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ABSTRACT
Based on an evidence-focused literature review, the first part of this paper examines existing
knowledge on how the time children spend using digital technology impacts their well-being
across three dimensions; mental/psychological, social and physical. The evidence reviewed here is
largely inconclusive with respect to impact on children’s physical activity, but indicates that digital
technology seems to be beneficial for children’s social relationships. In terms of impact on children’s
mental well-being, the most robust studies suggest that the relationship is U-shaped, where no use
and excessive use can have a small negative impact on mental well-being, while moderate use can
have a small positive impact. In the second part of the paper, the hypothetical idea of addiction to
technology is introduced and scrutinized. This is followed by an overview of the hypothetical idea
that digital technology might re-wire or hijack children’s brains; an assumption that is challenged
by recent neuroscience evidence. In conclusion, considerable methodological limitations exist
across the spectrum of research on the impact of digital technology on child well-being, including
the majority of the studies on time use reviewed here, and those studies concerned with clinical
or brain impacts. This prompts reconsideration of how research in this area is conducted. Finally,
recommendations for strengthening research practices are offered.
KEYWORDS: digital technology, time use, excessive use, well-being, mental health,
physical activity, social relationships, addiction.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The author would like to thank the many colleagues who provided feedback, knowledge and
support during the writing of this paper. In particular, Jasmina Byrne at UNICEF Office of Research
– Innocenti, who provided continuous feedback and advice throughout the writing process and
contributed towards improving the quality of the final product. Discussions with the editorial team
for UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children report - Brian Keeley, Celine Little and Achila Imchen at
UNICEF’s Division of Communication in New York - helped shape the paper from the outset. Their
guidance was crucial in identifying the most pertinent topics for inclusion in this background paper
to the 2017 State of the World’s Children report.
Thanks are also extended to Dr Joar Guterstam at the Karolinska Institute and Dr Kate Mills at
the University of Oregon, who provided important knowledge from neuroscience research with
respect to the role of dopamine in addiction and the impact of digital technology on child brain
development. Special thanks go to Dr Lucia Ferrone at UNICEF Office of Research – Innocenti,
for many engaging discussions on the topic and Sarah Marchant at UNICEF Office of Research Innocenti, for her editorial support. Finally, the author wishes to express his sincere appreciation
for the insights and comments provided by Dr Sarah Cook, Director of UNICEF Office of Research
– Innocenti and the two external reviewers of this paper, Professor Christopher Ferguson at Stetson
University and Dr Andrew Przybylski at the University of Oxford.

1

This paper was developed as a background paper to UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children report for 2017. A summary of this paper and some of its
findings will be included in the report.
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