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Kids Are Turning To Mobile Devices As 
‘Emotional Escape Routes,’ Scientists 
Warn
In a nutshell

• Screen time creates a vicious cycle—kids with emotional problems 
turn to devices for comfort, but screens can make those problems 
worse over time.

• Gaming is the biggest concern, showing much stronger negative 
effects than watching TV or educational content, especially for 
older children aged 6-10.

• The solution isn’t eliminating screens entirely, but being aware 
when devices become the automatic response to emotional 
distress instead of real-world coping strategies.
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SYDNEY — Your 8-year-old has a meltdown, so you hand them an 
iPad to calm down. It’s a move countless parents have made, but 
new research reveals this common solution might be creating a 
troubling problem that feeds on itself.

A study led by scientists at Australian Catholic University tracking 
nearly 300,000 children over several years concludes that screen 
time doesn’t just cause emotional and behavioral problems in kids, 
it also becomes their go-to coping mechanism when they’re 
struggling. Screens both create problems and become the solution 
kids reach for, forming what researchers call a “vicious cycle.”

The research, published in Psychological Bulletin, represents the 
largest analysis ever conducted on how screen use affects 
children’s emotional development over time. Rather than simply 
labeling screens as good or bad, it reveals something far more 
nuanced about how our digital world is reshaping childhood.

“Screen use may increase the risk of children developing 
socioemotional problems, and children with socioemotional 
problems may be drawn to screens, possibly as a way to manage 
their distress,” the researchers write.

Gaming Proves Most Problematic for 
Kids
Video games emerged as the biggest concern in the study. 
Children who played games were significantly more likely to 
develop emotional and behavioral issues later on. But here’s the 
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troubling part: kids who already had these problems were even 
more drawn to gaming than other screen activities.

When children used screens for gaming, the effects were much 
stronger than when they used screens for general entertainment 
like watching TV. Gaming also showed the strongest tendency for 
troubled kids to seek out this particular screen activity when 
looking for relief.

Parents who carefully curate educational content for their toddlers 
while allowing unlimited gaming for their older children might 
want to reconsider their approach.

Older Children Face Higher Risks 
Than Expected
Contrary to popular belief, older children (ages 6-10) were actually 
more susceptible to screen-related problems than younger ones 
(ages 0-5). The reason appears to be autonomy: older children 
have more control over their screen choices and more 
opportunities to use devices as emotional escape routes.

A 3-year-old might watch whatever parents put on, but a 7-year-old 
can actively seek out games or videos when feeling upset, angry, or 
anxious. Gender differences also emerged, with girls showing 
stronger negative reactions to general screen use, while boys in 
the older age group were more likely to develop problems from 
heavy gaming.

https://studyfinds.org/teen-screen-time-scrolling-mental-health-problems/




The Hidden Cost of Screen Time
Every hour a child spends gaming or watching videos is an hour 
not spent developing social skills with friends, being physically 
active, or learning to manage emotions through real-world 
experiences. Researchers call this the “displacement effect.”

Take a typical scenario: A 9-year-old feels frustrated about a bad 
day at school. Instead of talking to parents, going outside, or 
finding another healthy outlet, they retreat to their room with a 
tablet. The screen provides immediate relief, but the child never 
learns better coping strategies. Meanwhile, they miss out on the 
kind of parent-child interaction that actually builds 
emotional resilience.

Researchers analyzed data from 117 separate studies spanning 
multiple countries and cultures, tracking children for periods 
ranging from six months to several years. They measured both 
screen use and various emotional and behavioral problems like 
aggression, anxiety, depression, and attention issues.

The study design — following the same children over time rather 
than just taking snapshots — allowed researchers to see which 
comes first: the screen problems or the emotional problems. The 
effects, while statistically small, were consistent across studies. 
Screens aren’t single-handedly destroying childhood, but they’re 
contributing to problems in measurable ways that parents and 
policymakers should take seriously.
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Breaking this cycle starts with awareness. Parents who 
recognize that their emotionally struggling child might be self-
medicating with screens can intervene more thoughtfully. This 
might mean addressing underlying anxiety or behavioral issues 
directly, rather than just limiting screen time.

The study’s authors note that some screen use, particularly 
educational content viewed with parents, shows little to no harmful 
effects. The problem isn’t screens themselves, but how they’re 
being used to fill emotional voids that might be better addressed 
through human connection and real-world experiences.

For parents feeling overwhelmed by another study about screen 
time dangers, the message isn’t that you need to throw all devices 
out the window. Instead, it’s a call to be more aware of the patterns 
in your own home: when screens become the automatic solution to 
emotional distress, and what gets displaced in the process. Unlike 
many childhood challenges, this is one where parents still hold 
most of the control.

Paper Summary
Methodology
Researchers conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of 
117 longitudinal studies that tracked children over time. The 
analysis included data from 292,739 children from various 
countries, with follow-up periods ranging from six months to 
several years. The team used advanced statistical modeling called 
“cross-lagged panel analysis” to determine whether screen use led 
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to emotional problems, emotional problems led to more screen 
use, or both. Studies had to meet strict criteria: children had to be 
under 10.5 years old at the start, researchers had to measure both 
screen use and validated emotional/behavioral problems, and 
studies had to follow children for at least six months.

Results
The research found small but significant bidirectional effects: 
screen use predicted later socioemotional problems, and children 
with socioemotional problems increased their screen use over 
time. Gaming showed much stronger effects in both directions 
compared to other screen activities. Older children (ages 6-10) 
were more susceptible than younger ones (ages 0-5), and effects 
were stronger when children exceeded recommended screen time 
limits. Children using screens above guideline recommendations 
showed meaningful associations with later problems, while those 
meeting guidelines showed minimal effects.

Limitations
Most studies relied on parent or self-reported screen time rather 
than objective measurements, which can be inaccurate. The 
research was predominantly conducted in Western countries with 
limited racial and ethnic diversity. Very few studies examined 
newer devices like smartphones and tablets specifically. The effects 
found were generally small, and the studies couldn’t control for all 
possible confounding factors like parenting style or family stress. 



Additionally, many individual studies had methodological 
limitations such as high dropout rates or lack of preregistration.
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SYDNEY — Your 8-year-old has a meltdown, so you hand them an iPad to calm down. It’s a move countless parents have made, but new research reveals this common solution might be creating a troubling problem that feeds on itself.

A study led by scientists at Australian Catholic University tracking nearly 300,000 children over several years concludes that screen time doesn’t just cause emotional and behavioral problems in kids, it also becomes their go-to coping mechanism when they’re struggling. Screens both create problems and become the solution kids reach for, forming what researchers call a “vicious cycle.”

The research, published in Psychological Bulletin, represents the largest analysis ever conducted on how screen use affects children’s emotional development over time. Rather than simply labeling screens as good or bad, it reveals something far more nuanced about how our digital world is reshaping childhood.

“Screen use may increase the risk of children developing socioemotional problems, and children with socioemotional problems may be drawn to screens, possibly as a way to manage their distress,” the researchers write.

Gaming Proves Most Problematic for KidsVideo games emerged as the biggest concern in the study. Children who played games were significantly more likely to develop emotional and behavioral issues later on. But here’s the troubling part: kids who already had these problems were even more drawn to gaming than other screen activities.

When children used screens for gaming, the effects were much stronger than when they used screens for general entertainment like watching TV. Gaming also showed the strongest tendency for troubled kids to seek out this particular screen activity when looking for relief.

Parents who carefully curate educational content for their toddlers while allowing unlimited gaming for their older children might want to reconsider their approach.

Older Children Face Higher Risks Than ExpectedContrary to popular belief, older children (ages 6-10) were actually more susceptible to screen-related problems than younger ones (ages 0-5). The reason appears to be autonomy: older children have more control over their screen choices and more opportunities to use devices as emotional escape routes.

A 3-year-old might watch whatever parents put on, but a 7-year-old can actively seek out games or videos when feeling upset, angry, or anxious. Gender differences also emerged, with girls showing stronger negative reactions to general screen use, while boys in the older age group were more likely to develop problems from heavy gaming.
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The Hidden Cost of Screen TimeEvery hour a child spends gaming or watching videos is an hour not spent developing social skills with friends, being physically active, or learning to manage emotions through real-world experiences. Researchers call this the “displacement effect.”

Take a typical scenario: A 9-year-old feels frustrated about a bad day at school. Instead of talking to parents, going outside, or finding another healthy outlet, they retreat to their room with a tablet. The screen provides immediate relief, but the child never learns better coping strategies. Meanwhile, they miss out on the kind of parent-child interaction that actually builds emotional resilience.

Researchers analyzed data from 117 separate studies spanning multiple countries and cultures, tracking children for periods ranging from six months to several years. They measured both screen use and various emotional and behavioral problems like aggression, anxiety, depression, and attention issues.

The study design — following the same children over time rather than just taking snapshots — allowed researchers to see which comes first: the screen problems or the emotional problems. The effects, while statistically small, were consistent across studies. Screens aren’t single-handedly destroying childhood, but they’re contributing to problems in measurable ways that parents and policymakers should take seriously.

Breaking this cycle starts with awareness. Parents who recognize that their emotionally struggling child might be self-medicating with screens can intervene more thoughtfully. This might mean addressing underlying anxiety or behavioral issues directly, rather than just limiting screen time.

The study’s authors note that some screen use, particularly educational content viewed with parents, shows little to no harmful effects. The problem isn’t screens themselves, but how they’re being used to fill emotional voids that might be better addressed through human connection and real-world experiences.

For parents feeling overwhelmed by another study about screen time dangers, the message isn’t that you need to throw all devices out the window. Instead, it’s a call to be more aware of the patterns in your own home: when screens become the automatic solution to emotional distress, and what gets displaced in the process. Unlike many childhood challenges, this is one where parents still hold most of the control.

Paper SummaryMethodologyResearchers conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of 117 longitudinal studies that tracked children over time. The analysis included data from 292,739 children from various countries, with follow-up periods ranging from six months to several years. The team used advanced statistical modeling called “cross-lagged panel analysis” to determine whether screen use led to emotional problems, emotional problems led to more screen use, or both. Studies had to meet strict criteria: children had to be under 10.5 years old at the start, researchers had to measure both screen use and validated emotional/behavioral problems, and studies had to follow children for at least six months.

ResultsThe research found small but significant bidirectional effects: screen use predicted later socioemotional problems, and children with socioemotional problems increased their screen use over time. Gaming showed much stronger effects in both directions compared to other screen activities. Older children (ages 6-10) were more susceptible than younger ones (ages 0-5), and effects were stronger when children exceeded recommended screen time limits. Children using screens above guideline recommendations showed meaningful associations with later problems, while those meeting guidelines showed minimal effects.

LimitationsMost studies relied on parent or self-reported screen time rather than objective measurements, which can be inaccurate. The research was predominantly conducted in Western countries with limited racial and ethnic diversity. Very few studies examined newer devices like smartphones and tablets specifically. The effects found were generally small, and the studies couldn’t control for all possible confounding factors like parenting style or family stress. Additionally, many individual studies had methodological limitations such as high dropout rates or lack of preregistration.
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