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Webinar Learning Objectives

LO #1 The participant 

will be able to explain 

the impact of impulsive 

screen use on the 

parent-child 

relationship. 

LO #2 The participant will 

be able to apply specific 

prevention/treatment 

strategies to increase 

familial bonds in parent-

child dyads to reduce 

impulsive behaviors. 

LO #3 The participant will be 

able to describe the 

correlation between 

early/middle childhood 

screen use and the 

development of 

addiction/mental health in 

adolescence and adulthood. 
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Focus: Explore use of electronic device in children as it relates to “start-stop” or 

moderating behaviors, risk/protective factors in parent-child relationships related 

to process addiction, and potential strategies/treatments.

Interesting issues: most research looks at either internet gaming addiction, 

problems with child use of electronic devices, health disturbances (e.g. sleep and 

obesity), and signs of potential addiction/mental health. Few studies explore 

these topics together. 

Process disorders: When does impulsive behavior become “addictive”? How 

does impulsive behavior become “addictive”? 

Explore Electronic Device Use: Children, Adult 

and Potential Addiction Risk/Protective Factors



but… I LOVE MY ICE CREAM

What happens when we give an ice cream cone

to a child and then, mid-cone, take it away? For

children, eating an ice cream cone is a multi-

sensory experience. Many brain areas activate in 

anticipation and then, with excitement. The same 

occurs when using an electronic device. 



1. Smart phone ownership (U.S.) is 77% compared to 35% 

in 2011 (Pew Research, 2016).

2. 86% of adults/teens report constantly/often check email, 

social media accounts (APA, 2017). 

3. 94% of parents take at least one action to manage their 

child’s technology use during school year: no device at 

dinner table (32%), limit screen time before bedtime 

(32%).

4. 48% of those parents report that regulating children’s 

screen time is a “constant battle”.

5. 58% report “feeling that the child(ren) are attached to the 

devices obsessively.

6. 45% of parents report that they feel disconnected from 

family because of other members use.

7. 60% worry about potential influence of social media on 

child’s mental health.

Just How Much Do We “Use”?



1. Failure to regulate “start, stop” behavior or “initiate, inhibit” (fails to put electronic device 

away on first request)

2. Sleep disturbances due to activation of physiological adrenal excitement (fight or   

flight)

3. Hiding electronic device use even after experiencing a negative consequence 

4. Irritability during non-use times that vanishes when device is used

Common Maladaptive Behavior Patterns



Polling Question #1

How often do you work with parents, teens, 

and/or children who complain that it is difficult to 

stop using electronic devices?

a. 0%

b. 25%

c. 50%

d. 75%

e. More than 90%



Recommended: Screenagers by Delany Ruston (2016)-

documentary

Seeking behavior: the brain seeks novel stimulation that 

can lead to activating reward circuitry (similar to addiction 

to drugs/alcohol). The electronic devices provide a 

pathway to finding a rewarding activity. The brain rewards 

these outcomes with a flood of pleasurable 

neurotransmitters (e.g. dopamine).

Brain Function: Device Interaction



Studies suggest that a child’s ability to start and stop behaviors (e.g. initiate and inhibit) 

begins to develop between 18-30 months. This development is often studied in parent-child 

separation controlled settings. This the first period where effortful control correlates to 

internalization (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Eggum, 2010). 

Example: Children who feel bonded with their mothers will attempt to control their anxiety 

upon separation. Those who trust that mothers will return, are predicted to develop stronger 

internal controls. These internal controls (control over iniation and inhibition, emotional 

regulation) help prevent at-risk alcohol/drug use later (Heitzeg, Cope, Martz, & Hardee, 

2015).

Lack of Inhibitory Control: Addiction Predictors

If they do not bond with parents-

they might bond with their 

electronic devices!



Children Speak Out: Risk Factor- Isolation



Parenting Styles = Parent-Child Bonding



Uninvolved/Neglectful: parents’ interaction with child is opportunistic, infrequent 

and lacks strong bond (e.g. intentional or unintentional). This was added by 

Maccoby & Martin, 1983).

Permissive: few if an enforced rules/boundaries/expectations with deceptive 

bond between parent + child

Authoritarian: parents’ interactions are focused on controlling the behaviors (e.g

including future behaviors) of the child. Often children fear the controlling 

parent(s). The bond is built on fear of breaking rules or on challenge to break 

rules

Authoritative: parents’ interactions are focused on creating consistent structure 

using a two-way communication system- children develop strong inhibitory control

Baumrind’s Parenting Styles (1967): Bonds



4 Qualities of Parent-Child Bonds



Polling Question #2
Children raised in homes that use a _________ 

parenting style are at less risk for developing 

addictions (e.g. substance, process).

a. Permissive

b. Authoritative

c. Neglectful

d. Authoritarian



Bob is a 7-year old male who lives with his younger brothers (5 and 3 yrs.) and 

their mother. He uses his computer and tablet each school night to complete his 

school work. When he finishes, his mother allows him to watch TV and play 

games on his tablet.

Inhibition Control: Bedtime Scenario



Bob is a 7-year old male who lives with his younger brothers (5 and 3 yrs.) and 

their mother. He uses his computer and tablet each school night to complete his 

school work. When he finishes, he chooses one or two chores from his chore list. 

Inhibition Control: Bedtime Scenario



In the scenarios, the mother was likely 

tired each night. Her method of 

discipline relates to the type of bond 

that have developed between her and 

her son over time. When these battles 

seem overwhelming, the bonds are 

tested. If a child refuses to obey, it can 

be easy to become permissive or 

authoritarian. Parents forget that they 

control the access to devices. 

Parenting Style: Effects on Children



1. Change the argument: instead of reducing/removing electronic devices, add 

something better. 

2. Create a fair plan for usage: children-earn time, middle school- earn new 

devices + games, and teens- create goals for future.

3. Exercise choice: parents pay for devices and internet service. parents can 

unplug the internet at night, remove phone cards from phones, control access to 

computers and other devices. 

4. Counseling: CBT has been shown to be effective (as it has for substance and 

process addictions).

Preventive Parenting: Reduce Screen “Addiction”



Electronic Device Use: Addiction



Comparison of Risk and Protective Factors

Internet addiction was not included in DSM-5, but Internet Gaming Disorder was 

added for further study. There does not seem to be a genetic link to electronic 

addiction, but there is some for potential problems with inhibitory control (Carlisle, 

Carlisle, Polychronopoulos, Goodman-Scott, & Kirk-Jenkins, 2016).  However, 

severity of use index could be applied to uncontrolled use of devices (Dowling, 

2014). 

DSM-5: Internet Addiction Controversy



When exploring the severity of an addiction, we ask questions about:

-quality of home life

-ability to perform daily tasks

-quality of relationships

Children who cannot control use of electronic devices demonstrate difficulty 

controlling other activities (e.g. completing school work, reading). There is a 

reported erosion in the parent-child relationship that can translate into dysfunctional 

relationships with peers (when the relationship depends on access to electronic 

devices). 

Unlike past generations, children and teens develop peer relationships online rather 

than in person. 

Problem Behaviors: Home + School



Teens: hiding behaviors are necessary during 

adolescence. However, hiding can become 

unhealthy and be a sign of addiction. If teens are 

using the internet excessively, it is often the 

content of their use that is as problematic as the 

obsessive need to use (e.g. role-playing games, 

social media). This adds a layer of potential risk for 

addiction (Gervasi, Marca, Mannino, Lombardo,  

Iacolino, & Schimmenti, 2017).

Teens and Internet Secretive Behaviors



Parents are the strongest role models that children have. Their behaviors are 

imitated by their children when young. Parents can teach disciplined use of 

devices by:

-only using their devices away from their children 

-setting a half hour limit for family members and everyone stops together

-reinforcing effective use of inhibition behaviors in children

-creating a nonsense word that a child can use when he/she feels that the parent 

is too engaged in a device

Adult Role Models: Mobile Children



Polling Question #3
Do you think that there should be an Internet Use 

Disorder that can be applied to children/teens and 

adults?

a. Yes

b.  No

c.  Yes-but do not include children



1. Addiction (NIDA): a state in which an organism engages in a compulsive behavior 

where a behavior is reinforcing (rewarding or pleasurable) and there is a loss of 

control in limiting intake.

2. For some people, the brain reward circuit releases dopamine during activities that 

use an electronic device. For those, the use of the device can become compulsive.

3. There may be a link between lack of inhibitory control when using electronic devices 

and the development of other process or substance use disorders.

4. There is a link between parental bond and the development of inhibitory control. 

5. Protective factors include less focus on the device and more focus on other 

activities. 

6. Risk and protective factors defined for substance use disorders also apply to 

excessive electronic device engagement.
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