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Media use and attitudes towards screens in children aged 
36-72 months; a cross-sectional, descriptive study

Zehra Kardasa , Nagihan Erdog Sahina , Meda Kondolotb

ABSTRACT

Introduction: The age at which children are introduced to media devices is becoming increasingly earlier. 
Studies regarding the media habits of young children have gained importance. The aim of the study was 
to describe the screen media habits (age of introduction media, time spend with screen, popular choices) 
of preschool children and to explore their relationship with household characteristics.

Population and methods: Cross-sectional descriptive study; the parents of children aged 36-72 months 
who attended childcare centers in Kayseri, a central Anatolian city in Türkiye, completed a questionnaire 
on media habits of families and children.

Results: There were 858 questionaires included. The proportion of children using screen media more 
than 2 h/day was 28%; 36% of children were introduced to media devices before the age of two. The most 
frequently used media tool was television (95%) and the program watched was cartoons for TV (86.7%). 
Children of highly educated parents had shorter TV, computer and smartphone screen time (p = 0.012, 
p = 0.007, p <0.01 for mother and p = 0.049, p = 0.032, p = 0.04 for father respectively). Introducing books 
in the first 6 months was associated with shorter daily screen time (p = 0.011, p = 0.009, p = 0.002 for 
TV, computer and smartphone ,respectively). Parent’s time spent on TV was positively correlated with 
children’s time spent on TV (p <0.05, r = 0.354).

Conclusion: Parents’ education levels, parents’ screen time and introducing book in early age was related 
to children’s media habits. Comprehensive studies are needed to explain this relationship more clearly.
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INTRODUCTION 
In the 21st century, children are surrounded 

by a rich environment containing many kinds 
of digital equipment,1 with some children being 
taught to smile for cameras before they’re even 
introduced to their grandparents. The age at 
which children are introduced to media devices is 
decreasing continuously.2 However, studies have 
shown that watching television (TV) programs, 
even educational ones, has no benefit for children 
under 2 years of age.3 Furthermore, in children 
aged 2 years and older, prolonged use of media 
devices can cause problems in speaking skills, 
sleep behavior and attention and result in overall 
behavior changes.4,5 While it may be impossible to 
eliminate media use from children’s lives entirely, 
their use of media devices should be supervised 
and based on their age and needs. The content 
being consumed on these devices is as important 
as the time spent on them. Previous studies have 
shown that having a lower socioeconomic status 
or a single parent increases the time children 
spend in front of a screen.6-8 Furthermore, parents’ 
education levels are associated with children’s 
media use.9 

Kaiser et al. demonstrated that household 
media behavior influences children’s media 
habits.6 Parents’ media use plays an important 
role in child development and determines the 
quality of parent-child interactions. It has been 
suggested that high screen time among parents 
reduces parent-child interaction, which, in turn, 
negatively impacts children’s talk time and, 
therefore, their language skills.10,11 Furthermore, 
family media use reduces a child’s attention 
period during play, even if they do not use media 
themselves.12 Childhood is an important and 
valuable period of human life. Development during 
this period should be directed carefully to ensure 
a well-rounded future generation. 

The aim of the study was to describe the 
screen media habits (e.g., age of introduction 
media,  t ime spend wi th  screen,  popular 
choices) of preschool children in Kayseri, an 
Anatolian province in Turkey, and to explore their 
relationship with household characteristics. 

POPULATION AND METHODS
This cross-sectional, descriptive study involved 

the parents of children aged 36–72 months who 
attended any childcare center in Kayseri. This 
study was conducted between April 2019 and May 
2020 in Kayseri, a central Anatolian city in Turkey 
and it was approved by the ethics committee 

of the Erciyes University School of Medicine 
(2019/217). Educational preschool institutions in 
the province were divided into groups according 
to the regional culture and parents’ income level 
(high, middle, or low socioeconomic levels). 
Schools were visited with the permissions from the 
Provincial Directorate of National Education. The 
researchers were two pediatricians who asked 
1000 parents to participate in the questionnaire. 
Parents of children with physical disabilities, 
neuropsychiatric disorders or developmental 
disorders were excluded from the study. In total, 
858 eligible parents agreed to participate in the 
study. All parents gave written informed consent 
for themselves and their children. Participants 
were not provided with a financial incentive to 
participate.

Questionnaire
A self-completion questionnaire containing a 

mixture of open-ended, dichotomous (yes/no), 
and multiple-choice questions was provided to 
the parents. Only the mother and/or father were 
asked to complete the questionnaire.

The questionnaire was organized by the 
researchers and comprised three parts. The first 
part involved questions on the sociodemographic 
characteristics of the participants. For example, 
parents’ education and socioeconomic levels, 
number of siblings, and caregivers’ education 
levels were assessed. Parents’ monthly incomes 
were categorized into one of four groups based on 
values of the national poverty line (1500 Turkish 
Lira/TL) at the time of the study.The second part 
involved questions regarding the most popular 
media device among children (TV, smartphone, or 
computer/tablet), the most popular media device 
application, the age children were introduced to 
media devices, children’s daily screen time, and 
the media habits of the parents. The third part 
included general health (e.g., sleep problems and 
body mass index) and reading habit questions. 

Sample size 
It had been previously determined that, in the 

research area, about 65% of children aged 36–
72 months accessed the internet in their home 
environment.13 The total number of children in 
childcare centers in the city center was provided 
by the Provincial Directorate of National Education 
(n = 26 500). Assuming an error level of 0.05, a 
power of 0.80, and a tolerance value of 0.05, the 
minimum sample size required for the study was 
calculated to be 698.
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Statistical analysis 
The normal distribution of the data was 

evaluated using the Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogrow-
Smirnov tests. Variance homogeneity was 
assessed using the Levene test. The binary 
comparison of quantitative variables was achieved 
via a Mann-Whitney U test and two independent 
samples t-tests. The Kruskal Wallis H test was 
used for comparisons between more than two 
groups. Pearson’s χ2 (chi-square) analysis 
was used to compare categorical data. The 
Dunn-Bonferroni test was applied for multiple 
comparisons. The data were evaluated using the 
SPSS 25.0 program. The significance level was 
set as p < 0.05.

RESULTS
This study included 858 preschool children 

from different socioeconomic statuses. Their 
mean age was 66 months, and 52.8% were male. 
Regarding the children’s caregivers when not at 
their childcare centers, 29% were cared for by 
their grandparents, 31% were cared for by a non-
family caregiver, and the remaining 39% were 
cared for by their parents (mother and/or father) 
(Table 1).

In this study, 25% of children were introduced 
to media devices between the ages of 12–24 
and 11% were introduced before the age of 
12 months; a total of 36% of children started 
using media devices before the age of two. The 
proportion of children using screen media more 
than 2h/day was 28%. The most frequently used 
media device was television (95%). Children’s 
program choices changed based on the media 
device used. The most popular programs across 
devices were cartoons for TV (86.7%), cartoons 
and videos for computers/tablets (38.5%) and 
games for smartphones (47.8%). Preferences and 
attitudes of children related with screen media are 
shown in Table 2. 

The duration of TV and computer use differed 
significantly between genders; and it was longer 
in boys (p = 0.005 and p = 0.001, respectively) 
(Table 3). There was no association between the 
age media device use began and time spent on 
TVs, computers, and smartphones (p = 0.370, 
p = 0.858, p = 0.777, respectively). However, the 
screen time of children for television, computer 
and smart phone who shared reading books 
in the first 6 months was significantly shorter 
than children who shared reading books after 
36 months (p = 0.011, p = 0.009, p = 0.002, 
respectively) (Table 3). 

The duration of TV, computer and smart phone 
use was significantly shorter in the children of 
mothers with higher education (undergraduate) 
(p = 0.012, p = 0.007, p <0.01, respectively). 
Similarly, duration of TV, computer and smart 
phone use was significantly shorter in fathers 
with higher education (undergraduate) (p = 0.049, 
p = 0.032, p = 0.04 respectively). As the education 
level of caregivers increased, the exposure time 
of children to TV and smartphone was shortened 
(p = 0.017, p = 0.003 respectively) (Table 3).

Mo thers ’  emp loyment  s ta tuses  were 
associated with children’s media habits. Children 
with stay-at-home mothers spent longer time on 
television and computer (p = 0.001, p = 0.012, 
respectively). In the high-income group, the 
duration of watching TV was significantly shorter 
than the group above the national poverty 
threshold (p = 0.003) and the duration of smart 
phone use decreased as the income level 
increased (p = 0.001).

Med ia  dev ices  exposure  t imes  were 
found to be similar in the group with and 
without sleep problems (p = 0.097, p = 0.245, 
p = 0.259 respectively for TVs, computers, and 
smartphones). 

Especially the time spent by children on TVs 
was positively correlated with their parents’ TV 
use (p < 0.05, r = 0.354). Parents’ time spent on 
TV was weak positive correlated with the time 
spent by children on computers and smartphones 
(p <0.05, r = 0.074; p <0.05, r = 0.198 respectively). 
Furthermore, parents’ time spent on internet was 
weak positive correlated with the time spent by 
children on TVs, computers, and smartphones (p 
< 0.05, r = 0.087; p < 0.05, r = 0,141; and p < 0.05, 
r = 0.197, respectively) (Table 4).

Children’s screen time was not correlated 
with the age of their mothers (p>0.05, p>0.05, 
p>0.05 respectively). However, the time children 
spent on computers and smartphones increased 
as their fathers’ age increased and there was a 
weak correlation (p < 0.05, r = 0.141; p < 0.05, 
r = 0.197, respectively) (Table 4).

DISCUSSION 
In this study, the media device use habits of 

preschool children’s aged 36–72 months and their 
association with parent’, child care provider’ and 
household characteristics’ were examined.

The age that children are introduced to media 
devices is becoming increasingly younger.14 The 
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) stated 
that 90% of children in the United States have 
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of participants 

N = 858 %

Sex/gender of children
Female
Male

405
453

47.2
52.8

Age (months)
36-47
48-60
61-72

38
132
688

4,4
15,3
80,1

Number of siblings
0
1
2
≥3

151
491
181
35

17,6
57,2
21,1

4

Mother’s age (year)
21-30
31-40
41-50

186
603
69

21,6
70,2

8

Father’s age (year)
26-35
36-45
46-57

317
483
58

36,9
56,2
6,7

Main caregiver (except during school hours)
Mother and/or father
Grandparent
Caregiver

336
252
270

39,1
29,3
31,4

Mother’s education Level
Primary
High school
Undergraduate
Else

113
266
477
2

13,2
31

55,6
0,2

Father’s education level
Primary
High school
Undergraduate 
Else

99
242
512
5

11,5
28,2
59,7
0,6

Caregiver’s education Level
Primary
High school
Undergraduate
Else

235
285
321
17

27,4
33,2
37,4
2,0

Mother’s employment status
Employe
Housewife

322
536

37,5
62,5

Income per month
Below the national poverty threshold (<1500 tl)
Above the national poverty threshold (1500-4500 tl) 
Middle income (4500-10000 tl)
High income (>10000 tl)

39
398
373
48

4,6
46,4
43,5
5,6

Health problem
No
Yes 

783
75

91,3
8,7
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already begun watching TV by the age of 2.15 
Similarly, a Korean study found that most children 
begin to use TV and smartphone devices before 
the age of 2.2 In the current study, 25% of children 
were introduced to media devices between 
the ages of 12–24, with approximately 11% 

introduced before the age of 12 months.
The AAP recommends that parents start daily 

shared reading with their children in early infancy 
(as young as 6 months) and continue until school 
entry age to support children’s social-emotional, 
language, and early literacy skill development.16 

Table 2. Media use features and preferences of children related with screen media 

N = 858 %
Time spent on TV (minutes)

Not use 
≤30     
>30 - ≤120 
>120 - ≤180 
>180 

40
75
499
138
106

4,6
8,7
58,1
16,0
12,3

Time spent on computer (minutes)
Not use 
≤30       
>30 - ≤120    
>120 - ≤180      
>180 

368
133
284
40
33

42,8
15,5
33,1
4,6
3,8

Time spent on smartphone (minutes)
Not use 
≤30       
>30 - ≤120   
>120 - ≤180     
>180 

321
197
290
28
22

37,4
22,9
33,7
3,2
2,5

Media introducing age (months) 
0-6
6-12
12-24
 24-36
>36

27
67
213
228
323

3,2
7,8
24,8
26,6
37,6

Books introducing age (months)
0-6
6-12
12-24
24-36
>36

87
164
266
175
166

10,2
19,1
31

20,4
19,3

Most popular choice on TV
Cartoons
Advertisement
Music programm
TV series
Else

744
5
11
74
24

86,7
0,6
1,3
8,6
2,8

Most popular choice on PC/tablet
Games
Cartoons
Internet surfing
Music
Else

262
330
50
20
196

30,5
38,5
5,8
2,4
22,8

Most popular choice on smartphone
Games
Taking photos 
Music
Internet surfing
Else

410
111
37
83
217

47,8
12,9
4,3
9,7
25,3
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Table 3. Relationship between children’s time spent with TV, computer, smartphone, and other variables

Variables TV 
 N = 818

Computer
N = 490

Smartphone
N = 537

Time spent on 
(min)

p value Time spent on 
(min)

p value Time spent on 
(min)

p value

Gender
Male 120 (60-180)

0.005*

60 (30-120)
0.001*

60 (30-110)
0.151

Female 120 (60-150) 60 (30-105) 60 (30-60)

Media introducing age 
(months)

0-6 60 (60-97.5)

0.370

90 (30-170)

0.858

60 (40-90)

0.777

6-12 120 (60-180) 60 (60-120) 60 (30-60)

12-24 120 (60-180) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-60)

24-36 120 (60-150) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-90)

>36 120 (60-150) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-90)

Age of start reading books 
(months)

0-6  85 (60-120)a

0.011**

60 (30-75)a

0.009**

30(20-60)a

0.002**

6-12 120 (60-180) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-60)
12-24 120 (60-150) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-60)
24-36 120 (60-180) 60 (60-120) 60 (30-120)
>36 120 (60-180)b 60 (60-120)b 60 (30-120)b

Mothers’ education level
Primary 120 (60-180)a

0.012**

60 (37.5-150)
0.007**

60 (30-120)a

<0.01**High school 120 (60-180) 60 (55-120)a 60 (30-120)
Undergraduate 120 (60-150)b 60 (30-120)b 60 (30-60)b

Mothers’employment status
Employe 90 (60-120)

0.001*
60 (30-97.5)

0.012*
60 (30-60)

0.195
Housewife 120 (60-180) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-70)

Fathers’education level
Primary 120 (60-180)a

0.049**

75(60-120)a

0.032**

60 (50-120)a

0.04**High school 120 (60-180) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-120)
Undergraduate 120 (60-150)b 60 (30-120)b 60 (30-60)b

Caregivers’ education level
Primary 120 (60-180)a

0.017**

60 (30-120)
0.077

60 (30-120)a

0.003**High school 120 (60-150) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-90)
Undergraduate 120 (60-130)b 60 (30-120) 60 (30-60)b

Monthly household income
Below the national poverty 
threshold

60 (60-120)

0.003**

60 (30-160)

0.07

60 (30-120)

0.001**
Above the national poverty 
threshold

120 (60-180)a 60 (60-120) 60 (30-120)a

Middle income 120 (60-150) 60 (30-120) 60 (30-60)b

High income  90 (60-120)b 60 (30-120) 40 (15-60)
Sleep problems 

No 120 (60-150)
0.097

90 (30-120)
0.245

60 (30-80)
0.259

Yes 120 (60-180) 90 (40-120) 60 (30-120)

Values are expressed as median (1st-3rd quartiles).
*Mann Whitney test, statistically significant P value < 0.05 ** Kruskal Wallis H test, statistically significant p value < 0.05.  
Different superscripts (a, b) in a same column indicate statistically significant difference among groups.
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This study has shown that children’s screen time 
significantly shorter who shared reading books 
in the early months. For this reason, shared 
reading with the children in early infancy may 
also associated with screen time and managing 
media habits. There were studies demonstrated 
that relationship between screen use and reading 
habits of children and parents.17,18 

In this study male children were found spend 
more time watching TV and computer. But a few 
studies have shown that media behaviors are 
similar by gender.19 

The results of the current study demonstrated 
that parents’ education levels related the time 
spent on media devices significantly. The duration 
of TV, computer and smartphone use was shorter 
in the children of mothers and fathers with higher 
education (undergraduate). This is in line with the 
findings of previous studies.6,8,20,21 Furthermore, 
the education levels of non-parental caregivers 
also influenced children’s media device behaviors. 
Consequently, high education level may affect 
parental awareness of their children’s media 
habits.

Previous studies have reported different 
results regarding the impact of family income 
on children’s media device use.9,22 One study 
found that both the duration of use and content 
of media devices differed based on a family’s 
income. Children from high-income families 
preferred educational programs, while children 
from low-income families preferred entertainment 
programs.23 Our study has shown that TV and 
smartphone use time shorter in the high-income 
group. 

Previous studies have demonstrated that 
parents’ media behaviors affect those of children.6 

Children in families with serious media addictions 
read less.6,24 According to the current study, 
children’s media device use time was correlated 
with the time spent by their parents on media 
devices, which is in line with the findings of other 
studies.11 Furthermore, previous studies have 
shown that as the time spent by parents’ on 
media devices increases, the time spent paying 
attention to their children decreases, which 
consequently impacts the number of parent-child 
interactions.10,11

It is well-known that prolonged media device 
use has harmful effects on young children, even 
educational programs.4,21 While these effects 
differ based on the time spent on media devices 
and the content consumed,21 content is known to 
have several harmful effects on children, as they 
can be impacted by rapidly changing features, 
such as music and animation.25 Excessive media 
use impacts children’s language skills, sleep 
behaviors, cognitive development, weight, and 
attention span.5 Media devices exposure times 
were found to be similar in the group with and 
without sleep problems in our study. In this 
study, families were asked whether their children 
had sleep problems and to explain the situation 
they defined as sleep problems. Most parents 
complained that their children were going to bed 
at late hours. However, this situation described 
as a sleep problem was based only on parental 
discourse and it was subjective. Due to the 
method used in our study, it cannot be said 
whether there is a clear relationship between 
screen time and sleep problems.

However, no correlation was found between 
BMI and media device use, which was consistent 
with the results of an earlier review.20 This may 

Table 4. Relationship between children’s time spent with TV, computer, smartphone, and other variables 

Variables Time spent on TV Time spent on 
computer

Time spent on 
smartphone

Parent’s time spent on TV r = 0.354
p <0.05

r = 0.074
p <0.05

r = 0.198
p <0.05

Parent’s time spent on internet r = 0.087
p <0.05

r = 0,141
p <0.05

r = 0.197
p <0.05

Mother age r = 0.038
 p >0.05

r = 0.006
p >0.05

r = 0.040
p >0.05

Father age r = -0.005
p >0.05

r = 0.077
p <0.05

r = 0.089
p <0.05

Body mass index (BMI) r = -0.087
p = 0.044

r = 0.024
p >0.05

r = -0.005
p >0.05
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be due to the more physically active nature of 
preschool-age children. 

Chi ldren ’s  media  behav iors  were not 
associated with their mothers’ age; however, 
as the age of their father increased, children’s 
screen time increased, particularly on computers 
and smartphones. Therefore, while mothers’ 
awareness of  media dev ice use may be 
independent of age, younger fathers may be more 
aware of this use.

There were some limitations in this study. 
One of the limitations is that the questionnaire 
used for data collection is unvalidated. While 
there are questionnaires available for evaluating 
media use among older children, they were 
not suitable for the age range assessed in the 
current study. Other limitation is the data were 
obtained through a survey file; it can be affected 
by the remembering factor of parents. However, 
due to the importance of studying media use 
among children aged 36–72 months and the wide 
socioeconomic distribution of families included 
in the study, the study sample is considered a 
good indicator of the wider population. Future 
studies should look to develop an age-appropriate 
scale to evaluate media use in this age range or 
conduct a longitudinal survey to follow changes in 
the media device behaviors of children.

In conclusion, it was observed that parental 
education levels, caregiver education levels, the 
age of starting to read books and parental TV/
internet usage times were associated with screen 
media times of children. Children with parents 
and caregivers with higher levels of education 
and children with an early reading age spent less 
time on TV, computer and phone. In addition, as 
parents’ TV and internet usage time increased, 
children’s screen media usage time increased as 
well. As a result, raising the awareness of parents/
caregivers about media attitudes and introduce 
children to reading at an early age is important 
for children to acquire the healthy media habits. n
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