30 mins of quality time everyday, three of the parents have said they do not
get the time and consider going out during the weekends as spending quality time and only one
of the parents has said that she spends her entire day taking care of her child and doesn’t think
that they need to spend “quality” time together. When asked about the activities, they mentioned
that they try to play board or card games, watch children’s movies or read together. One of the
parents considered doing their child’s homework together as spending quality time as he gets to

share his knowledge with his child.

Iv. Initiatives to reduce screen time
Only one of the parents has admitted to taking initiatives to reduce her child’s screen time, the

rest of them think that they have the hours spent on the phones under control. Some of them



think that the hours that their children spend are needed for a mental break and for entertainment.

The others think that the screen time is already low.

“His screentime is already low and I don't think I'll reduce it anymore.” (IDI -02, 30/11/23)

“I have tried to take her out more inorder to reduce her screen time. | think it has been effective

because now sometimes she gets bored of her device and asks me to take her out.” (IDI -03,

02/12/23)

Discussion:

This research has aimed to explore the amount of time, types of activities and the tendency of
attachment that children have with smartphones, through their parents' eyes or perception. In
order to get the best assessment, parents who were closest to their children were picked as
participants regardless of their gender. The results found were very interesting and different from

each other in some cases.

In order to understand how the usage of phones is affecting the children’s socialisation, it was
important to explore the kind of practices they had in their homes throughout the day. It was also
important to understand how much control and involvement the parents had over their children’s
access and usage. The results have been presented below into four sections to understand the

outcomes better -

Practices and smartphone usage done by the children at home

When asked about the daily usage, it was seen that the children mostly spent their leisure time

on the phones watching youtube, some played video games and there were a few children who



used the phones for educational purposes as well. According to most of the parents the children
preferred to spend their leisure time out in the playgrounds or in their home courtyards playing,

but they couldn’t because of the following reasons -

i) there was no one to take them outside since the parents worked till late night

ii) there were no playgrounds or courtyards nearby as all the children resided in the metropolitan

areas

iii) the parents who could get home before the afternoon or stayed at home, found it too tedious

to take their children out everyday

The parents tried to make exceptions during the weekends and took out their children for casual

outings whenever they could.

Another interesting issue that came up was that due to televisions becoming android, some
children preferred watching youtube on the bigger screen compared to the small screens of
smartphones. Although the television wasn’t available to the children most of the time as their
parents opted to watch TV during their own leisure. So basically most of the children did not
have access to only one device but two, throughout their whole day. Also some parents actually
relied on the phones to feed their children or to keep them calm. If the parents had any work at
hand, they let their children use phones to keep them busy, in fact some of them had also let their

children use it as a reward for good behaviour.

“Since he doesn’t like doing his homework, I tell him that he can use the phone after he has

finished” (IDI -07, 11/12/23)



These kinds of indulgent behaviours by the parents can be thought of as examples for enabling

phone usage among children.

Effect on socialisation of the children due to phone usage

Despite all the attempts and restrictions made by the parents, the children still showed some level
of dependency on the devices. Some were more drawn and dependent on it than the others. As
for affecting socialisations skills, it was understood that it did not only involve the hours of
phone usage, but also the temperament of the child. When a shy child by nature spends a lot of
time alone over a phone, it eventually starts taking him/her away from society. But then again if
a child of the opposite temperament is handed a phone, he/she might find more ways to engage
and connect to people through it. For example, playing online games with friends or connecting

with them through social media.

Like all studies, of course there were some outliers to this research; there was one child who was
always seen to be dependent and engrossed with her phone. Her mother said it wasn’t only
applicable for phones but tabs and other devices as well. She was so engrossed that she was
actually missing out in her social life and finding it difficult to be around other people or children
her age. This child can be thought to have been affected in the most extreme way by phone usage
- her temperament unknown. Then again there was another child who did not seem to be much
affected by the presence of phones as she lives in a joint family and always has a lot of people
around her to keep her accompanied and occupied. Therefore, it can also be theorised that
isolation or effect on socialisation also depends on the size of the family, i.e. children from

nuclear families are more likely to be affected compared to families with a lot of members. This



theory can be further strengthened by the statements given by the parents about their own
childhood. They have all admitted to being raised in a joint family and having a rather pleasant

childhood in the company of their cousins or neighbours.

“I used to run to my neighbour’s house whenever I was bored. We used to play ‘gollachut’ and

‘borof-pani’ on the street in front of my house with my friends during the afternoons” (1Dl -03,

02/12/23)

Of course they did not have smartphones back then, but from the essence of their answers it did

not seem like they even needed one.

Almost all of the children have been reported to be hesitant in talking to strangers, therefore
maybe this clause can be omitted while making a judgement on their social skills. Most of the
parents have agreed to the same thing, that their children take time to open up in new situations
or places. All of the parents mentioned COVID - 19 as being a factor behind whatever lackings
their children have socially. They all think that the children have missed an opportunity to hone
their social skills at the crucial age they were during the lockdown. A correlation has been seen
between the number of friends a child has and the number of hours that child likes to spend on
the phone alone. But there was no relationship between their level of socialism and the activities

they preferred to do on the phone.

Parental involvement in the daily activities done by the children



Unfortunately most of the parents did not know the definition of quality time or why it was
important. Some parents considered doing chores or homework together as quality time, and

some thought of watching videos together as so.

e I mean I help him with his homework after coming home, then we like to watch cricket

matches during dinner and after that it gets pretty late so we all head to bed.” (1DI -06, 10/12/23)

None of them mentioned working on any hobbies the children had, in fact it appeared as if the
children did not have any to begin with. Also instead of teaching the children to enjoy eating
outside, the parents tended to distract them with their phones while waiting for the food. Whereas
that time could be easily used for family bonding. When the parents were not at home, they
either left their children under the care of their grandparents or maids. That time of the day was
unaccounted for, as the parents could only know about the state of their children over phone
calls. All of the parents were working except for one and yet it was commendable how almost

all of them made time for their children after they came home, no matter how short it was.

Parental perception about smartphone usage of their children

Analysing the perception of the parents, it did not seem like most of them were aware of any
problems the phones were causing, unless it became an extreme case. Upon being asked about
the initiatives they were taking to reduce screen time, all of them, except for one parent, thought

that no efforts were needed to be made as their children already had a low screen time

“His screentime is already low and I don't think I'll reduce it anymore.” (IDI -02, 30/11/23).

They all saw benefits in phones being used, which were significant. Like picking up on English



by watching Youtube videos, extending their vocabularies, learning new information, making
new friends through online games, etc. Maybe if the alternative scenarios can be shown to them
or recommendations can be made, then they might understand if their child is actually falling

behind on acquiring social skills.

Conclusion:

It can be inferred that the natural instinct of children is to play with other children or basically
spend quality time in the company of another human during their leisure; they are forced to use
phones due to the lack of opportunities as a result, eventually they are becoming dependent on

it for stimulation and in some cases comfort or distraction.

Although hours of smartphone usage can be linked to diminished social skills, it is not the only
factor which can affect so; temperament, size of the family (nuclear or joint), parental presence
and involvement throughout the day are also some of the contributing factors. Also the social
skills of a child does not only depend on the hours of isolation he/she is facing but also on the
temperament and nature of the child. Lack of playgrounds and not having easy access to the

outdoors is a conducive factor to children falling back to using phones during their leisure period.

Lack of parental awareness is also a factor as parents let their children use the phones outside of
their leisure period to feed them, calm them down, as a reward and also to stop them from

throwing tantrums regardless of the dependency it is creating.

In the end it can be concluded that smartphones offer some undeniably good uses and qualities

like learning languages, easy access to entertaining content, etc, but if its use is not restricted or



limited among children, then it can have some adverse effects. Not all children take up to the
same level of influence, therefore parents need to be aware of how susceptible their children are

and what kind of personalised discipline they need to maintain at home.

Recommendations:

Almost all of the interviewed parents liked to exercise some level of control and restriction over
their children’s smartphone usage, but still most of them could not perceive the extent of
influence and hold this gadget had over their children’s lives until they were met with the
questions for this research. Some of them realised how they could reduce this addiction and
many shared suggestions on how they could make their children more social. The following
recommendations have been made for the parents to improve their childrens’ socials skills, from
the observations and notes taken during the interviews and by also keeping the suggestions made

by the parents in mind -

i) Instead of phones, other things like books, chocolates, etc can be used as rewards in return for

good behaviour from children.

ii) The children can be encouraged to have constructive hobbies so that they can work on it
during their leisure instead of seeking means of entertainment, like painting, doing crafts,

learning to play a musical instrument, etc.

iii) Parents can spend quality time together with their children during their leisure period doing

activities which do not involve a screen.



iv) If possible pets can be bought for the children so that they do not feel lonely while their

parents are away at work and in doing so they can also learn to undertake responsibilities as well.

v) If a child is shy or does not know how to make friends then parents should help them with

advice and if possible arrange playdates with their classmates to help them make friends.

vii) The parents should stay in touch with the school and the teachers to get regular updates on

how their children are progressing in a holistic way.

vi) When eating outside, the parents can keep the children entertained by teaching them about
the food or the food making process instead of handing them the phone when they are bored.
The same thing can be done on long road trips where parents can play different types of games
in the car, name the places they pass by, introduce the children to new or interesting objects they

see on the road or even play music and encourage them to sing along.
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Appendix A

(In-depth interview questions in English)

Section A: Demographics of the participants

Parent:

o Mother

o Father
Parent's name: .........cccccvvvveeiinennn, AGE: i
Education: ........ccccceeveviiiiine, OCCUPALION: ...cvveieciecceeeee e
Child's name: ......ccocvveviiiiiieee,s Child's Gender: ........cccoovoviiieiniieeee,
Child's age: .....cccovvevviieieeiece e, ClasS: .vvoieiieie e

No of total children: ........oovvvvvvvveveiaenn.

INterview Starts at: .......oeveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeenenn Interview ends at: ..o,

Section B: Parent's perception on smartphone usage

1. How does your child spend his / her time at home?

2. How much time does your child spend on smartphones during his/ her leisures everyday?
Do they use the phone for purposes other than entertainment?

3. Can you mention some skills or any developments your child has made through the usage
of smartphones?

4. If given the choice, do you think your child would prefer to play with other children
(including siblings if any) or with you, rather than spend time on the device? Please

explain your reasons.



5. How many friends does your child have?

6. Can you describe what your child likes to do on the smartphone?

7. Are you aware of any problems your child is facing due to smartphone usage? If yes, then
what are they?

8. Does your child want to use the smartphone or do they want to go outside when they are
bored? Why do you think that is?

9. Instead of choosing a smartphone for entertainment, do you think you can make your
child do some other activities? Explain in what way you think doing those other activities
would be better for your child's development.

10. Can you compare your child's leisure activities with yours when you were of the same
age and why do you think they differ?

11. Does your child feel nervous or clingy in new situations or around new people? Can they
interact with strangers on their own?

12. Does your child often volunteer to help others (parents, teachers and other children)?

13. Do you think the usage of a device is making your child less or more social? Please

elaborate your answer.

Section C: Practices done at home and challenges faced by the parents

1. Do you accompany/supervise your child while he/ she is using the device? If yes, then
how?

2. Can you mention some of the purposes and the length of your phone usage at home?

3. Do you allow screen time during meals? If not, then do they ask for a device when they

are eating?



4. How often do you hand over the phone to your child to calm them down when they are
upset?

i) Have you approached any other tactics?

i) If yes, then what are they?

5. Do you allow device usage before bedtime? If yes, then how long before bedtime?

6. Does your child throw a tantrum if you don't allow them to use/ take away the device
from them?

7. What activities do you do with your child to spend quality time together?

8. What kind of activities does your child do if his/her friends or cousins come over?

9. Have you ever allowed screen time as a reward to your child? If so then can you please
mention the occasion ?

10. Please mention any initiatives that you have taken to reduce your child's screen time.
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