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Abstract

This is a study of screen use by young children during the first COVID-19
lockdown in Israel. Screen use can hinder optimal development among young
children. Three questions are asked: How is screen use by children related
to parents’ psychological stress? Was screen use by young children during
the lockdown more common in the lower socioeconomic strata, and how did
parents’ psychological stress during this time relate to their socioeconomic
characteristics? These questions are examined using data collected through an
internet survey of parents to young children conducted in Israel during the first
COVID lockdown. Results show that screen use by young children increases as
their parents’ stress levels increase, and that both children’s screen use and
parental stress were more common in the lower socioeconomic strata.
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There is pervasive agreement in the research and policy literature that screen
use can hinder optimal development, particularly among the youngest children.
During the COVID-19 lockdown in Israel, educational institutions and much
of Israel’s economic activity were suspended, with families confined to their
homes for days (and weeks) on end. Under the pressure-cooker atmosphere
that developed in homes, many parents were tempted to park the kids in front
of TV sets or other types of screens. We studied the scope of screen use by
children from different socioeconomic backgrounds during this time. Our main
finding is that children whose parents expressed high levels of psychological
stress spent more time, on average, using screen-based devices. In addition,
and expectedly, we found that psychological stress is more prevalent in the
lower socioeconomic strata and among the Arab minority in Israel.

Both practitioners and researchers are concerned about the harmful effect of
screen time on young children’s physical health, sleep, cognitive and emotional
development, and behavior (Madigan et al., 2019, 2020; Tomopoulos et al.,
2010; Wen et al., 2014; Zimmerman & Christakis, 2005). Thus, it is no surprise
that health authorities across countries generally recommend avoiding screen
usage until the age of 18-24 months and limiting it to one hour per day until
the age of five (Hill et al., 2016; IMA, 2014; Ponti et al., 2017; WHO, 2019).

Several parental characteristics correlate with consumption of screen
time among children. Among them, children from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds tend to engage in greater amounts of screen time than children
from higher socioeconomic groups (McArthur et al., 2020; Wijtzes et al., 2012;
Yang-Huang et al., 2017). In addition, parents from lower socioeconomic strata
tend to experience more stress due to economic concerns (Kalil & Ryan, 2020;
Leinonen et al., 2003; Puff & Renk, 2014), which challenges their ability to
engage with their children, which, in turn, is associated with lower parental
restrictions (Conger et al., 1994; Kalil & Ryan, 2020; Mistry et al., 2002),
including screen use restrictions.

Parents” psychological stress and children’s screen time are extremely
relevant within the context of the COVID-19 outbreak. The pandemic
introduced many challenges to family life, in Israel and elsewhere. During
much of the pandemic, schools were closed, children were deprived of
social interactions with schoolmates and teachers, and, for infants, toddlers,
and pre-school children, many parents became their sole caregivers. Some
parents tried to juggle full-time child care with work while others lost jobs or
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experienced pay cuts and faced debilitating economic concerns and stress just
at the time when their young children needed them the most. Under these
circumstances, screens provide parents with an easy solution to the conflict
between the requirements of child care on the one hand, and the demands of
work and stress on the other (AAP, 2020). This study explores the association
between young children’s screen use during the first COVID lockdown in Israel,
the socio-demographic characteristics of their parents, and their parents’
psychological stress.

The impact of screen use on children has been researched extensively by
scholars across disciplines, including pediatrics, psychology, and sociology.
Studies indicate that screen use can be harmful to children, especially very
young ones. Increased screen time is positively related to obesity (Suglia et al.,
2013; Taveras et al., 2013; Wen et al., 2014), poor sleep patterns (Hill et al.,
2016; Ponti et al., 2017), and behavioral and emotional problems (Christakis
et al., 2018; McArthur et al., 2020; Pagani et al., 2016; Radesky et al., 2014).
In addition, there is a negative relationship between early screen use and
cognitive development (Hu et al., 2020; Madigan et al., 2019, 2020; McArthur
etal., 2020; Richert et al., 2010; Tomopoulos et al., 2010). Higher screen-based
media use by preschool children has been found to be correlated with lower
microstructural integrity of brain white matter tracts that facilitate language
and early literacy skills (Hutton et al., 2020).

These findings, as well as the fact that screen time patterns established at
early ages often form habits for the years to follow (McArthur et al., 2020), led
to the strict recommendations of health authorities, noted above (Hill et al.,
2016; IMA, 2014; Pontietal., 2017; WHO, 2019). Thus, studying environmental
factors that relate to screen time among preschoolers is of high importance.

The sociological literature shows that there are major differences among
families with different socio-economic characteristics in parenting styles,
including the interaction between parents and children, parent’s engagement
with their children and how children spend their time. Well-off parents tend
to engage in “concerted cultivation,” an involved, hands-on approach that
relies on engagement with, and monitoring and arranging activities for their
children; lower-class parents tend towards “natural growth,” an assumption
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that their children’s skills and talents will develop on their own (Lareau, 2011).
Parents in higher socioeconomic households spend more time in general in
childcare even though they also spend more time engaged in work outside of
the home (Guryan et al., 2008; Kalil et al., 2012). Such gaps between higher
and lower income families exist also with regard to such parenting activities as
reading stories, teaching letters and numbers, and attending cultural activities
(Kalil et al., 2016).

Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, whether from low-income
families or those with mothers with lower levels of education, tend to spend
more time watching or playing with screens than children from better-off
backgrounds and these differences tend to persist throughout childhood (Hish
et al.,, 2020; McArthur et al., 2020; Wijtzes et al., 2012; Yang-Huang et al.,
2017). Some underlying factors for this trend may be that highly educated
parents use screens for fewer hours in front of their children, report a lower
threshold for the appropriate amount of daily screen time for their children,
and place greater importance on limiting children’s screen time compared to
their less educated counterparts (Maattd et al., 2017). It has been suggested
that higher socioeconomic background relates positively not only to lower
screen time but also to other factors of screen use, such as the likelihood of
watching more educational content and co-viewing with parents who can
explain and mediate content (Ribner et al., 2017).

A number of studies have shown a positive correlation between economic
strain and stress, depression and anxiety among parents, with the latter
serving as mediators in the relationship between economic challenges
and less involved parenting (Leinonen et al., 2003; Puff & Renk, 2014). The
Family Stress Model argues that family economic hardship increases parent’s
psychological distress, which is likely to lead to changes in parenting practices
that may negatively affect their children (Conger et al., 1994, 2010; Scaramella
et al., 2008). Low income and economic concerns are also associated with
lower parental self-efficacy in discipline (Mistry et al., 2002).

Parents who feel poorly equipped to cope or who feel that they lack the
resources to meet the needs of their children adequately are said to experience
parenting stress (Crnic et al., 2005). Puff and Reck found among middle-class
parents, that economic stress is associated with parenting stress, which
mediates the relationship between negative economic events and children’s



The Relationship Between Parental Stress and Young Children’s Screen Time During COVID-19

behavioral problems. Parenting stress is also associated with parents’ lower
ability to set limits for their children (Puff & Renk, 2014).

Stress may also challenge parent’s ability to engage with their children in an
intellectually stimulating manner. While lower-income parents are both aware
of the importance of nurturing activities such as reading to their children, and
would like to engage in such activities, they are less likely to do so due to “toxic”
stress, which increases depression and anxiety and challenges their ability to
focus on longer-term rewards and engage with their children in purposeful,
involved parenting (Kalil & Ryan, 2020).

Several studies addressed the connection between parental emotional
state and screen use among young children specifically. A 2003 study of 295
preschool children showed that children of mothers with clinically significant
depression symptoms were more likely to watch more than 3 hours of
television per day (Burdette et al., 2003). This relationship between maternal
depression and children’s screen time has also been demonstrated in other
studies (Madigan et al., 2019). Furthermore, in a study of 146 children from
low-income families attending Head Start preschool centers in the US, fewer
pressures experienced by parents was associated with greater screen-time
restrictions, and in turn, less TV watching by their children (Lampard et al.,
2013).

The COVID outbreak has challenged family life in a variety of ways. Following
the outbreak of the pandemic, schools were closed for long periods, social
interactions were restricted, and parents became sole caregivers for toddlers
and preschool children. At the same time, when their young children needed
them the most, some parents had lost their jobs or experienced pay cuts and
faced debilitating economic concerns, while others attempted to juggle full-
time child care with work. Under these circumstances, screens provide parents
with an immediate solution to keep their young children occupied.

The crisis has affected many families’ income as well as the level of their
economic concerns. In Israel, unemployment rates (including temporary leave
of absence) during the pandemic exceeded 30% (Zontag et al., 2020) and the
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number of business that closed increased by 50% relative to 2019.! Economic
hardships did not spare families with children: a recent survey of Israeli parents
of children ages 18 or younger indicates that over 70% experienced some
economic decline since the pandemic began, and about a third reported a
severe or very severe decline (Man, 2020). Another survey of Israeli parents of
young children points to a similar result — more than 70% of families reported
some income loss during the pandemic (Ben-David, 2021).

Usually, children’s participation rates in early childhood education and care
(ECEC) are very high in Israel (Vaknin, 2020), as is the involvement of extended
families, in particular grandparents, in child care. Thus, the situation in which
most young children spent 24/7 exclusively with their parents is extremely
unusual in this country. In this respect too, the COVID lockdown was very
disruptive to the lives of many Israeli families.

Screen use guidelines were discussed frequently during the pandemic, as
lockdowns and social distancing curtail access to other forms of entertainment,
socializing, and activities with children, such as museums, Gymborees,
playdates, after-school sports, and activities. The American Academy of
Pediatrics has specifically commented that limits on screen time should be
more flexible during the pandemic and recommended that parents focus on
ensuring content quality and adult co-viewing, while also assuring sufficient
non-screen time activities that provide for physical activity, creativity, and
communication (AAP, 2020). Vanderloo et al. proposed a “harm reduction”
approach to screen time during the pandemic, including parental modeling
of appropriate use of screens, co-viewing and educational content, as well as
screen-free family time (Vanderloo et al., 2020).

In summary, the literature suggests that parents’ stress levels affect their
parenting behavior, including their ability to set limits on their children’s
behaviors — among these, screen use, which, in excess, is said to hinder
cognitive and emotional development at young ages. Parental stress levels, in
turn, are affected by economic concerns, which have likely been elevated due
to the economic crisis that has accompanied the COVID pandemic, and the
income loss experienced by many families. In addition, there are differences in
children’s screen use that are related to children’s socioeconomic backgrounds.

1 See lsrael Economic Snapshot — Summary of 2020 and Forecast for 2021 on the Dun &
Bradstreet website.
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Due to the expected increase in children’s screen time and the elevated stress
levels of parents during lockdown, it is important to study the association
between these variables under these extreme circumstances, and to identify
socioeconomic differences.

Thus, this study addresses three main questions: Does parental psychological
stress correlate with young children’s screen use? Does socioeconomic
background correlate with young children’s screen use during the lockdown?
Finally, how do parental stress levels differ by their families’ socioeconomic
background?

The first lockdown of 2020 was announced in Israel on March 14", and it lasted
until mid-May. We fielded an internet survey beginning on April 5th for about
a week. The questionnaires were distributed through an intentionally diverse
set of “seeds,” including parents’ WhatsApp groups in multiple communities
and cities across the country, Facebook groups for parents, and through
organizations active in the early childhood arena. The questionnaire was
intended for parents who have children ages one to six. Respondents were
asked to complete the questionnaire regarding their youngest child in that age
range. The questionnaire covered several topics regarding the lives and daily
routines of young children and their parents during the lockdown, including
the scope of screen use, other time-use activities of parents and children, as
well as parents’ socio-demographic characteristics, their employment status,
and psychological stress levels.

Of 1,300 questionnaires that were returned by respondents, 1,098 included
information on all the variables in the analysis. The sample is not representative
of the Israeli population of parents of young children. Arabs comprise 38% of
the sample, almost double their share in the Israeli population, and parents
with college/university education comprise 77% of the sample as compared
with about 50% of comparable age groups in the population (CBS, 2020). To
attenuate the effects of these two sources of sampling bias, we employed
weights that were computed as the ratio of sample moments (percent
Arab and non-Arabs with or without college/university education) to the
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comparable moments that we computed for mothers of young children in the
Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) Labor Force Survey data.? Specifically,
the weight for respondent / was computed as follows:

W i(s,a)=Plfs(s,a)/Pd(s,a)

Where, Pd(s,a) is the proportion of mothers in our data who are Arab or Jews
and with higher education or less, and Plfs(s,a) is the parallel proportion of
mothers in the Labor Force Survey. We present both weighted and unweighted
results.

The dependent variable in this study is screen use by children. Parents were
asked to report, on a four-point scale (where 1 = not at all and 4 = a large
part of the day), to what extent (1) watching television and (2) playing on a
computer/tablet/smartphone made up part of their youngest child’s daily
routine during the first lockdown. The answers were summed and standardized
to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 (hereinafter: “ZScreens”). Thus,
those with a negative value use screens less than average, while positive
values indicate above average use. In addition, we define two variables that
measure the amount of TV watching. The first is a dummy variable indicating if
the child watches any TV. This variable is coded 1 for children whose scores on
guestionnaire item 1 equal 2, 3, or 4. The other variable is a dummy variable
coded 1 for children who watch TV a large part of the day (item 1=4).

The main independent variable is parent’s psychological stress measured as
the sum of four items in which respondents were asked to report, on a scale of
1to 5, to what extent they felt lonely, depressed, and anxious, and the extent
to which their sleep was restless during the lockdown (cronbach alpha=0.82).

Parents were also asked to rank their family’s pre-COVID income on a 5-point
scale relative to their perception of the average income, and we created a
dummy variable that indicates that the respondent believed that their family’s
pre-COVID income was low relative to the general population. “Parents’
education” is a dummy variable coded 1 if either of the child’s parents has a
college or university degree. “Ethnicity” is a dummy variable coded 1 for Arabs.

2 The comparison was done with data from the 2017 survey.
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Respondents were identified as Arab if they chose to answer the questionnaire
in Arabic (rather than in Hebrew), and they reported that they are not Jewish.

Three control variables are included in the multivariate analyses: “N of
children” measures the respondent’s number of children; “child’s age” is the
age of the child in question measured in years, and “income loss” is a dummy
variable in which 1 indicates that the respondent reported losing some or all
of their, or their spouse’s, income during the lockdown.

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations of the variables in both
weighted and unweighted form. As expected, there are substantial differences
between the weighted and unweighted samples in the share of Arab and
parents with higher education (because the weights were computed for four
cells defined by ethnicity [Arab/Jewish] and parents’ education) but there
are only minor differences between the samples in the means and standard
deviations of all other variables. A striking finding that appears in the table is
the large share of respondents who reported income loss during the pandemic
(about two-thirds of the sample).

As noted, health practitioners’ recommendation for limited screen use
depend on the age of the child (Hill et al., 2016; IMA, 2014; Ponti et al., 2017;
WHO, 2019). For children up to age two, avoiding any screen exposure is
generally recommended, and for older children, screen time is to be limited.
Figure 1 presents the age distribution of the children in the current sample.
Both weighted and unweighted distributions are shown. As seen, about 10%
of the children had not yet reached age two and an additional quarter of
the children are under three years of age. Figure 2 shows average screenuse
behaviour by age. The differences between the weighted and unweighted
means of ZScreens are to be expected given that the weights are greater for
uneducated parents, whose children tend to watch and play with screens
more often according to previous findings and who were underrepresented
in the sample. As seen, screen use rises with the child’s age. Unfortunately,
our measure of screen use is relative, enabling comparisons between age
groups in screen use but does not measure actual screen time. Therefore, we
cannot gauge the extent to which parents comply with the recommendations
of health practitioners.
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations of variables, weighted and
unweighted samples

Variables Values Mean Standard Mean Standard

deviation devi

Unweighted sample | Weighted sample

(N =1,098) : (N =1,095)

Zscreens Range:-1.57 to 2.69 0.02 1.00 0.16 1.10
Watches any TV 1=Yes 0.83 0.37 0.82 0.39
Watches TV a large part 1 =VYes 0.07 0.25 0.10 0.30
of the day
Arab 1=Yes 0.38 0.49 0.21 0.40
Child’s age In years. Range: 1to 6 3.23 1.36 3.25 1.39
No. of children Range: 1to 10 2.62 1.41 2.61 1.43
Parents” education 1 = Higher education 0.77 0.42 0.59 0.49
Pre-COVID low income  Self assessment. 0.14 0.35 0.16 0.37

1 = Lower than average
Income loss 1 = Either respondent 0.66 0.47 0.68 0.47

or their partner lost

income
Parents’ psychological ~ Range:1to5 2.61 1.07 2.52 1.09
stress

Figure 1. Frequency distribution of child’s age (weighted and

unweighted samples)
Unweighted M Weighted

1 2 3 4 5

Age

Source: Navon et al., Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center
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Figure 2. Means of screen use by child’s age (weighted and
unweighted samples)

Zscreens Mean (unweighted) B Mean (weighted)
R L L L L L ST ELE

Source: Navon et al., Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center

Screen use, socioeconomic background, and parents’
psychological stress

Figure 3 shows that screen use is correlated with parent’s psychological stress.
The correlation is positive and significant, although not very strong (r=0.179;
p<0.01). This means that, on average, screen use was more prevalent in the
schedule of children whose parents report higher levels of stress.

Multiple regressions for the weighted and unweighted samples of child’s
screen use are shown in Table 2. The most important result in the two
columns for our purpose is the positive and significant coefficient estimates
for psychological stress. One could interpret this result to reflect a negative
effect of stress on parents’ emotional availability to set limits on the child’s
behavior, as suggested by the literature (Puff & Renk, 2014). Another result,
which is in line with former findings, is the negative correlation between
parents’ education and screen use. It is interesting to note that, conditional
on the other variables in the model, Arab parents reported lower screen
use by their child than their Jewish counterparts during the lockdown.?

3 This result may be due to a variety of factors including the larger Arab households
which may help keep children busy in activities other than using screens, or the lower
availability of screens in Arab households. In unreported analyses we estimated
separate regressions for Arabs and Jews and found no substantial differences in the
coefficients of parent’s stress or education, though the latter is weaker among Arabs.
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As seen in Figure 2, Table 2 also shows that even when other factors are taken
into account screen use is positively related to age.*

(weighted sample)

Screen use
s

1.00 1.25 1.50 1.75 2.00 2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 3.25 3.50 3.75 4.00 4.25 4.50 4.75 5.00
Parent's psychological stress

Source: Navon et al.,, Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center

4 This result did not change when, in an unreported analysis, we defined the child’s
age as a set of dummy variables rather than as a continuous variable. In addition, we
estimated the regressions separately for age groups 1-2, 3—-4 and 5-6 (see Appendix
Table 1) and found that each year of age correlates significantly with a higher screen
use measure. The results show a negative coefficient for parents’ education, and a
positive one for parent’s psychological stress, except for the 5-6 age-group.
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Table 2. OLS results for screen use

Variables Unweighted sample Weighted sample
(1) (2)
Child’s age 0.271%** 0.342***
(0.021) (0.032)
Parents’ psychological stress 0.132%** 0.162***
(0.026) (0.0430)
Income loss -0.024 0.031
(0.059) (0.082)
Parents” education -0.249%** -0.355%**
(0.074) (0.114)
Arab -0.166** -0.315%**
(0.065) (0.102)
Low income -0.064 -0.073
(0.082) (0.129)
No. of children 0.005 -0.044
(0.021) (0.034)
Constant -0.937*** -0.984%**
(0.139) (0.195)
No. of observations 1,098 1,095
R? 0.167 0.256

Significance levels: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
Source: Navon et al.,, Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center

Passive screen time

The analysis in the previous section of the paper focused on ZScreens, which
is a combination of two questionnaire items that differ by screen type. The
research literature attributed the greatest harm for child development to
passive screen use (Hu et al., 2020), which is closely represented by television
watching (questionnaire item 1). We now ask if this form of screen use alone
is correlated any differently with the independent variables. As noted above,
we defined two forms of TV watching, depending on the child’s age: “any TV
watching” for children aged 1-2, and “TV watching a large part of the day” for
those 3 years and older. These dependent variables are intended to represent
the most harmful screen behaviors.

Table 3 presents logit regressions of the two TV watching behavior measures.
The association between TV watching and parents’ education and their stress
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level are similar in direction to those reported in the previous table: higher
education is associated with lower log odds ratios of watching any TV at age
1-2 and of spending a large part of the day in front of the TV for ages 3 to 6.
Also consistent with results shown in Table 2, parent’s stress level is associated
with higher log odds of TV watching. Noteworthy is an inexplicable difference
between Arabs and Jews in TV watching: while Arab children aged 1-2 are
more likely than their Jewish counterparts to watch TV, Arab children ages 3 to
6 are less likely to do so for large parts of the day.”

Table 3. Logit results for television viewing

Any TV TV watching for Any TV TV watching for
watching a large part of watching a large part of
the day the day
Unweighted Weighted
Ages 1-2 Ages 3-6 Ages 1-2 Ages 3-6
Child’s age 1.276*** 0.199 1.082%** 0.471**
(0.274) (0.138) (0.388) (0.206)
Parents’ pscyhological 0.377*** 0.458*** 0.269 0.595***
stress
(0.134) (0.124) (0.175) (0.175)
Income loss -0.121 0.0937 -0.506 0.155
(0.263) (0.289) (0.340) (0.403)
Parents’ education -1.101%** -1.135%** -0.768 -0.933**
(0.427) (0.347) (0.468) (0.411)
Arab 1.165%** -1.987*** 1.555%** -1.928%**
(0.339) (0.402) (0.463) (0.475)
Low income -0.626 0.0655 -0.807 -0.0641
(0.382) (0.381) (0.551) (0.541)
No. of children -0.121 0.0642 -0.306** 0.0492
(0.108) (0.101) (0.136) (0.126)
Constant -1.233%* -3.229%** -0.117 -4.900%**
(0.711) (0.862) (0.883) (1.072)
No. of observations 368 730 368 727

Significance levels: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
Source: Navon et al.,, Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,

Taub Center

5 The weighted and unweighted analyses yield generally similar results except for four
coefficients (of 28) that are significant in one but not the other, although these are
similar in direction.
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Parents’ socioeconomic background and
emotional distress

The findings presented in Tables 2 and 3 show that during the lockdown,
potentially harmful screen use was more prevalent among families where
the parents had lower education levels and increased with parent’s stress
level. In the following table (Table 4) we show further that Arab parents and
parents whose income is lower than average are more likely to suffer from
psychological stress than those from stronger socioeconomic groups.

Table 4. OLS regressions of parents’ psychological stress

Unweighted sample Weighted sample

Income loss 0.077 -0.004
(0.067) (0.104)
Parents” education -0.103 -0.046
(0.085) (0.130)
Arab 0.367*** 0.512%**
(0.073) (0.111)
Low income 0.241** 0.257*
(0.094) (0.151)
No. of children -0.024 -0.054
(0.024) (0.038)
Constant 2.521%** 2.539%**
(0.120) (0.189)
No. of observations 1,098 1,095
R2 0.045 0.045

Significance levels: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
Source: Navon et al.,, Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center
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The main objective of this research was to study screen use by young children
during the first COVID-19 lockdown in Israel. There is pervasive agreement
in the research and policy literature that screen use can hinder optimal
development among young children. During the lockdown, educational
institutions and much economic activity were suspended, and, thus, children
and many parents were confined to their homes for days on end. Under the
pressure-cooker atmosphere that emerged in homes, many parents were
tempted to park the kids in front of TV sets or other screens. We studied the
scope of screen use by young children, aged 1 to 6, and its relationship with
their parents’ psychological stress, which may have risen during the lockdown.
In addition, we explored socioeconomic differences in both screen use of
children and parents’ stress levels.

Our main finding was that children whose parents experienced higher
stress levels spent, on average, more time using screen-based devices. This
finding is in line with the few findings linking maternal depression with more
intensive screen use by their children (Burdette et al., 2003; Madigan et
al., 2019, 2020), and suggests that general distress, and not only clinically
significant depression symptomes, is correlated with children’s screen behavior.
In addition, and expectedly, we found that psychological stress of parents is
higher among Arabs and low-income families.

Another finding that is consistent with the evidence reported by previous
studies on parents’ socioeconomic background and their children’s screen
time is that children’s screen use is more prevalent in the lower socioeconomic
groups (Lareau, 2011; Maatta et al., 2017; Wijtzes et al., 2012). Notably, we
found socioeconomic differences in the likelihood of television watching by
young toddlers (ages 1-2). This finding is important because any screen-time
at these ages is generally viewed as harmful (IMA, 2014; Ponti et al., 2017;
WHO, 2019). We also find socioeconomic differences in intensive (most of the
day) TV watching by children ages 3-6, which is also said to have detrimental
consequences for child development (Foster & Watkins, 2010; McArthur et
al., 2020).

Given that screen use is harmful to children’s well-being and development,
particularly in early childhood, the findings reported in this paper illustrate a
mechanism through which the COVID pandemic, the ensuing economic crisis
and the suspension of education and childcare facilities, may have hindered
young children’s development, as well as contributed to socioeconomic
inequality.
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The study is not without its limitations. One is that we do not have baseline
(pre-COVID) measures of stress for these specific individuals. We therefore
implicitly assume that COVID-era restrictions heightened the stress of
individuals in our sample in the same way that they did in the population as a
whole.

Another drawback of the study is that respondents were not identified
through formal probability sampling, but rather through an internet sample
fielded across a purposely diverse set of networks. As a result, they over-
represent Arabs and respondents with higher education. We attempted
to correct for these sampling biases by weighting the cases in our sample.
Admittedly, this is a partial and incomplete solution, but given the constraints
of the lockdown, this was the only way we could quickly collect such data.

Despite these limitations, the main finding that parents’ emotional state is
related to their children’s screen use is consistent throughout all our analyses
and suggests more generalizable conclusions. Clearly, emotional stress is
experienced by parents under normal conditions, even though it is reasonable
to assume that it increased during the COVID crisis. Thus, our finding may be
valid more generally: stress hinders parent’s emotional availability, and the lack
of availability contributes to greater screen use among their children, which
in turn may harm child development. Future research on child development,
parenting, and educational stratification, in times of crisis or normalcy, should
measure not only parents’ socioeconomic characteristics, but also their
emotional well-being.
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Unweighted Weighted

Ages 1-2 Ages3-4 Ages5-6 Ages 1-2  Ages3-4  Ages 5-6
Child’s age” 0.418***  0.171** 0.342** 0.278** 0.268** 0.415%*
(0.100) (0.084) (0.149) (0.139) (0.128) (0.204)

Parents’ psychological 0.147***  0.176*** 0.0221 0.151** 0.234***  0.015
stress

(0.045) (0.039) (0.058) (0.066) (0.070) (0.097)
Income loss 0.033 -0.133 0.011 0.028 0.004 -0.154
(0.096) (0.088) (0.135) (0.119) (0.126) (0.188)
Parents’ education -0.264** -0.200* -0.389%** -0.319* -0.248 -0.610**
(0.128) (0.113) (0.151) (0.182) (0.186) (0.237)
Arab 0.133 -0.231**  -0.503*** 0.078 -0.267* -0.999%**
(0.108) (0.097) (0.143) (0.159) (0.159) (0.189)
Low income -0.206 -0.114 0.257 -0.207 -0.124 0.231
(0.136) (0.121) (0.185) (0.214) (0.174) (0.274)
No. of children 0.033 -0.036 0.042 -0.040 -0.075* 0.084
(0.038) (0.030) (0.048) (0.047) (0.045) (0.082)
Constant -1.021*%**  0.048 0.691** -0.646***  -0.074 1.145%*
(0.211) (0.191) (0.296) (0.230) (0.308) (0.542)
No. of observations 368 504 226 368 502 225
R? 0.115 0.062 0.101 0.087 0.109 0.230

Note: # This is a dummy variable indicating that the child is older within the age range. For example, in
the 1-2 age category, the dummy variable is coded 1 for those who were 2 rather than 1.

Significance levels: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Source: Navon et al.,, Taub Center | Data: Parents’ Survey During the First COVID-19 Lockdown,
Taub Center



