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Detrimental effects of exposure to television during childhood 

Television (TV), often referred to as the "Idiot Box", is a modern age entertainer. In the 

early days since its invention, TV was a rich source of information, news and entertainment. 

However, as time progressed, the quality of entertainment deteriorated. The current TV 

entertainment is believed to have serious negative consequences, particularly in children. In fact, 

the American Academy of Pediatrics suggests that TV exposure should be restricted to less than 

2 hours per day for children greater than or equal to 2 years and children less than 2 years should 

not be exposed to TV (Mistry, Minkovitz, Strobino, & Borzekowski, 2007). However, most 

children in America are exposed to TV more than 2 hours a day (Certain & Kahn, 2002). 

Exposure to TV during childhood has been associated with many harmful effects such as 

childhood obesity, attention problems, aggressive behavior, social problems and sleep disorder 

(Robinson, 1999; Thompson & Christakis, 2005; Zimmerman & Christakis, 2005).  

Although TV has serious negative outcomes in children, not all TV programming is bad. 

For example, educational programs may have positive outcome in children and exposure to 

educational programs early in development has been shown to significantly improve language 

and reading comprehension (Zimmerman & Christakis, 2005). Given the benefits and the 

damage of TV exposure, it is very important to have a proper balance of the amount and type of 

TV programming children are exposed to. This has given rise to a field of research that is 

dedicated to understand how TV impacts development. The purpose of this essay is to review 

past research and highlight the detrimental effects of TV in children.  In particular, this essay will 

emphasize on four behavioral outcomes: attention, obesity, and aggression. 
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Attention deficit (AD) is one of the most common problems encountered by school 

children. AD is complex disorder with both genetic and environmental risk factors. A recent 

addition to the list of environmental factors is the exposure to TV. In a recent study looking at 

the association between attention and TV exposure, Miller et. al. found significant association 

between TV exposure and inattentiveness as well as activity level after controlling for age, 

gender and socioeconomic status (Miller et al., 2007). This study is in agreement with other 

similar studies and suggests a correlation between TV exposure and AD.  

Childhood aggression is a common problem faced by parents, teacher and caregivers. It is 

also a predictor for adult violence and criminal behavior (Farrington, 1989). Among many 

factors that contribute to childhood aggression, TV exposure is ranked high. Current 

entertainment programming for all age groups has some form of violent content. In addition, 

children are also exposed to violent content when they are co-viewing TV with adults. Exposure 

to violent programs can result in aggressive behavior in children. Manganello and Taylor 

assessed the relationship between TV exposure and aggressive behavior in children and found 

significant correlation between TV exposure and aggression (Manganello & Taylor, 2009). They 

concluded that children over exposed to TV are at a high risk of developing aggressive behavior. 

Childhood obesity is a rapidly growing public health concern in the United States. Today 

TV is an integral part of young children who spend large amounts of time watching TV (Certain 

& Kahn, 2002). Thus, TV keeps children away from their regular physical activity which leads to 

weight gain. A study correlating TV exposure and weight status showed a significant relationship 

between TV time and weight gain (Saelens et al., 2002). In this longitudinal study, Saelens et. al. 

assessed children's TV time and home environment and found: increase in TV time with age; 

increase in the number of TV per house with age; presence of videocassette recorders with age; 
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and greater meal eating while watching TV. In addition, increasing TV exposure was related to 

higher weight. These results suggest that TV exposure is a risk factor for weight gain during 

childhood and may be a major contributor of childhood obesity. 

The above reviews undoubtedly imply that the TV exposure can have serious detrimental 

effects on children. During development, a child's brain is going through a number of experience 

dependent neurodevelopmental processes, such as synaptic pruning and dendritric arborization 

(Miller, et al., 2007). Increased exposure to TV during this phase of neurodevelopment may 

cause irreversible erroneous connections which may lead to behavioral problems like AD and 

aggression. In addition, TV time reduces physical activity in children leading to over eating and 

weight gain.  

  Based on the observations, it is imperative that restricted exposure to TV should be 

strictly implemented among children. The American Academy of Pediatric suggests a limit of 

less than 2 hours of TV time for children; however, studies have suggested that indirect exposure 

to TV i.e. co-viewing with adults can also have serious consequences. Thus it is necessary that, 

in addition to limiting TV time for children, the TV time for the entire household should also be 

regulated. In addition, parents should encourage and accompany children in outdoor activities 

and sports. The reduced exposure to TV will decrease food intake and the physical activity will 

keep a check on weight. In conclusion, reduced exposure to TV can help avoid serious health 

problems in children.      
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