


Should I be worried about 
screen time? 
W h a t  w e ' v e  l e a r n e d  f r o m  C O V I D - 1 9  a b o u t  t e e n s '  
t e c h n o l o g y  u s e  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  

P r e s e n t e d  b y  N a t a s h a  P a r e n t ,  M A  
D o c t o r a l  R e s e a r c h e r  

a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  B r i t i s h  C o l u m b i a .  



COVID-19 has 
led us to face 
an unexpected 
and distressing  
situation 



4

Humans are social 
beings

• We have a fundamental, intrinsic, need to feel 
connected to others

• Satisfaction of this need for connection is associated 
with better physical and mental health

• Feelings of connection to others can decrease the toll 
of stress on our physical and mental health
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So what does this mean in 
the time of COVID-19?



Mental Health in the 
time of COVID-19

• Physical isolation from others is taking a 
toll on mental health 

• Recent studies have shown that rates of 
anxiety, depression, and loneliness have 
risen as a result of the pandemic



For adolescents, 
who’s need for 
social connection 
is developmentally 
rooted and 
exacerbated, the 
stress of physical 
isolation may be 
heightened.



Need for Connection 
in Adolescence 

• Developmental social goals, to feel accepted and 
connected with peers, amplify the need for connection in 
adolescence

• Feelings of connectedness play a central role in 
promoting adolescents’ psychological development and 
wellbeing

• This may place them at heightened risk for negative 
mental health outcomes as a result physical isolation in 
the time of the pandemic 



School 
Connectedness

• In adolescence, teens begin to focus more on fostering 
relationships outside of the family 

• Peers become an important source of social support 

• School provides an important context for teens social 
development

• COVID-19 has impacted the school context 
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Don’t worry… 

Teens are adaptive! 



Adolescent Technology Use 

• Teens use technology, like social media, to connect with others

• Studies have shown using technology can satisfy teens’ social goals 

• Recent work has found that adolescents are using social media to combat 
feelings of loneliness and connect with others in the time of COVID-19



• Teens could continue 
schooling

• Distractions and 
entertainment likely 
helped ease stress for 
many teens

• Social media, 
facetime, zoom, etc., 
allowed relationships 
to be fostered

Technology 
to the Rescue 
During COVID
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But should we be worried 
about screen time?



The Moral Panic of Screens

Belief that screens and screen time are damaging for children and youth

In the media Among 
educators Among parents Among policy 

makers

Moral Panic: When there is widespread belief that something evil is 
threatening the wellbeing of society.
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But what does the 
evidence say?



• Many studies have found a link between screen 
time and mental health

• However, this impact is usually exceedingly small 

• When there is a more profound link, it’s usually 
the related to something else. 

• Research is moving away from “main effects 
models” (screens = bad) 

Screen Time & 
Mental Health



But what 
about in the 
time of COVID-
19?



CyberTeens Research Project
We asked teens questions about their technology use, mental health and COVID-19 to 
find out how they were doing.  
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• About half of teens said they felt at 
least “somewhat more” anxious, 
depressed and/or lonely since the 
start of COVID-19.

COVID-19 & Teen’s Mental Health 

52% said they 
felt more 
anxious

45% said 
they felt 

more 
depressed 

46% said 
they felt 

more 
lonely 



COVID-19 & School 
Connectedness
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Before COVID-19 In the time of COVID-19



Relating with 
Others in 
Time of 
COVID-19

When asked to describe, in their own 
words, how COVID-19 has changed 
the way that they connect with and 
relate with others:

Only 22% described feeling 
“disconnected”

Disconnected
22%

Connected
62%

Same
16%
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“Disconnected” in 
the Time of COVID-19
For example, one teen said:

I really feel like I have lost myself over this time. It is a 
constant struggle to get up and get things done because 
it really feels like I have no choice at this point. I feel very 
isolated as I genuinely have started struggling even more 
with sharing my feelings with others.

Another teen explained: 

Covid-19 has widened the gap between me and others 
both literally and metaphorically. I feel that I have lost the 
friends that I worked so hard to make and have almost 
nobody to talk to in person.



“Disconnected” in 
the Time of COVID-19

ØMore struggles with mental health 

ØWorse relationships with family and 
friends

ØLower in terms of feelings of school 
connectedness
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“Connected” in the 
Time of COVID-19

For example, one teen described:

Phones have allowed me to talk to more people that I 
usually wouldn’t have. Since the start of Covid, I am able 
to talk to more people and create more friendships with 
those around me. Now that I’m back at school, I have 
been able to talk to those people that I wouldn’t have 
before.

Another teen explained: 

Virtual connections have enormously grown, existing 
connections have been strengthened, relationships 
(family and friends) have been deepened, and our 
appreciation for each and every thing there is has 
increased. 



“Connected” in the 

Time of COVID-19

ØBetter mental health 

ØBetter relationships with both 
friends and family 

ØHigher in terms of school 
connectedness



69% mentioned the importance of technology
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Smartphone 
Use in the Time 
of COVID-19 
On average, teens reported using their 
phones “somewhat more” since the start of 
the pandemic. 

Average 
screen time:

5h34mins 
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So, does this mean we 
should be worried about 
problematic smartphone 
use or addiction? 



Problematic Smartphone 
Use & Addiction 

• Problematic smartphone use is theorized to be a form of 
behavioural addiction (like gambling or overeating)

• Smartphone addiction is not recognized as a 
psychological disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) 

• Many psychologists and researchers agree that there is a 
lack of evidence to support the existence of smartphone 
addiction

• That said, there is a small subset of teens who are 
struggling with their smartphone use, and these teens 
also tend to experience more negative mental health



Only 3% of teens 
qualified for 

some degree of 
problematic use

Problematic Smartphone Use is NOT 
the same as screen time
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But what about screen 
time?



Screen Time & COVID-19

Screen time may 
be an adaptive 

means of 
staying 

connected with 
peers

+

Associated 
with more 

satisfaction 
of need for 
relatedness 

online

- Associated 
with more 
negative 

experiences 
of mental 

health



Connecting in the Time 
of COVID-19

• Teens are using technology to connect with others in the 
time of COVID-19 

• This use of technology is helping them achieve their 
developmental social goals 
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But what about the link 
between screen time and 
mental health? 



The Impact of COVID-19

• We know that virtual connections can’t make up for the 
lack of face-to-face interactions 

• While screens can help teens feel connected, there may 
be risks for those at the extremes (Let’s not forget that, 
often times, it’s the mental health issues that actually 
drive the screen time) 

• Just looking at the relationship between screen time and 
mental health may be oversimplifying what’s actually a
complex relationship….
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But could it be something 
else? 



The Fear of 
Missing Out 
(FOMO)

• FOMO is described as a compulsive 
concern that one is missing out or being 
left out

• FOMO is a personality trait, like social 
anxiety, so people have a predisposition 
to be either higher or lower in FOMO

• FOMO can be intensified by social media 
use

• FOMO has been linked to the need for 
belonging/connection
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FOMO

Depression
Screen

Time

The Role of the Fear of Missing Out 
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The Role of the Fear of Missing Out 

FOMO

DepressionScreen 
Time
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So, what does this all mean?



1. COVID-19 is having an impact on teens’
mental health, however, most say that they 
still feel connected

2. Technology is playing an important role in 
helping teens feel connected

3. We don’t need to worry about increases in 
problematic smartphone use/addiction as a 
result of COVID-19

4. There is a small relationship between screen 
time and mental health (likely due to the 
context of the pandemic)

5. FOMO may play an important role in this 
relationship

Recap 
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So, what can we do? 



Share your 
Struggles 

Practice 
Empathy 

Make it a 
Conversation 

Get Involved



Resources 

• Children’s Screen Time Action 
Network: 
https://screentimenetwork.org/

• Media Smarts: 
https://mediasmarts.ca

• PREVNet: 
http://cyberbullying.primus.ca

https://screentimenetwork.org/
https://mediasmarts.ca/
http://cyberbullying.primus.ca/


Thank you! 


