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Abstract
Introduction  Excessive screen time has been found to be detrimental to a child’s development. Despite 
its prevalence, there is a dearth of studies relating family dynamics and screen time. This study aimed 
to determine the association between family dynamics and the length of screen time among preschool 
children. 
Methods Participants were selected through convenience sampling and interviewed using the Family 
APGAR questionnaire. Families were classified as functional or dysfunctional. The adult respondents 
estimated the total screen time and this was classified as low-level or excessive. The association between 
screen time and APGAR classification was determined using prevalence rate ratio.
Results Majority of 115 families had an APGAR classification of highly functional, with the children 
having an average screen time of five hours. Children from dysfunctional families were 1.23 times more 
likely to have an excessive amount of screen time than those with highly functional families and the 
difference was significant (p = 0.041).  
Conclusion Majority of the families in this study were highly functional and the average screen time of 
the children included in the study was five hours. Children from dysfunctional families were 1.23 times 
more likely to have an excessive amount of screen time than those with highly functional families.
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In today’s fast paced life, screen time babysitting 
is viewed as an acceptable distraction for children 

because limiting children’s screen time would mean 
limiting parents’ free time to do their work. Without 
screen media, parents have to serve as entertainers to 
keep their children safely occupied.1 Several studies 
have enumerated the detrimental effects of  excessive 
screen exposure on a child’s early life and have 
recommended two hours or less of  recreational screen 
time per day for children over two years of  age.2,3 
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Despite these guidelines, screen time among preschool 
aged children continues to rise and its popularity has 
paved the way for these devices to become an integral 
part of  the family.4

 Excessive screen time at the preschool age is 
detrimental to a child’s cognitive, psychosocial, and 
physical health. Heavy screen exposure of  more than 
two hours per day resulted in significant language 
delays and lower cognitive abilities such as those 
related to short-term memory, early reading, and 
math skills.5-7 Children with heavy screen exposure 
also presented with self-regulation difficulties due to 
parents’ use of  smartphones to pacify them.  Moreover, 
early TV exposure at age two resulted to increased 
social isolation, pro-active aggression, and antisocial 
behavior during middle childhood.5-7  Early screen use 
and the risk for being overweight have been suggested 
to persist into later life as children became routine 
heavy viewers, increasing the risk of  being sedentary 
and overweight. Prolonged use can also result in 
classic addiction behavior such as increased tolerance, 
withdrawal symptoms, and social isolation.8

 There is a dearth of  local literature tackling screen 
time in preschool children and family dynamics. 
Hence, the objective of  this study is to bridge the two 
and determine the association of  the length of  screen 
media usage with family dynamics among pre-school 
aged children.

Methods
This is a cross-sectional study conducted on families 
with preschool children 3 to 5 years old from Quezon 
City. Participants were selected based on convenience 
sampling of  at least two members of  a family with 
a preschool aged child who were willing to answer 
a demographics questionnaire, the five-item Family 
APGAR, and a questionnaire to quantify the preschool 
child’s average daily screen time.9 The child’s screen 
time was classified as low-level (≤ 2 hours) or excessive 
(> 2 hours) and each family was classified as highly 
functional (8-10), moderately dysfunctional (4-7), or 
severely dysfunctional (0-3) based on their Family 
APGAR scores.9 
 Families with children 3 to 5 years old living in 
Quezon City were recruited to the study. Participants 
were identified through convenience sampling; 
researchers visited sites frequented by families such 
as malls, groceries, and hospitals. Children with less 

than two adult (≥ 18 years old) family members present 
were excluded from the study. Respondents who did not 
answer the questionnaires completely were excluded. A 
sample size of  115 was computed based on the following 
parameters: Z

a
 = 1.96, Z

b
 = 0.84, P

1
 = 0.6, P

2
 = 0.4 and 

P
ave

 = 0.5.
 Three sets of  self-administered questionnaires 
were handed out by the researchers to parents or 
family members who agreed to participate in the 
study. The self-administered questionnaires were 
comprised of  1) personal information and demographics,  
2) Family APGAR, and 3) screen time use. The personal 
information and demographics questionnaire included 
the ages of  both the child and the respondents, sex, and 
family income. At least two family members of  legal age 
(≥ 18 years old) were required to individually answer 
the Family APGAR questionnaire.9 Each questionnaire 
corresponded to a designated control number or code in 
which each family member-child tandem was assigned 
to, in order to assure anonymity of  the data. Screen 
media pertained to any of  the following devices: 
television, tablet, smartphone, laptop, and desktop 
computer. Screen time was the total accumulated time 
spent using screen media in one day as estimated by the 
adult respondent.
 After gathering data from the respondents, the 
researchers encoded and processed the information from 
the questionnaires. Family income was classified into 
socioeconomic classes based on the income classification 
from the 2012 Family Income and Expenditure Survey 
(FIES).10 
 The researchers classified screen media usage time 
as low-level or excessive. The researchers also classified 
the families based on their Family APGAR scores 
as functional, or dysfunctional, encompassing both 
moderately and severely dysfunctional.9 The association 
between family dynamics and screen media was tested 
using prevalence rate ratio and statistical significance 
was determined using the chi square test. Statistical data 
was analyzed using SPSS PSPPIRE, an open domain 
statistical analysis software (GNU) and OpenEpi (Open 
Source Epidemiologic Statistics for Public Health).
 The study was approved by the Ethics Research 
Committee of  the UERMMMCI. During the data 
gathering process, the researchers explained the 
study’s objectives, significance, benefits, and risks to 
the participants. Informed consent was obtained, and 
confidentiality was strictly observed with regard to the 
participants’ identities, demographics, and questionnaire 
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scores. Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured by 
assigning codes for each parent/adult-child tandem. 
All acquired data for the research were handled only 
by the researchers of  the study to ensure the privacy 
of  all participants.

Results
The study participants consisted of  115 families with 
230 adult respondents. Around two-thirds of  the adults 
were female; majority of  the respondents belonged 
to the 20 to 45-year age group and 30% belonged to 
the middle class, as seen in Table 1. There were more 
girls among the children, 40% were three years old 
and the mean age was 3.9 years, as shown in Table 
1. There were significant differences among the adult 
respondents in terms of  sex, age of  guardians, and 
socioeconomic status. There were no significant 
differences in the sex and age of  the children.

 As shown in Table 2, majority of  the families were 
highly functional (66.96%) and the average screen time 
use was 5 hours per day. Children from dysfunctional 
families were 1.23 times more likely to have excessive 
screen time than those from functional families, as  
seen in Table 3, and the difference  was  significant  
(p = 0.041)

Table 1.  Summary of socio-demographic characteristics of the 
sample population.
 
          n (%)  p value*

Characteristics of  adult respondents
Sex (n = 230)          0.000
   Male         86 (37.39)
   Female       144 (62.61)

Age (n = 230)          0.000
   18-24         32 (13.91)
   25-35         80 (34.78)
   36-45         81 (35.22) 
   46-55         21 (9.13)
   55 +          16 (6.96)

Monthly family income** (n = 115)     0.000
   Poor          22 (19.13) 
   Low income        22 (19.13)
   Lower middle        23 (20.00)
   Middle          34 (29.57)
   Upper middle          4 (3.48) 
   Upper            0 (0.00)
   Rich            10 (8.70)  

Characteristics of  preschool children (n = 115)
Age             0.388
   3 years old        44 (38.26)
   4 years old        39 (33.91)
   5 years old        32 (27.83)

 Sex             0.641
   Male         55 (47.83)
   Female          60 (52.17)  

*   p-values computed via chi-square test 
** Based on 2012 Family Income and Expenditure Survey10

Table 2.  Percentage of screen time classification according to 
family function (n = 115).
 
           > 2 (%) ≤ 2 (%)      Total (%)

Highly functional   56 (48.70) 21 (18.26)     77 (66.96)
Moderately dysfunctional   4 (3.48)  32 (27.83)     36 (31.30)
Severely dysfunctional    2 (1.74)    0        2 (1.74)

Discussion
This study examined the association of  family 
dynamics and screen time among preschool children 
in a sample of  Filipino families living in Quezon 
City. Two-thirds of  the families interviewed in this 
study were highly functional, showing that a large 
proportion of  families can work as a unit and can 
adjust to different types of  situations. The average 
screen time of  preschool children included in the 
study was five hours, classified as excessive based on 
guidelines. The results indicate that dysfunctional 
families were more likely to have preschool children 
with excessive screen time. 
 The role of  the parents in a family is vital in the 
development of  young children’s behaviors, including 
screen time.11 A parent’s perception of  screen time 
affects the regulation of  his/her child’s screen time, 
leading to difficulties in accepting and implementing 
guidelines.1 Parents may also be unaware of  the 
harmful effects of  screen time or are torn between 
its advantages and disadvantages, i.e., whether 
technology prepares children for the future or is 
detrimental to their development.12

 Filipino culture places priority on the family, and 
screen media use has found its way into becoming a 
requirement for family bonding.13 Activities such as 
watching series and movies on the television with the 
family, sharing videos online, and using social media 
as a primary tool in communication have become the 
norm. The lack of  alternatives to these activities then 
increases the need for screen media use.14
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 The most prevalent explanation for increased 
screen time use in children today is believed to be the 
lack of  time and resources to find better alternatives to 
entertain young children as parents go about their daily 
chores.12 It is typical in a Filipino household to have 
both parents working while the child is left in the care 
of  older siblings, grandparents, or household helpers. 
Limiting children’s screen time is a concern for both 
parents and their guardians because this would mean 
limiting free time for their own work. Without screen 
media, they would have to serve as entertainers to keep 
the children safely occupied.1 
 Ultimately, the task of  controlling and setting 
limits for screen time falls on the parents, making 
family dynamics a key factor in the implementation 
of  screen time regulations. When parents are faced 
with conflict and resistance from their children upon 
attempting to control screen time use, many parents 
often ease restrictions. In dysfunctional families, 
children may view parent-imposed time limits as unfair 
and unreasonable, leading to family conflict.1 In many 
families, parents serve as role models for their children. 
However, studies show that parents themselves refuse 
to change their own screen viewing behaviors.11 Parents 
may also use screen media to regulate behaviour giving 
additional screen time to reward good behavior and 
restrict it as punishment for misbehavior.12 These 
parenting strategies only further solidify the role of  
screen media in family dynamics. 
 Technology has become all too convenient and 
affordable. Results of  our study show that excessive 
screen time use can be observed in all socioeconomic 
classes, but even more so in dysfunctional families. 
While parents may find it difficult to name non-
electronic alternatives that are safe and affordable, the 
restriction of  screen time actually provides children an 
opportunity to develop independent and unstructured 
play skills.12 Interventions should focus not only on 
limiting screen time use for children, but also focus on 
parents’ knowledge and attitude towards screen time 
use.
 This study examined the association of  family 
dynamics and screen time in pre-school children 
among a sample of  Filipino families with preschool 
children living in Quezon City. Majority of  the families 
in this study were highly functional and the average 
screen time of  the children included in the study was 
five hours. Children from dysfunctional families were 
1.23 times more likely to have an excessive amount 

of  screen time than those from highly functional 
families. 
 One of  the limitations of  the study was that screen 
time use per day was subjective and was dependent 
on the time of  use observed by the adult respondent; 
hence, non-supervised time was not accounted for. 
Another limitation was that screen media use was 
measured only for the children, but not for the parents 
and other family members. Finally, participants were 
recruited via convenience sampling, which may have 
led to selection bias.
 The researchers recommend that for future studies 
both active and background screen media use such as 
television shows playing in the background or playing 
videos while doing something else be accounted 
for. Another recommendation is to quantify screen 
time prospectively by recording the time used per 
gadget. Qualitative studies may more insight into the 
relationship between family dynamics and screen time.
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