
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

ISSN: 2692-5206, Impact Factor: 12,23
American Academic publishers, volume 05, issue 12,2025

Journal: https://www.academicpublishers.org/journals/index.php/ijai

page 1385

THE DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT AND CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Kazimova Leyla Taxirovna
Acting Associate Professor at the Department of Pedagogy and psychology,

Faculty of Pedagogy, Urgench State Pedagogical Institute

Abstract: The rapid expansion of digital technologies has fundamentally transformed the
landscape of childhood, creating unprecedented opportunities and challenges for emotional
development. This article examines the multifaceted relationship between digital environment
exposure and children’s emotional growth, exploring both beneficial and detrimental effects.
The findings suggest that while digital technologies offer valuable tools for emotional learning
and social connection, excessive or inappropriate use can impair emotional development,
reduce face-to-face interaction quality, and increase risks of anxiety and depression. This article
proposes an integrated framework for understanding digital influence on emotional
development and offers evidence-based recommendations for parents, educators, and
policymakers to optimize children’s digital experiences while safeguarding their emotional
wellbeing.
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INTRODUCTION. The 21st century has witnessed an unprecedented digital revolution that
has profoundly reshaped childhood experiences across the globe. Today’s children are growing
up in an environment saturated with smartphones, tablets, computers, gaming consoles, and an
ever-expanding array of digital platforms and applications. This pervasive digital presence has
transformed not only how children learn and play but also how they develop emotionally and
socially. Unlike previous generations who experienced technology as an occasional tool or
entertainment source, contemporary children are digital natives who encounter screens and
online interactions from infancy, making technology an integral component of their
developmental landscape.
Emotional development during childhood represents a critical foundation for lifelong mental
health, social functioning, and overall wellbeing. The early years are characterized by rapid
growth in emotional awareness, regulation capacities, empathy, and the ability to form
meaningful relationships. These competencies emerge through complex interactions between
biological maturation, cognitive development, and environmental experiences. Traditionally,
children’s emotional development has been shaped primarily through direct human
interactions—with parents, siblings, peers, and teachers—in physical environments such as
homes, playgrounds, and classrooms. However, the digital environment now constitutes a
significant, and often dominant, context for children’s daily experiences, raising important
questions about how this shift affects emotional growth trajectories.
LITERATURE REVIEW. Early research on children and digital media focused primarily on
television viewing and video game playing, examining effects on aggression, attention, and
academic performance. However, as technology evolved and children’s digital experiences
diversified, research attention expanded to encompass emotional and social-emotional
outcomes. Bavelier and colleagues have conducted extensive research on cognitive and
emotional processing in relation to digital media, particularly examining how video game play
influences attention, perception, and emotional regulation capacities [1]. Their work suggests

https://www.academicpublishers.org/journals/index.php/ijai


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

ISSN: 2692-5206, Impact Factor: 12,23
American Academic publishers, volume 05, issue 12,2025

Journal: https://www.academicpublishers.org/journals/index.php/ijai

page 1386

that certain types of interactive digital experiences may enhance specific cognitive skills while
potentially affecting emotional processing in complex ways.
The concept of screen time has dominated public health discourse about children and
technology. Christakis has been influential in raising concerns about excessive screen exposure
during critical developmental periods, particularly emphasizing potential impacts on attention
development, language acquisition, and emotional regulation [2]. His research suggests that the
quantity of screen exposure, particularly during early childhood, may have lasting implications
for developmental trajectories. This work has informed recommendations from pediatric
organizations worldwide regarding screen time limits for different age groups.
However, quantity-focused approaches have faced criticism for failing to account for the
heterogeneity of digital experiences. Granic and colleagues have challenged deficit-focused
perspectives on digital gaming, presenting evidence for potential benefits including emotional
resilience, mood management, and social connection [3]. Their research highlights how certain
video games can provide opportunities for emotional exploration, stress relief, and the
development of coping strategies. This more balanced perspective suggests that content type
and usage context matter as much as or more than simple duration measures.
The displacement hypothesis—the idea that time spent with digital media necessarily reduces
time available for developmentally beneficial activities—has been examined extensively.
Hinkley and collaborators have investigated how screen time relates to physical activity, sleep,
and face-to-face social interaction in young children [4]. Their findings indicate that high levels
of screen time often correlate with reduced engagement in activities known to support
emotional development, such as outdoor play, family meals, and direct peer interaction. This
displacement effect may represent an indirect but significant pathway through which digital
media influences emotional growth.
The quality of digital content has emerged as a crucial factor in determining developmental
outcomes. Linebarger has conducted important research on educational media and its effects on
children’s learning and social-emotional development [5]. Her work demonstrates that high-
quality educational programming designed with developmental principles in mind can support
emotional literacy, prosocial behavior, and self-regulation, particularly when accompanied by
adult co-viewing and discussion. This research underscores the importance of distinguishing
between different types of digital content rather than treating all screen time as equivalent.
Parental mediation of children’s digital experiences represents another critical factor
influencing outcomes. Livingstone has extensively studied children’s online experiences, digital
risks, and the role of parental involvement in shaping digital media’s impact [6]. Her research
across multiple countries reveals that active parental mediation—including co-viewing,
discussion of content, and guidance about online behavior—can significantly mitigate potential
negative effects while enhancing positive outcomes. However, she also documents a digital
divide in which socioeconomic factors influence both children’s digital access and parents’
capacity to provide effective mediation.
The relationship between digital media use and mental health outcomes has generated
considerable research and public concern. Przybylski and Weinstein have conducted large-scale
studies examining associations between screen time and adolescent wellbeing, employing
sophisticated statistical approaches to assess effect sizes [7]. Their findings suggest that the
relationship between digital technology use and mental health follows a Goldilocks pattern—
moderate use shows no negative effects, while very high levels show small but significant
associations with reduced wellbeing. They argue that moral panic about digital technology may
be disproportionate to actual effect sizes observed in empirical research.
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The specific impacts of social media on children’s emotional development have received
increasing attention as platform use has extended to younger age groups. Rideout has directed
comprehensive surveys documenting children’s and adolescents’ media use patterns and
examining correlations with social-emotional outcomes [8]. Her research reveals concerning
patterns of social media-related anxiety, fear of missing out, and negative social comparison,
particularly among girls. However, she also documents how social media can facilitate social
connection, identity exploration, and community belonging, highlighting the complex and
sometimes contradictory effects of these platforms.
Interactive and responsive technologies present different developmental considerations than
passive media consumption. Roseberry and colleagues have investigated how much children
learn from screen media compared to live interaction, examining factors that influence
educational effectiveness [9]. Their research demonstrates that young children learn less
effectively from screens than from equivalent human interaction—a phenomenon termed the
“video deficit effect.” However, they also identify conditions under which digital media can
support learning, such as when interactions are responsive, personalized, and socially engaging.
These findings have important implications for understanding how digital experiences might
support or hinder emotional learning.
The neurobiological impacts of digital media exposure during early development have begun to
receive research attention. Takeuchi and collaborators have used neuroimaging techniques to
examine associations between screen time and brain development in children [10]. Their work
reveals correlations between extended screen exposure and differences in brain structure and
function, particularly in regions associated with cognitive control and emotional regulation.
While these correlational findings cannot establish causation, they raise important questions
about potential neurobiological mechanisms linking digital experiences to emotional
developmental outcomes.
METHODS. This article employs a narrative review methodology to synthesize existing
research on the digital environment and children’s emotional development. The approach
integrates findings from diverse research traditions, including experimental studies, longitudinal
investigations, cross-sectional surveys, qualitative research, and neuroimaging studies. Unlike
systematic reviews that follow rigid inclusion protocols, this narrative approach allows for
comprehensive examination of complex, multifaceted phenomena where different research
methodologies provide complementary insights.
Particular attention was given to age-related differences in how digital experiences influence
emotional development. The review distinguishes between early childhood (ages 3-5), middle
childhood (ages 6-9), and late childhood/early adolescence (ages 10-12), recognizing that
developmental stage influences both digital engagement patterns and the impact of those
experiences. Younger children’s concrete thinking, limited emotional regulation capacities, and
heavy dependence on caregiver mediation create different considerations than the more
sophisticated cognitive abilities and increasing autonomy of older children.
RESULS AND DISCUSSION. The synthesis of empirical research reveals a nuanced and
multidimensional relationship between digital environments and children’s emotional
development. Rather than identifying simple causal pathways or uniform effects, the evidence
demonstrates that digital technology’s influence on emotional growth depends on complex
interactions among child characteristics, technology features, usage patterns, content quality,
social context, and developmental timing. The following sections explore major findings
organized thematically, integrating evidence across studies while acknowledging areas of
uncertainty and ongoing debate.
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Table 1
Key Findings on Digital Environments and Children’s Emotional Development

One of the most consistent findings across studies concerns associations between excessive
screen time and difficulties with emotional regulation in children. Multiple large-scale
investigations document correlations between high daily screen exposure and increased
emotional reactivity, difficulty managing frustration, reduced persistence on challenging tasks,
and problems transitioning away from screens. These associations appear most pronounced
when screen time exceeds three hours daily for preschool-aged children and five hours daily for
school-aged children, though individual variation is substantial.
Table 2
Key Findings on Digital Environments and Children’s Emotional Development
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Several mechanisms potentially explain these patterns. First, excessive screen time during early
childhood may interfere with the countless everyday interactions through which young children
develop foundational self-regulation capacities. When caregivers help children manage
emotional arousal—soothing distress, celebrating excitement appropriately, supporting
persistence through challenges—children internalize these regulatory processes. Screen time
that displaces such interactions may reduce opportunities for developing these critical skills.
Research by Christakis demonstrates that children with very high screen exposure in early years
show measurably reduced executive function and self-regulation at school entry compared to
peers with moderate exposure.
Second, the common practice of using screens as “electronic pacifiers” to manage children’s
distress may inadvertently prevent them from developing their own regulatory strategies. When
children consistently receive devices to distract them from uncomfortable emotions, they have
fewer opportunities to practice tolerating distress, employing coping strategies, or seeking
social support—all essential components of mature emotional regulation. This pattern may
create a dependency where children struggle to self-regulate without external digital stimulation.
Table 3
Key Findings on Digital Environments and Children’s Emotional Development
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Third, much digital content designed for children features rapid scene changes, intense
stimulation, and high arousal, potentially raising children’s baseline activation levels and
reducing their tolerance for less stimulating activities. Children accustomed to the intense
sensory input of fast-paced programming or action games may find everyday activities boring
by comparison, struggling with the self-regulation required for sustained attention to less
immediately rewarding tasks.
Sleep disruption represents another important pathway linking screen time to emotional
regulation difficulties. Research consistently documents that screen exposure, particularly in the
evening hours, interferes with sleep onset and quality through multiple mechanisms including
blue light suppression of melatonin, cognitive stimulation delaying mental quieting, and
displacement of calming bedtime routines. Given sleep’s foundational role in emotional
regulation, media-related sleep problems cascade into daytime emotional difficulties. Studies by
Takeuchi and colleagues using neuroimaging reveal that children with poor sleep show reduced
activity in prefrontal regions associated with emotional control, providing a neurobiological
explanation for these behavioral observations.
However, important qualifications temper these concerning findings. First, effect sizes in most
studies remain small to moderate, with screen time explaining only a fraction of variance in
emotional regulation outcomes. Many other factors—including parenting practices,
temperament, family stress, and peer relationships—show stronger associations with regulatory
capacities than media use alone. Second, the relationship may be bidirectional, with children
who have existing regulatory difficulties gravitating toward screens for stimulation or escape,
creating a reinforcing cycle rather than simple causation. Third, content type significantly
moderates effects, with educational programming showing minimal or even positive
associations while violent or overstimulating content shows the most concerning patterns.
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CONCLUSION. This comprehensive examination of digital environments and children's
emotional development reveals a complex landscape characterized by significant concerns
alongside genuine opportunities. The evidence compels several important conclusions while
acknowledging areas requiring further research and ongoing attention as technology continues
its rapid evolution. While effect sizes are generally small to moderate, the ubiquity of screen
exposure means that even modest effects have substantial population-level implications. High-
quality educational media intentionally designed to support emotional learning, featuring
appropriate pacing, relatable characters, explicit skill teaching, and invitation for active
engagement can benefit emotional literacy and prosocial behavior, particularly when parents or
educators mediate the experience through discussion and real-world application.
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