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In consultation with Dr Evelyn Law, Senior Consultant, Khoo Teck Puat
– National University Children’s Medical Institute, National University Hospital

Healthy screen use: 
A quick guide for families

Not all screen time is the 
same. Knowing the different 

types helps parents build 
healthier habits, support 

digital literacy and protect 
children’s wellbeing.

Why it matters: Too much passive use 
may shorten attention spans, and 
affect decision-making and social 

interactions. It can also expose children 
to unsuitable content.

Passive 
screen use

This is when children watch shows, scroll 
social media or consume content 

without thinking or interacting. 

Why it matters: Recreation is healthy, 
but time limits and boundaries help 

prevent overuse.

Recreational 
screen use

This includes playing video games, 
watching movies or using social media.

Why it matters: Active screen use builds 
thinking skills, encourages creativity and 

strengthens communication.

Tip: Choose apps or platforms 
that let children do things, 

not just watch.

Active 
screen use

This means using digital tools to think, 
create, interact or problem-solve. 

Examples include making music on an 
app, coding games and video chatting 

with relatives.

Why it matters: Background screens 
can distract children, reduce 

communication and affect attention.

Background 
screen use

This is when screens are left on – 
TV, computer or other devices – 

but no one is watching. 

Why it matters: It turns screen time into bonding time 
and helps children link what they see to real life, 

manage emotions and build social skills.

Co-viewing 
screen use 

with an adult
Co-viewing is when a parent or 

caregiver watches or uses media 
with a child – talking about what 
they see, asking questions and 

helping them understand it.

Tip: Short chats (“Why do you think that 
character felt upset?”) help children 

think more critically.

Tip: Teach children 
about online risks 
and use parental 

controls to manage 
what they see.

Tip: Switch off screens when they 
are not in use, especially during 

meals, homework and family time.

Tip: Use a family media 
plan to set screen-free 

times and zones.
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