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DIGITAL PARENTING IN THE REAL WORLD


YOU PICKED UP THIS BOOK BECAUSE YOU ARE CURIOUS, AND LET’S FACE IT, A little anxious about kids and screens. I am too. I wrote it to help us both get past that anxiety. To cut the guilt, turn down the volume, tune out the noise, and look deeper. Then we’re going to make a plan.


But first, a story.


Late one night in the early 1980s, I was a towheaded little girl in a nightgown perched on the foot of my parents’ bed watching TV. The screen showed a towheaded little girl in a nightgown, perched at the foot of her parents’ bed, watching TV.


On the television within the television, the credits rolled. The parents were dozing. My parents were dozing. The broadcast day ended on the televised television. The national anthem played over a shot of the American flag. The little girl scootched closer to the screen. I scootched closer to the screen.


Then a terrifying mass of green ectoplasm burst out of the screen within the screen. The movie was Poltergeist (1982).


In that moment was born a lifetime phobia.


Not of ghosts. I love ghosts. I even went through a middle school seance phase, appropriate to the bayous of South Louisiana where I was reared. No, I was deathly afraid of closing credits. The fear has faded over time, but to this day, when a movie ends I prefer to hustle up the aisle. When a TV episode is over I have to minimize the window before the Netflix countdown gets to the next episode.


A quarter century later, my older daughter’s introduction to inappropriate content came on the potty. We had tried everything we could think of to get a toddler to sit down long enough to go number two. And as suggested by a number of other parents, the only bribe that really worked was the offer of a short video on our phones.


We found plenty of kiddie-approved potty training material on YouTube: a catchy ditty about washing your hands from PBS’s Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood; a nice instructional skit from Elmo; a hyperenthusiastic Japanese-speaking panda. Then one day, I happened to click on a five-minute cartoon. It was called “Potty Training.” It had millions of views.


It turned out to be an episode of an incredibly filthy, obnoxious cartoon web series, apparently intended for dimwitted adolescents. My daughter loved it, of course, and asked for it again and again.


A quarter century from now, my daughters may be raising kids of their own. If the forecasters are to be believed, we’ll all be plunged into a gently glowing alphabet soup of AR, VR, AI, MR, and IoT—augmented reality, virtual reality, artificial intelligence, mixed reality, and the Internet of Things. We’ll be inhabiting the bodies of avatars 24/7, exchanging GIFs with our sentient refrigerators, and using virtual assistants to ward off telemarketing bots. Digital experiences will be so immersive and pervasive that Yellowstone National Park will look like today’s Times Square. By then the existence of screens as separate entities, with borders and off buttons, will be a quaint, half-remembered state of affairs.


The terrified little girl inside me asks: How worried should we really be about kids and tech? Where is all of this heading? And what should we actually do about it—now, in the “real world,” a phrase that as of the early twenty-first century still has some meaning?


These questions have resulted in the book you’re reading. It’s a book that I wish I’d had when my firstborn daughter arrived: a clear, deeply researched, and nonjudgmental take on an issue that faces nearly every parent today. I hope it will be a good resource for you as, together, we try to navigate the rocky shoals between fear and hype and untangle the growing role of digital media in our family lives, and in our lives, period.


I’m not presenting myself to you as an unassailable expert. I’m just a parent, one with a solid research toolbox, trying to work this stuff out as best I can. I’ve been writing about education and technology for over a decade. I became a parent in 2011. I belong to the first generation of parents who grew up with the Internet. And I’m now raising two members of the first generation growing up with screens literally at their fingertips.


Children today first engage with digital media at the average age of four months—or almost as soon as they can focus past the end of their noses. In the 1970s, the average age was four years.


According to a Pew survey in 2015, almost half of parents of school-aged kids say that their children spend too much time with screens. On average, children in the United States spend as much time daily with electronic media as on any other waking activity—including school.


Astonishing. But so what?


As parents, we find ourselves without traditions or folk wisdom—or, crucially, enough relevant scientific evidence—in answering that question. Traditional authorities, covering for real gaps in knowledge, fall back on tired tropes.


I think the self-proclaimed experts have let us down in our attempt to make sense of this incredible new reality. In the absence of Grandma’s advice or a wealth of up-to-date research studies, the source of knowledge that we consult to resolve not only these conflicts, but seemingly every question and hiccup in our children’s lives and our own, is, ironically, the Internet. Dr. Google is the new Dr. Spock.


But the digital information ecosystem that we’re all living in has an inherent bias toward clickbait. That means the existing books, articles, video segments, and blog posts out there about kids and screens all seem to portray worst-case scenarios, to push our buttons so we will keep pressing Like, Share, and Play.


And that in turn means that the crucial questions of digital parenting aren’t only about our kids. They’re about our use of digital media too. Are you embraced by the virtual village or menaced by the virtual mob? Is the phone a magical work-life balancer or a constantly bleeping attention-sucker?


Some of this tension is not new. Moralists raised the alarm over radio, cinema, and then television, all of which in their turn arguably changed childhood just as much as, or even more than, today’s tiny screens.


But today’s devices are mobile, meaning we’re bringing them everywhere all the time, and they have touchscreens, making their interfaces intuitive even for infants. These two new aspects have intensified existing anxieties about the influence of older media like television and video games, with their power to lull, to obsess us, to “overstimulate or… inappropriately stimulate developing brains,” in the words of pediatrician Dimitri Christakis, and to transmit messages to our children in our homes that are out of our control as parents.


In the twenty-first century, few parents escape without considering their children’s use of screens. It’s part of our model of what makes a good, conscientious parent. If you don’t ration and control screen time like candy, you can at least have the decency to act guilty about it. But is screen time really the new sugar?


This is an exploration of the real world of parenting in the digital age. I surveyed over five hundred parents to find out how parents just like you are really making, and breaking, screen time rules. And I talked to the researchers. I can tell you not just what the experts are saying, where they agree and disagree, but at home, when no one is looking, what they’re actually doing as parents with their own kids. The best-known expert recommendation about screens, until very recently, was the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) rule of “no TV before age two.” It was based on little evidence. Nine out of ten parents do not follow it. In 2016, it was significantly altered—but still without very much evidence for the new version.


The research landscape, it turns out, is marked by large gaps, and much hotly contested territory. Still, the best evidence we have currently suggests that if you are functioning well as a family otherwise, there is a huge amount of leeway in the screen radiation your kids can absorb and still do just fine. TV is not DDT. In fact, many of the observed negative effects of screen time are utterly confounded by the realities of social inequality in America. Simply put, the children of lower-income, less-educated parents are both more exposed to screens at younger ages and more subject to a host of other ills. Also, a lot of the issues that come up with screens and kids, both physical and emotional, are traceable to a single effect as old as electric lights.


Technology is ubiquitous. The air we breathe is saturated with Wi-Fi signals. Outside a few tiny subcultures, there is no control group. This is our reality. If you’re looking for a book that beseeches you to turn your back on all that and move to the wilds of Maine, this is not that book. (It’s been written a couple of times, anyway.) Instead of nurturing escape fantasies, let’s think like scientists. I wanted to unpack my own irrational fears and look at them in the light of day. And I want to help you do the same. I’m going to give you an algorithm of sorts so you can figure out the screen strategy that best suits your family today. Don’t fear unknown poltergeists.


First, look for evidence of harms related to proven risks. These include attention problems, weight problems, sleep problems, and academic or emotional issues. They can relate to screen use in general or certain occasions or types of content in particular. I’ll go over the questions to ask when your child encounters screens at school and with peers, and what you as a parent should know about privacy, marketing, sexting, bullying, and other common concerns.


Next, explore your own feelings about where media fits into your family. You may rely on screens as a babysitter. Device use may cause you guilt or contribute to family conflict. It may feel uncomfortable to negotiate and set boundaries. Or, screens may be a warm family hearth; a source of fun, wonder, and excitement. Sometimes all of the above. I’ve started advising other parents on how to create and own realistic boundaries and revise them in a reasonable way when circumstances change. One point that psychologists and family therapists stand firm on is that hypocrisy and inconsistency in boundary-setting, on any issue, makes for confused, sometimes angry kids—and lots of conflict.


Finally, hash out your own use of screens. Maybe you feel constantly on call, harried and distracted. Or maybe it’s your partner who seems preoccupied. Maybe devices help you get more things done, or maybe they’re an escape hatch from the pressures of home. Social media could be a source of invaluable parenting wisdom and support or a locus of extra conflict. The Internet and social media can be a powerful, necessary source of support for parents, but when it gets out of control it can be equally disruptive and damaging.


I’ve lived the positive side. I spent two years struggling with infertility before conceiving my first daughter and went through another year of treatments and procedures with my second. During those times, online message boards and Facebook groups formed a vital, virtual support group for me. The women there were fully engaged with all the gory details I didn’t want to talk to anyone else about—not my husband, not my family, not my friends. I couldn’t have gotten through conception or pregnancy without them. I will never know most of their real names or identities.


Yet the platforms we use to make these kinds of connections are neither benign nor neutral. As a journalist covering technology for years, I’m all too aware that one of the world’s most powerful industries is keen to capture our attention and direct our choices as parents. As the adage goes, if you’re not the customer, you’re the product.


You might want to change your practices online, or pull back altogether. Once you’ve taken stock, you may try to shift your family’s habits, as we have, limiting use by time, place, occasion, content, priority, and/or specific activity or type of media use. I’ll give you workable solutions to choose from, based on the real-world decisions that other families have made and stuck to, with good results, and starting at any age.


What may be even more challenging is the next step: discovering and unleashing the joy of screen time with your kids. Yes, I said joy. Particularly when shared, screen time can have meaningful benefits: creative, emotional, and cognitive. For modern, far-flung families, or the many dealing with divorce or other separations, screens can weave family bonds more tightly. With a little attention, you can choose habits of social media and Internet use that help you be the parent you want to be. Part of what this book is about is how to manage research and weigh evidence and advice when making decisions, not just about screen time but about most things. It’s important, now more than ever before, to be curious and critical about your sources of information and where to place trust.


Parents, prospective parents, grandparents, educators, and mentors, this book is for you. Use it as a springboard for discussion and reflection, to discover how you feel and to decide how to approach parenting in the digital age.


[image: image]


Given what we do know, and how much we still don’t know, what is the best analogy for how to understand the impact of screens on children?


On the one hand, some would have you believe that screens for kids are like smoking: There is no safe level of exposure. Every little bit could hurt. One father confessed to me that he has that feeling that every minute his toddler is engrossed in a screen is adding to his “bad-dad debt.” I think a lot of parents share this feeling, especially since the one doctor’s recommendation that has made its way into public consciousness says “no screens before age two.”


The second scenario is that screens are like food. Yes, there are endemic problems that come with excess. Yes, there is junk that should play a small part in anyone’s life. But it’s overkill to imagine that any single bite, or byte, is toxic. Unless, of course, you are part of a sensitive minority with a severe allergy—and I think equivalent populations may exist, particularly when it comes to certain media products like violent content or video games. At the same time, we can recognize that food is necessary, and the right foods can be powerfully pleasurable, healing, and life-enhancing. By being thoughtful about what behaviors you model and how you introduce foods to your kids, and by sharing the creation and consumption of great meals with them, you can lay the groundwork for joyful lifelong habits. And the same is true for media.


Research can help us draw better-quality distinctions. Activists can push for better labels. Public education efforts and regulations can all make a difference. Slowly, habits can change, at least among those with the privilege to make better choices. But it won’t be easy—because our deep evolutionary systems are challenging our very will to choose, because structural inequalities in our society make it difficult for many people to change.


I ran this comparison by Dr. David Hill, an amiable man who favors bow ties. He is responsible for communicating the American Academy of Pediatrics’ various positions to the media. He said, “With diet, harm reduction measures seem to be turning the tide of the obesity epidemic. With tobacco, on the other hand, there really is no safe level of exposure at any age. My personal opinion is that the diet analogy will end up being more apt.”


We don’t yet have a set of solidly evidence-based recommendations that say, “Healthy screen time looks like this.” But I have come up with my own take on food writer Michael Pollan’s famous maxim: “Enjoy screens. Not too much. Mostly with others.”
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THE (SOMETIMES) SCARY SCIENCE OF SCREENS


THE LAST MAJOR PIECE OF FEDERALLY FUNDED RESEARCH ON CHILDREN AND media in the United States was titled “Television and Behavior.” It was published by the National Institutes of Mental Health. In 1982. Needless to say, quite a few new questions have presented themselves since then. The world of research on kids and touchscreens especially, and on the social impact of new media more generally, is young, hotly contested, and full of drama. Enduring a tantrum-prone toddlerhood, if you will.


It’s not just we parents who are confused. The experts are talking past each other. And they disagree, often dramatically. “The real challenge is finding what constitutes healthy screen use and a healthy amount of it,” says Dimitri Christakis. (I first met Christakis and many of the other researchers named in this chapter at a 2015 convening at UC Irvine organized by Children and Screens: The Institute for Digital Media and Child Development. Children and Screens is working to create a new, interdisciplinary research agenda on these topics.)


Christakis, affable with graying temples and glasses, is a professor of pediatrics at the University of Washington and the director of the Center for Child Health, Behavior and Development at Children’s Hospital in Seattle. He’s also an author of many foundational studies about the impact of electronic media on young children. And he’s the co-author of the one rule most people are familiar with about kids and screens: the American Academy of Pediatrics’ 1999 recommendation to avoid television viewing under age two. In 2016 that recommendation was officially revised—more on which later.


If media is something like food, it makes sense to hear what the doctors have to say about its effects on body and mind. As I quickly learned after plunging in, the bulk of the existing scientific literature on children and media really reads like a list of the top anxieties that keep any parent up at night: obesity, low-quality sleep, aggression, attention disorders. Part of this barrage of anxiety reflects a systemic bias across scientific disciplines and subjects, first in how experiments are designed and conducted, and then in what research is published and subsequently covered in the media.


Dan Romer is the director of the Adolescent Communication Institute at the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania. “Any time there’s a new technology,… it raises concerns,” he tells me. “A lot of the research, in order to get published, they focus on the harms.” This observation applies to all the areas we’ll discuss in this chapter and the next one: experiments that show correlations between screens and negative effects receive more attention than experiments that show nothing conclusive, and those that show benefits are less likely to be conceived or conducted in the first place.


“We can make preliminary recommendations, but it’s based on such limited evidence,” says Melina Uncapher, a young, rising-star neuroscientist at the University of California at San Francisco. Glamorous in cat-eye glasses, she is involved in setting a national research agenda around kids and screens.


And here’s the rub. To a large extent, Uncapher tells me, the ability of science to discover the truth about kids and screens will continue to be hobbled in the future. Not just because of a lack of funding or industry opposition, but because of the very nature of the question.


The gold standard for scientific evidence is the randomized controlled trial, in which researchers divide subjects randomly into two groups. One group gets the treatment (a pill, or an exercise, or whatever) and the other gets some kind of placebo, or nothing. In this way researchers can account for unobserved differences between groups.


But with human subjects, randomized tests aren’t always allowed. You can’t randomly assign pregnant women to use crack cocaine just to find out what effect it has. And, it turns out, you can’t randomly assign babies to watch television.


“If the initial studies show a relationship between x and y that is negative—say, heavy media multitaskers seem to be more distractible—that suggests a negative relationship that could be causal,” says Uncapher. “And no ethics board in the country would allow you to put kids in a condition that may cause negative cognitive changes.”


Children are vulnerable. Screens may very well be harmful. So you can’t do a controlled study in which you subject children to more screens. As a result, “most of the research out there is all correlational. We can’t really say a lot about the causality.”


If you can’t do an intervention study where you give kids more TV to watch, what about a study where you ask families to limit TV?


Christakis has tried this. It didn’t work. “In the past we’ve done media reduction studies,” he says. “They’re painful because you spend an enormous amount of effort and you achieve an effect size of around twenty minutes a day. Say from four and a half hours to four hours, ten minutes.” In short, it was too hard to get many families to alter their lifestyles for science. As a researcher, he says, this is profoundly frustrating. “It’s like, what the hell have I really accomplished?”


Okay. So what about natural experiments? There are groups within our society that limit screens: the Amish, for example. Orthodox Jews, at least one day a week. Other religious groups, like evangelical Christians, might eschew mainstream commercial media but have developed their own competing electronic media (VeggieTales, anyone?). Families at Waldorf schools and some homeschoolers strive to limit screens. These groups have something else in common: they are out of the mainstream in many ways—culturally, politically, economically—all of which makes it difficult to generalize any effects of being screen-free from that population to the typical kid.


Starting with infants, we’re allowing engagement with screens to become the single identifiable activity that takes precedence above all others. What’s happening all over the world is a giant experiment. And there is essentially no control group.


Taking that into account as much as we can, this chapter reviews the best-established scientific findings, and the biggest remaining questions, in what’s called “media effects research.”


There’s also a laundry list of emerging mental, social, developmental, behavioral, and emotional issues that have less evidence but still have researchers keeping an eye out for links to growing screen use. That’s in chapter 3.


Immediately afterward in chapter 4, we’ll look at the positive evidence about how young people are adapting resiliently to the ubiquity of digital technology, and how technology can help children overcome deficits, learn, create, and connect with others. So—it gets better.


THE BOOB TUBE


The bulk of evidence we have about kids and screens, dating back decades, concerns television. In a way that’s all right, because children still do more essentially passive video watching than any kind of interaction with screens. But researchers suspect that interactive media, such as games, apps, and social media, is very different from TV. They just disagree about whether it’s generally more harmful or more benign—or whether it’s even useful to generalize. Certainly from the average person’s perspective, the smartphone and tablet era feels different from what came before. It’s all-consuming and all-encompassing. We are within inches of screens at every waking moment.


On the one hand, the screens are more individual and less communal than the electronic family hearth that was television. On the other, they can be tools for communication and creation, not only portals for passive absorption. Even when our kids are supposedly doing the same thing we used to, say, watching Sesame Street, they’re watching very differently: choosing clips with their favorite characters on YouTube, skipping commercials, streaming episode after episode (after episode) on demand.


While we’re on the topic of research difficulties: parental education, parental income, and parental self-efficacy (the belief and confidence that you are an effective parent) are all correlated with less screen time for kids. If richer, more educated, more confident parents are more likely to have the wherewithal to limit screen time, it follows that less screen time is going to be correlated with more positive outcomes for kids regardless of the direct impact of the media itself. Researchers can attempt to control for this confounding factor, but they can’t always succeed perfectly, especially when ethics in many cases prevent randomly assigning children to imbibe different amounts of media. This also means that if we are concerned on a societal level with excessive screen time, mitigating it probably involves more social support for low-income families, particularly those headed by single working mothers.


TIME


The first fundamental shock in the literature is about time.


About as soon as our babies start discovering their own toes, screens are part of their world. My younger daughter smiled at her grandparents over Google Hangouts at just eight weeks old.


Television has been with us for a long time, of course. And some researchers suggest that overall viewing hours have been stable for the past fifty years. But having constant access to screens while out of the home is a new phenomenon. Most of the upward trend in screen exposure has occurred not gradually, over the last forty years, but suddenly, over the last fifteen.


A 2011 survey covered nine thousand preschoolers. On average, these children, between ages three and five, spent 4.1 hours in the company of screens daily. “Preschoolers’ cumulative screen time exceeds recommendations and most previous estimates,” the report observed, quite an understatement. And that’s by parents’ and caregivers’ own reports; presumably they’d often be motivated to understate the total.


These are children who sleep, usually, twelve hours a day. They may not see working parents for more than two hours on a weekday.


I asked Yalda T. Uhls, a child psychologist and author of Media Moms & Digital Dads: A Fact-Not-Fear Approach to Parenting in the Digital Age, to put that figure into context. “There are media-light families that barely use it at all,” she says. “But at the same time there’s a lot of different kinds of families. A lot of people come home and that’s what they do. They turn on the TV and leave it on.… The vast majority of America is in the middle and that middle number is four to five hours a day.”


A 2003 study found that two out of three children age six and under live in homes where the TV is left on at least half the waking hours, even without viewers present. One-third live in homes where the TV is on “most” or “almost all” of the time—children in this group appeared to read less than other children and to be slower to learn to read.


Turning on the television is the simplest and easiest way to keep a young child occupied and thus physically safe with minimal intervention. So who’s going to leave the TV on? When are we going to leave it on?
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I can afford to order my sitter not to turn on the TV because I’m paying her a decent hourly wage to ferry my kids to playdates, paint pictures, bake cupcakes, read stories. But if I were instead asking my neighbor to pinch-hit and watch them as a favor? You bet that TV goes on.


Viewing goes down a tiny bit when children enter school and have less free time, but by the end of elementary school it’s joined by increasing levels of smartphone use, texting, music, video gaming, video messaging, and more, plus schoolwork done with a computer, often all at the same time. The most widely cited national census of children and teens’ media use, last conducted by the nonprofit Common Sense Media in 2016, found that 94 percent of teens and tweens were using at least some screen media daily. Good old TV was still the leader: three out of four teens watch, and those who do watch more than two hours a day.



DOSE MAKES THE POISON?


So, we know that kids are spending a lot of time with media. But we don’t know what a healthy limit is, or how much is dangerous.


Christakis argues that because kids are spending so much time with screens, it makes sense to think of media risks in two categories: direct effects of exposure, and “displacement effects,” whereby spending more time with screens means spending less time with something else. “Even if it’s healthy or harmless it could be bad at the extreme if it displaces other important activities,” he told me. “That’s true for adults, and it’s especially true for young children who are vulnerable to the addictive properties of screens.” (We’ll deal with the addiction issue a little later on.)


“This is a gap in the research,” says Victor Strasburger, another co-author of the original AAP recommendation. A bit more blustery than Christakis, he’s a professor emeritus at the University of New Mexico School of Medicine and another major voice in the field. “We have no good idea about what the media diet should be if you include computer time, smartphones, iPads, that sort of thing. Maybe it’s four or five hours a day. Maybe computer time for homework shouldn’t count, or does count. We simply don’t know.”


BIFF! BANG! POW!


So our kids are spending more time with screens than any other single activity, and that’s certainly true of adults as well. Two more big questions present themselves: Why? So what?


As for the why, Christakis and others who study these questions posit that TV screens and touchscreens tend to be habit-forming for very different reasons.


When it comes to TV the phenomenon is pretty simple. Humans have something called an orienting reflex. When we see a novel sight or hear a new sound, we turn our heads and look to see what’s going on. The evolutionary reason for this is pretty plain: to alert us to danger or potential rewards in our environment.


Younger humans are less able to inhibit this reflex. Their responses to a stimulus in general are more involuntary. They are more easily riveted. If you’ve ever locked eyes with an infant, you know what I’m talking about. But their attention spans are short, and television offers loops of endless novelty within a repetitive framework.


When the Children’s Television Workshop was creating Sesame Street in the 1960s, they did tests to see what would best hold children’s attention. The answer: quick cuts. Children’s television today has editing cuts, pans, or zooms an average of every one to two seconds. So for TV, what compels the youngest viewers is basically wondering, “Where did that thing go?”


By the time children hit age two or so, they can recognize Dory the fish on a screen and imitate her actions in the real world. They start watching television the way the rest of us do, only more so—following characters and stories, watching their favorites over and over. Young children in general are obsessed by repetition. They crave order and routine. It helps them learn new words and concepts and provides touchstones of predictability within a chaotic and sometimes scary world. Electronic media, whether records, reruns, or replays, satisfies this need for repetition like nothing else.


Preschoolers immerse themselves in pop culture with an enthusiasm that outgeeks any otaku cosplay anime freak. Some media researchers posit that kids have “parasocial” relationships with characters, seeing them as superpeers—charismatic and highly influential, whether they are solving problems with a hug or hitting their sisters.


As child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim described in his groundbreaking 1976 work on fairy tales, The Uses of Enchantment, young children’s emerging psyches have hard work to do, and stories are crucial. They’re in those wonderful and terrifying phases of imagination and identity formation. They’re forming, naming, and grappling with strong emotions, developing social awareness, and spinning fantasies of power and control in a world where they remain small and weak. Superheroes, princesses, and talking animals become fodder for their dreams and nightmares. But some worry that the surround-sense input of filmed stories, unlike the stories our great-grandparents spun around the fire, overwhelms the workings of the inward eye of imagination.


With active screens, like games and apps, Christakis believes, the appeal is one step more complex. Children are doing an action and getting a result. It’s not too different from throwing a toy off the high chair and having someone pick it up, except it’s faster, more regular, more relentless. The dopamine pathway in the brain is activated, dopamine being the neurotransmitter associated with seeking rewards.


Finally, for tweens and teens, electronic media is a lifeline to the experiences they crave most: thrills, a space to explore independently, and 24/7 access to peers.


So that’s the why of media’s appeal, more or less. The so what is more complicated. “Studying media is like studying the air we breathe,” notes Strasburger. “The media are ubiquitous and it’s very difficult to sort out their exact influence.”


THE MOUSE IN THE CASINO


Christakis urges us to consider the “profound implications” of exposing children to the intense stimulation of digital media during the months and years when their brains are forming a peak density of connections and developing core functions such as attention and memory. “Is it possible to overstimulate or inappropriately stimulate the developing brain?” he asks rhetorically. He and other researchers suspect that it is, but they don’t know.


Early childhood is when the brain is developing most rapidly. If there are significant brain changes in response to screen media, you’d be likely to see the most powerful impact in response to exposure before age five. Between birth and age two, synapses, the connections between neurons, go through a process of “blooming and pruning.” To oversimplify dramatically, we form an overgrowth of connections based on our earliest experiences and then start a process of cutting back, refining, and reinforcing that continues into our teens and beyond.


And children are never too young for media to be truly “over their heads.” In his talks, Christakis highlights experiments in which classical music is played for newborns, who show distinct patterns of breathing in response to the calming phrases of Mozart or the frenetic strains of Stravinsky—at one day old.


To get a better picture of what extreme screen stimulation might do to developing brains, Christakis has forced mice to spend their entire childhoods watching mouse TV. For six hours a day, forty-two days straight, starting at ten days of life, they were blasted with endless chirping music and flashing colored lights, an environment looking and sounding much like a Vegas casino.


After a merciful ten-day break, the mice were then given what’s called the open field test.


If you put ordinary mice in a wide-open space, they’ll make their way cautiously around the perimeter, sniffing and pausing to listen and watch, with only occasional, brief forays into the center, where they are far more vulnerable to predators.


The casino-reared mice, by contrast, went wild. They hyperactively zigzagged across the floor, heedless of risk. Their paths across the space looked like a crazy scribble. This indicates a difficulty inhibiting reflexes, what some would call a problem with executive functioning.


What does this mean? It’s suggestive, little more. So are preliminary brain studies in humans, like one showing a decline in “white matter,” or loss of density in brain connections, from young people who were habitual heavy media multitaskers.


PEANUTS


Okay. From the point of view of a mom who does not want to freak out: don’t freak out. Yes, kids spend a lot of time with screens. Yes, they find media powerfully appealing. Yes, this exposure, like every other experience they have, is influencing their developing brains.


What we really want to know is, what does the research say about the possible effects on the average kid, and the worst-case scenarios? And what warning signs should you look for to figure out if your kid is averagely resilient or particularly sensitive?


Sonia Livingstone, who researches these topics at the London School of Economics’ Department of Media and Communications, draws an important distinction between risks and harms.


To say that there is a known risk of severe injury for a child not to use a seat belt doesn’t mean that physical harms result from each and every car trip taken without a seat belt. That risk accumulates for every trip, yet there still may be no harm done.


Other risks vary by individual and can be observed. There is a serious risk of giving peanuts to a child whose allergy status is not known, but if a child eats them once and suffers no harm, the risk becomes much, much smaller.


Finally, risk assessment, technically, is a matter of combining the likelihood of any particular event with the severity of that event and weighing those potential costs against the benefits of a course of action.


With that taxonomy in mind, the best-established negative relationships in the scientific literature of media effects are sleep, obesity, aggression (violent media), attention disorders, cognition generally, and school performance in particular. In the next chapter, we’re also going to discuss some less established but potentially grave risks: serious psychiatric disorders such as addiction; interaction with autism spectrum disorders; and narcissism, anxiety, and other emotional difficulties.


And let’s keep these risks in perspective. Having your kid inside watching TV and playing video games, even for eight, ten, twelve hours a day, is safer for most kids and in most cases than having them play unsupervised in traffic; it’s safer than having them inhale secondhand smoke or ride in a car with no seat belt.


Researchers also suspect that individual differences play a huge role in determining who will succumb to the worst negative media effects. In other words, for lots of kids, a peanut is just a peanut.


The best-established positive relationships are school readiness, general cognitive performance, improvements in autism and attention disorders and other learning disabilities, and other positive social and emotional outcomes. None of these occurs in relation to media use in general, but rather with exposure to certain kinds of media.


These lists suggest that some of the same problems caused by digital media in some experiments are solved by different, purpose-designed digital media in other experiments. All of these findings, reassuring and scary, converge on one message: children most definitely are learning from and being shaped by media. “This isn’t rocket science,” says Strasburger. “Children are like little sponges. They learn from the media.” That means it may matter very much, not only how much time our kids spend hooked in, but what they consume and how. “There has really been nothing since the 1982 NIMH report,” Strasburger says. “Which I think is scandalous. It is difficult to believe that when kids spend seven to eleven hours a day with a variety of different media, we’re not looking much more closely at the impact of that time spent and how to maximize the prosocial, and minimize the negative aspects.”


SLEEP


The most striking correlation in the research on kids and media use is the relationship between screens and a basic life necessity and common parental battleground: sleep. Lauren Hale of State University of New York at Stonybrook has been researching this interaction for over a decade. As she sums up the evidence, “As kids and adults watch or use screens, with light shining in their eyes and close to their face, bedtime gets delayed, it takes longer to fall asleep, sleep quality is reduced, and total sleep time is decreased.”


One representative survey of 2,048 fourth- and seventh-grade students showed that those with electronic devices in their bedrooms slept an average of 20.6 minutes less per night than those without. Similar research in adults corroborates the idea that the nearer your smartphone is to your bedside at night, the less and worse sleep you’re going to get.


“Sleep is one of the most fundamental things for learning,” pediatrician Dr. Jenny Radesky told me. It particularly affects the consolidation of memories, which is especially important for kids. “You need to put the Jell-O in the fridge overnight and let it set.”


Strengthening the case for the effect of screens on sleep, researchers have a good handle on the precise brain mechanisms involved. There are two. One is that exposure to light, especially blue-spectrum screen light, which mimics daylight, inhibits the production of melatonin, a hormone made by a gland in your brain. (That’s the pineal gland, located directly between your eyes, in case you like a little symbolism with your science.) The closer the screen is to your eyes, the more light gets in.


Being exposed to this light for hours after sunset, in turn, throws off circadian rhythms, the body’s clock, making it harder to fall asleep at an appropriate time. Gazing at your phone or laptop when waking up in the middle of the night, which is much more likely to happen when it’s on your nightstand, is even worse in terms of promoting wakefulness.


The second sleep-depriving mechanism that comes along with screens is overproduction of cortisol, the stress hormone. Here, the focus is not simply on the screen itself but on the exposure it offers to emotionally arousing or exciting experiences: a snarky Facebook comment, an exciting car chase. Cortisol is also produced by the body in response to fatigue, creating a rebound effect where we go from tired to wired. If you’ve ever seen a kid bounding around the room way past his or her bedtime, that’s cortisol.


“What do you think of when you think of a napless child?” Rebecca Spencer at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst asks me. “They’re either grumpy or giddy.” She’s been conducting a five-year study of an economically diverse group of six hundred children, beginning when they were in preschool, to try to discover correlations between their sleep patterns early on and their school performance later. She quickly discovered screen time as a factor. Over 65 percent of the children in Spencer’s study have a TV in their bedroom. And while some preschool classrooms keep naptime sacred, others allow children who aren’t sleeping to play on a tablet instead. Sleep that’s lost in early years can’t necessarily be made up later, Spencer says. “It’s the cumulative loss that can affect how these kids perform,” says Spencer. “We need to apply this science to kids more frequently than we do.”


Poor-quality sleep is connected, by reams of research, to a cascade of physical, emotional, and mental issues—depression, anxiety, obesity, poor school performance, attention deficit, irritability and short fuse, and even lowered immunity. Except for that last one, it’s more or less the exact same bad-news checklist that you see with screens. So if poor sleep correlates with all these negative outcomes, and screen time is correlated with poorer sleep, many of the negatives that researchers connect to screen use may be simply and neatly attributed to a lack of sleep.


This is why sleep researchers like Hale sometimes feel like they’re screaming in a mattress-padded cell. “I do feel like it’s overlooked,” says Hale. “There is part of me that is like, wait a minute, somebody needs to be defending sleep. It’s one of the main pathways through which we’re seeing outcomes in children change.” These results also suggest that banning screens for at least an hour before bedtime, and keeping them out of the bedroom altogether, may be the most important and effective screen rules to enforce in any house, whether you have children or not.


While we’re on the topic of eyes, myopia or nearsightedness has increased by two thirds in the US since the 1970s, and even more in Asia. Scientists aren’t sure of the mechanism, or ready to blame screens for it. But spending more time outdoors as a young child has been found in multiple studies to protect against the condition. In a related vein, eye doctors have been raising the alarm about computer vision syndrome, or eyestrain caused by staring unblinking at the light of a screen, and they urge children and adults alike to take a twenty-second break from their devices every twenty minutes to stare at least twenty feet away.


OBESITY


After sleep, the second-best-established negative correlation in the research on kids and screens is between screen time—primarily television use—and childhood obesity.


The facts: across populations, more than two hours a day watching TV doubles the risk of obesity in kids. And remember, the average for preschoolers is four hours a day.


This isn’t about fat shaming or fat panic. A wide range of body types can be healthy, and fluctuations are normal as children grow. This is about weights that put children at risk of chronic disease and shortened life spans. Obesity rates have doubled in children and quadrupled in adolescents over the past thirty years, and children are getting sicker because of it. Type 1 diabetes, the genetic kind, which used to be known as child-onset diabetes, isn’t called that anymore, because so many young children are presenting with type 2 diabetes, which is linked to lifestyle. “If you spend more than two hours a day in front of a screen, there’s a significant risk of obesity that carries through from when you’re very young into adolescence and adulthood,” says Strasburger.


How do screens make kids fat? Unlike with sleep, researchers don’t exactly know. Surprisingly, they haven’t been able to substantiate the most obvious explanation you might think of, the so-called couch potato hypothesis. That is, there isn’t clear evidence that kids who watch more TV spend less total time moving their bodies or playing outside. Coloring with crayons and reading books are sedentary activities, too, as Christakis points out. Though Tom Warshawski, a pediatrician in Canada and founder of the Childhood Obesity Foundation there, told me that the deeply passive state of watching videos actually burns fewer calories than any other waking activity.


The potential explanations for the link between screens and weight, however, are more subtle, complex, and interacting. This turns out to be a common theme when researching media.


One hypothesis is that kids tend to snack more while watching videos. I’ve heard many a parent of a picky toddler admit to turning on the iPad during mealtimes in order to distract kids while they shovel food into them. It’s a quick fix, but there’s a danger that you’re setting them up for mindless munching.


It’s also possible, researchers told me, that children with a genetic tendency to be overweight also somehow have an inborn preference for watching more videos than average. Maybe they have very thrifty metabolisms and tire more easily.


Researchers believe that another significant factor in the screen-body connection is the commercials. “Children eat while they watch and they eat what they watch,” says Dr. Warshawski. “TV was invented as a medium for marketing. And ninety percent of the foods and beverages marketed to kids are unhealthy. They have too much fat, salt, and sugar.”


“We can see from food preferences and food requests that messages matter—kids pick up on them, very much,” agrees Ellen Wartella, a researcher at Northwestern University who’s been on several government-funded committees to make recommendations on the issue of media and obesity. Her policy work has focused on getting the food industry to self-impose restrictions by reformulating its foods and menus, like adding whole grains to Goldfish crackers or fruit to McDonald’s Happy Meals. There have also been rules and voluntary protocols saying that popular “superpeer” characters would only be allowed to advertise healthy, or at least healthy-ish foods: SpongeBob SquarePants can sell vitamin-fortified fruit snacks, say, but not Pop-Tarts.


Child obesity rates have leveled off very recently. Some researchers suggest that the supplanting of video by apps or games is partly to credit. The reason is a bit silly: they keep the hands occupied, making mindless eating logistically more difficult. And the ability to skip TV commercials when watching on-demand video may have something to do with it as well.


But Wartella’s not ready to declare victory yet. Even as DVRs and video streaming have conquered the candy commercial, junk-food companies are striking back with online and mobile “advergames” like Oreo Extreme Creme Control and targeting young teens with viral videos and social media marketing. “They’re getting children engaged and interacting,” says Wartella. “These are techniques that we have less data on.”


Kathryn Montgomery, a communications professor at American University who has long been involved in lobbying for stronger restrictions on advertising to children, points out that advertisers have plenty of data on the effectiveness of various approaches to marketing to kids, but independent researchers do not. “It’s just a constant struggle to try to keep the industry, particularly the food industry, accountable,” she says. “The messages are cross-platform, pervasive, and coming at children from different angles.”


SCARED, SAD, LAZY, CRAZY


Obesity and sleep are the areas where researchers have the most confidence about media effects. In the rest of this chapter I’m going to talk about stuff that every parent worries about and that experts are looking into but are less certain about.




[image: image] Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)


[image: image] Lower scores on standardized tests of math and reading
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Does screen time cause these or make them worse? Does the wrong kind of material cause them or make them worse? Study after study says maybe—but if so, only a very little, barely detectable, bit. The relatively small size of associations holds true across most of these complex areas of human behavior. And as always, it’s difficult to prove causation.


AGGRESSION


Let’s talk violence as an example. When it comes to emotional and mental responses, historically, the most studied set of effects in media is the connection between violent content and aggressive behavior. It’s also, no surprise, one of the most contentious topics in the field.


Douglas Gentile at Iowa State is one of the foremost experts on the topic. Self-effacing, in wire-rimmed glasses, he resembles The Simpsons’ Ned Flanders a bit in manner. “I’m a child psychologist,” he cracked when I met him. “I know, I look older.”


But he is deadly serious about one thing. “We know a lot about this. We’ve been studying it for fifty years. The NIH, NSF, AAP, AMA, APA, and several other organizations are all on record saying the evidence is clear that media violence causes aggression.”


In science, he points out, that word, cause, is a big deal. It’s not just that aggressive kids have an inborn preference for violent media. It’s not just that aggressive kids come from neglectful homes where no one is policing their media use, and so end up watching slasher films and playing first-person-shooter games. It’s not just that aggressive kids have aggressive parents who enjoy violent media and expose their kids to it more often and at younger ages. All of that may, in fact, be true.


No. The reason scientists like Gentile use the word cause is in part thanks to Bobo the clown. Bobo was an inflatable doll used in a series of studies beginning in the early 1960s with the work of Albert Bandura, Dorrie Ross, and Sheila Ross. Children who were shown movies of the poor clown being punched or kicked were more likely to beat up on the doll themselves in real life when given the chance, just afterward. So there is pretty good experimental evidence that exposure to media violence produces violent imitative behavior immediately, in addition to a whole bunch of more long-range surveys showing small correlations in large populations and over time.


As with sleep, researchers also have good data on what is going on physiologically when people watch graphic representations of violence combined with quick cuts and loud music. Heart rates and respiration go up, pupils dilate. Brain images reveal signs of a fight-or-flight response. Your senses are enhanced as if you were looking for a threat, and thoughts race. Immediately afterward, impulse control is down; you are less likely to think before reacting to a perceived slight.


But, Gentile says, cause doesn’t mean quite the same thing in a scientific sense that it does in a legal sense. And this is an important distinction for the public-health battles to limit kids’ exposure to media violence. Violent videos and games are at most an environmental factor, like lead in the water. Their influence is relatively small. They can’t be blamed for any one violent act. They don’t take away people’s agency or culpability. Several legal decisions, including by the US Supreme Court, have made that clear.


“Video games didn’t make Dylan Klebold and Eric Harris start shooting at Columbine or Adam Lanza in Newtown,” sums up Strasburger.


It’s also important to point out, as Michael Rich, a Harvard pediatrician with a Hollywood background and the nickname “the Mediatrician,” did to me, that aggression isn’t even the most common effect of exposure to media violence. “Of the three outcomes that have been consistently measured, increased aggressive thoughts and behaviors are the least prevalent,” he said. “The most prevalent is desensitization to the suffering of others.” Having gone through the physiological responses to simulated violence, people’s bodies and brains then show a muted response to real-life violence. And, Rich says, the second-most-prevalent reaction to media violence, “particularly in younger kids, but across the board,” is “fear and anxiety.”


That is, for every child who watches UFC Fight Night and picks a fight on the playground the next day, there are many more who shrug their shoulders and turn away from that playground fight, and others who will wake up with bad dreams and, Rich says, “the belief that the world is a mean, scary place.”


The connection between violent media and violent behavior, fear, and desensitization comes closest to feeding my free-floating anxiety as a parent that even a minute of accidental exposure to the wrong thing is going to have toxic effects.


But there may be some comfort in the indication that this problem doesn’t appear to be getting worse. Neither the adoption of mobile technology nor graphics innovations producing increasingly immersive and realistic first-person-shooter games have had any measurable impact on trends in murder, suicide, or antisocial behavior.


Mass shootings are a deplorable social phenomenon. The perpetrators, like Klebold, Harris, and Lanza, tend to be young men, a demographic that also enjoys violent video games. But that doesn’t change the fact that overall murder rates are at historic lows. There is zero evidence that the net level of flesh-and-blood violence has increased in any way over the past two decades. And when you look cross-culturally, there are many countries where children consume essentially the same media diet as ours, yet those countries have much lower rates of violence than ours.


If you want to translate the experimental evidence on violence into policy, then, you’d have to argue that less exposure to media violence among a sensitive subset of kids would lead to lower levels of aggression and perhaps of alienation in society more generally. That’s a hard idea to target or enforce.


Media violence researchers, like obesity researchers, are saying things that large, deep-pocketed industries decidedly do not want to hear. Gentile was careful to make sure I understand that he and his fellow researchers don’t use terms like ban. They are staunch supporters of the First Amendment, he says. Strasburger, too, mentioned several times that he is a huge supporter of the arts, being a published novelist himself.


What researchers are looking for is not restrictions, necessarily, but a set of ratings based on the best possible evidence, so parents can make better decisions to protect their kids, especially the sensitive ones. But we probably won’t get that.


The television, movie, and video game industries are basically self-policing. The Classification & Ratings Administration rates movies, the TV Parental Guidelines system produces television ratings, and the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) rates video games and apps, with some oversight from the Federal Trade Commission. All these systems are a little bit different.


“Do you know what the eleven different symbols in the TV Parental Guidelines system mean?” Gentile asks me. I admit sheepishly that I barely even know what that is. “Why don’t you understand it? Because it’s not particularly easy to understand. Why would it be created that way?”


All the ratings systems are indeed fairly complex. Moreover, they are explicitly designed to satisfy consumer and industry interests rather than those of scientists. Few media researchers are worried about kids’ exposure to foul language, brief nudity, or fart noises (“comic mischief”), for example. But the ESRB game ratings specify all of these, which obscures the presence of real concerns.


“Parents have the responsibility to monitor the games, their content, and time their children spend with them,” says Gentile. “In order for parents to be able to do this, the industry has a responsibility to be honest about the effects, to maintain a reliable and valid rating system, and to educate people why it matters that parents use it. And the game manufacturers have a responsibility to clearly label the content of the games and to advertise them appropriately.”


Patricia Vance is the president of the Entertainment Software Ratings Board. It took me several months to get an interview with her. When I did, Vance maintained that the organization doesn’t take a position on whether media actually poses risks to kids. “The evidence is so diffuse,” she said. “It’s been disputed for years. To take a position one way or the other would be not particularly wise on our part. We’re about meeting consumer expectations.”


At the same meeting, her PR person also presented me with a thick folder of industry-sponsored communication that calls linking games and violence “a fallacy.” “We just want to make sure you have both sides of the story,” said Vance.


DANDELIONS VS. ORCHIDS


Making solid decisions to keep kids safe, given such a miasma of contradictory evidence, is tough even for experts and policy makers, let alone us poor parents.


Patti Valkenburg, a widely respected media effects researcher at the University of Amsterdam, has a theory to explain the generally small size of media effects. It comes from the field of developmental psychology and is known as differential susceptibility. Or, dandelions versus orchids.


The idea is that most children are dandelions. They are hardy, resilient. They can thrive in a wide range of settings. A few children, however, are orchids. They’re highly sensitive to severe consequences if their environment is less than optimal. They also have a greater-than-normal sensitivity to excellent nurturing. “In my opinion, the most plausible cause for the small correlations that we repeatedly find in large samples is that media effects are conditional,” Valkenburg said. “They do not equally hold for all children.”


With that caveat in mind, the next chapter will talk about the less well-established effects of media on some of our more delicate, orchid children.
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