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Our everyday life is increasingly permeated by digital 

screen media (DSM) [1] which determine 

communication, relationships, and information 

transfer in all areas of life [2]. Children naturally grow 

up with DSM and this increasingly shapes the 

everyday life of babies and toddlers [3]. However, 

depending on the dosage, excessive use of DSM can lead to health problems and, in the long 

term, to physical damage [4]. A large number of studies suggests that this may be the case:  

 Physical impairments (overweight, diabetes, sleep) [5–8] 

 Performance deficits at school or university [9–16] 

 Conspicuous social and communication behavior and aggressiveness [17–24] 

 Computer game addiction [4, 25–28] 

 ADHD, loss of empathy, speech development delays, fine motor development delays 

[29] 

There is also evidence that DSM have a direct and indirect effect on parents, the child, their 

relationship and the world in which they live even before birth [30]. A connection between 

maternal use of mobile phones during pregnancy and an increased risk of behavioral problems, 

especially hyperactivity, in children has already been demonstrated [31]. 

A bibliographic analysis of publications from the last 15 years dealing with the use of DSM 

during pregnancy showed that there is still a great need for research [32]. Our first study of 40 

pregnant women concluded, that DSM are used extensively during pregnancy and thus 

represent a significant influence on both 

mother and child [33] .  

 

 

 

 



 

The MediaFasting Initiative 

Within the framework of an 

interdisciplinary expert 

conference with more than 50 

experts from medicine, 

education, economics, 

psychology, media sciences as 

well as therapists, and 

students of various 

disciplines, the topic of childhood in times of digitalization was discussed. The result was that 

action is urgently needed, so children can grow up healthy. The initiative "MedienFasten" 

(Media Fasting) was created, which can be found at www.mediafasting.org 

 

MediaFasting: A cooperation project with the Professional Association of Pediatricians and 

Adolescent Physicians Germany (BVKJ) 

In a pilot study [34] with an open, prospective, multi-center design, a 44-day media fasting 

intervention was researched using a pseudonymized survey with before and after evaluation. 

The aim of MediaFasting was to enable people to more consciously perceive, challenge and 

change their personal use of screen media, both within themselves and within their families.  

With the help of empirical findings, the use of DSM and its perceived effects should be 

presented to parents and their children, so that they could question and redesign their habits 

during the MediaFasting period. 1,284 families were approached in pediatric and family 

practices, schools and a children's hospital. 



 

 

Results 

The responses of 365 parents (82% female; 41±7 years) and 280 children (10.5 ± 3.1 years) 

were evaluated and 186 pre-/post-pairs were formed. During media fasting, parents and 

children actually significantly reduced their use of DSM: 

Parents 

 Smartphone/mobile phone from 1.99 ± 1.99 to 0.86 ± 0.63 hours/day  

= Diff. 1.09 ± 1.57 hours/day  



 

 Tablet/PC/laptop from 1.61 ± 1.32 to 0.77 ± 0.88 hours/day  

= Diff. 0.87 ± 0.71 hours/day  

Children 

 Smartphone/mobile phone from 1.57 ± 1.49 to 0.82 ± 1.15 hours/day  

= Diff. 0.79 ± 0.96 hours/day  

 Tablet/PC/Laptop from 1.01 ± 1.40 to 0.57 ± 1.32 hours/day  

= Diff. 0.48 ± 0.50 hours/day  

Parents were also willing to reduce DSM during meals or before breakfast and not to use a 

smartphone in the bedroom at night. In terms of alternatives to using DSM, "being outside" 

was preferred by adults and children alike. Among women in particular, there was a slight 

improvement in well-being as well as a sense of awe and gratitude.  

The results of the pilot project suggest that MediaFasting is able to reduce the use of DSM. 

There also seem to be special times and rituals in families, that are not yet affected by DSM, as 

well as uses and times of DSM that adults and children do not want to give up [34]. Further 

research on interventions to reduce the use of DSM is necessary,will be tested and investigated 

in future MediaFasting projects. 

 

Outlook and projects  

Beneath the scientific use through publications and public relations work on the topic of DSM, 

a number of other projects are planned in subgroups, such as in pregnancy, schools, 

kindergartens and universities. In addition, the development of a structured long-term ‘Media 

Care Program` is underway with the BVKJ and other partners.  

There is an increasing prevalence for diseases, 

where the quantity and quality of DSM plays a 

role in their genesis. The resulting direct and 

indirect costs and lifelong health 

consequences for individuals, their families, 

and the social security systems are huge. It can 

be expected, that interventions in this area 

will achieve positive clinical and economic 



 

effects in the long term. MediaFasting must become a cultural impulse. Desirable would be a 

future MediaFasting on prescription. 

 

Project websites: www.mediafasting.org (English) / www.medienfasten.org (German) 

Initiative Lifestyle: www.lebens-weise.org (German?) 

 

Contact 

Dr. med. Silke Schwarz     Prof. Dr. med. David Martin  

silke.schwarz@uni-wh.de    david.martin@uni-wh.de 

 

University of Witten/Herdecke 

Gerhard-Kienle-Lehrstuhl,  

Gerhard-Kienle-Weg 4 

58313 Herdecke  

  

http://www.mediafasting.org/
http://www.medienfasten.org/
http://www.lebens-weise.org/
mailto:silke.schwarz@uni-wh.de
mailto:david.martin@uni-wh.de


 

References 

1.  Grünewald, Stephan. (2006). Deutschland auf der Couch: eine Gesellschaft zwischen 

Stillstand und Leidenschaft. Campus Verlag. 

2.  Schaumburg, Heike. (2015). Chancen und Risiken digitaler Medien in der Schule. 

Bertelsmann Stiftung (Hg.): Individuell fördern mit digitalen Medien. Chancen, Risiken, 

Erfolgsfaktoren. Bielefeld: Bertelsmann Stiftung. 

3.  Sandner, B. (2017). Einfluss Digitaler Medien auf die Gesundheit Kinder und 

Jugendlicher. In: Pädiatrische Allergologie, (4), 29–32. 

4.  Spitzer, M. (2005). Vorsicht Bildschirm. Elektronische Medien, Gehirnentwicklung, 

Gesundheit und Gesellschaft, 2. 

5.  Johnson, J. G., Cohen, P., Kasen, S., First, M. B., & Brook, J. S. (2004). Association 

Between Television Viewing and Sleep Problems During Adolescence and Early 

Adulthood. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 158(6), 562–568. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.158.6.562 

6.  Owens, J., Maxim, R., McGuinn, M., Nobile, C., Msall, M., & Alario, A. (1999). Television-

viewing Habits and Sleep Disturbance in School Children. Pediatrics, 104(3), e27. 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.104.3.e27 

7.  Marshall, S. J., Biddle, S. J. H., Gorely, T., Cameron, N., & Murdey, I. (2004). Relationships 

between media use, body fatness and physical activity in children and youth: a meta-

analysis. International Journal of Obesity, 28(10), 1238–1246. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.ijo.0802706 

8.  Becker, A. E., Burwell, R. A., Herzog, D. B., Hamburg, P., & Gilman, S. E. (2002). Eating 

behaviours and attitudes following prolonged exposure to television among ethnic Fijian 

adolescent girls. British Journal of Psychiatry, 180(6), 509–514. 

https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.6.509 



 

9.  Razel, M. (2001). The Complex Model of Television Viewing and Educational 

Achievement. The Journal of Educational Research, 94(6), 371–379. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220670109598774 

10.  Anderson, D. R., Huston, A. C., Schmitt, K. L., Linebarger, D. L., Wright, J. C., & Larson, R. 

(2001). Early childhood television viewing and adolescent behavior: The recontact study. 

Monographs of the society for Research in Child Development, i–154. 

11.  Hancox, R. J., Milne, B. J., & Poulton, R. (2004). Association between child and adolescent 

television viewing and adult health: a longitudinal birth cohort study. Lancet, 364(9430), 

257–62. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(04)16675-0 

12.  Zimmerman, F. J., & Christakis, D. A. (2005). Children’s television viewing and cognitive 

outcomes: a longitudinal analysis of national data. Archives of pediatrics & adolescent 

medicine, 159(7), 619–625. 

13.  Mößle, T., Kleimann, M., Rehbein, F., & Pfeiffer, C. (2010). Media use and school 

achievement–boys at risk? British journal of developmental psychology, 28(3), 699–725. 

14.  Pfeiffer, C., Mößle, T., Kleimann, M., & Rehbein, F. (2007). Die PISA-Verlierer–Opfer ihres 

Medienkonsums. Eine Analyse auf der Basis verschiedener empirischer Untersuchungen. 

Kriminologisches Forschungsinstitut Niedersachsen eV. 

15.  Ennemoser, M., & Schneider, W. (2009). Fernsehen im Kindesalter. Monatsschrift 

Kinderheilkunde, 157(5), 423–432. 

16.  Baier, D., & Pfeiffer, C. (2011). Mediennutzung als Ursache der schlechteren 

Schulleistungen von Jungen. In Geschlechtsspezifische Bildungsungleichheiten (pp. 261–

284). Springer. 

17.  Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive 

behavior, aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial 



 

behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific literature. Psychological science, 12(5), 

353–359. 

18.  Bushman, B. J., & Huesmann, L. R. (2006). Short-term and long-term effects of violent 

media on aggression in children and adults. Archives of pediatrics & adolescent medicine, 

160(4), 348–352. 

19.  Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., … 

Saleem, M. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial 

behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological 

Bulletin, 136(2), 151–173. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018251 

20.  Slater, M. D., Henry, K. L., Swaim, R. C., & Anderson, L. L. (2003). Violent media content 

and aggressiveness in adolescents: A downward spiral model. Communication Research, 

30(6), 713–736. 

21.  Von Salisch, M., Kristen, A., & Oppl, C. (2007). Computerspiele mit und ohne Gewalt. 

Auswahl und Wirkung bei Kindern. Stuttgart. 

22.  Zimmerman, F. J., Glew, G. M., Christakis, D. A., & Katon, W. (2005). Early cognitive 

stimulation, emotional support, and television watching as predictors of subsequent 

bullying among grade-school children. Archives of pediatrics & adolescent medicine, 

159(4), 384–388. 

23.  Anderson, S. E., Economos, C. D., & Must, A. (2008). Active play and screen time in US 

children aged 4 to 11 years in relation to sociodemographic and weight status 

characteristics: a nationally representative cross-sectional analysis. BMC Public health, 

8(1), 366. 

24.  Hopf, W. H., Huber, G. L., & Weiß, R. H. (2008). Media violence and youth violence: A 2-

year longitudinal study. Journal of Media Psychology, 20(3), 79–96. 



 

25.  te Wildt, B. T. (2004). Psychische Wirkungen der neuen digitalen Medien. Fortschritte 

der Neurologie· Psychiatrie, 72(10), 574–585. 

26.  Grüsser, S. M., Thalemann, R., & Griffiths, M. D. (2006). Excessive computer game 

playing: evidence for addiction and aggression? Cyberpsychology & behavior, 10(2), 290–

292. 

27.  Griffiths, M. D. (2008). Videogame addiction: Further thoughts and observations. 

International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 6(2), 182–185. 

28.  Wölfling, K., Thalemann, R., & Grüsser-Sinopoli, S. M. (2008). Computerspielsucht: Ein 

psychopathologischer Symptomkomplex im Jugendalter. Psychiatrische Praxis. 

29.  Bundesministeriums für Gesundheit. (2017). BLIKK Studie 2017: Übermäßiger 

Medienkonsum gefährdet Gesundheit von Kindern und Jugendlichen. 

Bundesministeriums für Gesundheit. Retrieved from 

http://www.drogenbeauftragte.de/fileadmin/dateien-

dba/Drogenbeauftragte/4_Presse/1_Pressemitteilungen/2017/2017_II_Quartal/2017-

05-29_PM_Blikk.pdf 

30.  Schneider, S. (2014). Die Bedeutung von Medien vor der Geburt. In: Tillmann, Angela, 

Fleischer, Sandra & Hugger, Kai-Uwe (Hrsg.): Handbuch Kinder und Medien. Wiesbaden: 

Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. 

31.  Birks, L., Guxens, M., Papadopoulou, E., Alexander, J., Ballester, F., Estarlich, M., … 

Vrijheid, M. (2017). Maternal cell phone use during pregnancy and child behavioral 

problems in five birth cohorts. Environment International, 104, 122–131. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2017.03.024 

32.  Schwarz S., Boehm K., Martin D. (2020). Bibliometric analysis of publications 

investigating pregnant women’s consumption of digital screen media. Evidence Based 

Midwifery. Accepted. 



 

33.  Schwarz S., Dizdarevic A., Boehm K., Krafft H., Martin D. (2020). Nutzung digitaler 

Bildschirmmedien während der Schwangerschaft - Ergebnisse einer Umfrage unter 

Schwangeren. gynäkologische praxis. Accepted. 

34.  Schwarz, S., Krafft, H., Büssing, A., Boehm, K., Reckert, T., Büsching, U., & Martin*, D. 

(n.d.). Self perceived usage of digital screen media and intentions to reduce it an open 

prospective multi centered pseudonymized survey among parents and their children. 

Archives of Pediatrics (ISSN: 2575-825X). 

 


