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When a highly re spected psy chi a trist ex claims, “It’s scary!” about a loom ing men tal
health epi demic among Filipino chil dren and ado les cents, we bet ter lis ten.

My good friend, Dr. June Pa gad uan-Lopez, for mer pres i dent of the Philip pine Psy chi -
atric As so ci a tion (PPA) and a prime mover of var i ous men tal health ad vo ca cies in the
coun try, fo cused on a topic dis cussed in a re cent con ven tion about the haz ards posed
on the brains and minds of chil dren and ado les cents by too much “gad get screen time.”
The prob lem was de scribed as a Pan dora’s box for the men tal health of chil dren and
ado les cents, al lud ing to the pop u lar myth of hu man be hav ior in Greek mythol ogy. Pan -
dora, out of extreme cu rios ity, opened a gift box that the gods warned never to open. It
turned out the box con tained all the ill nesses and hard ships the gods were try ing to
keep away from the world.
In a way, it is a metaphor for the gadgets—mo bile phones, gam ing videos and other
de vices we al low our
chil dren to use for long pe ri ods. Sadly, many par ents even “bribe” their chil dren with
these gadgets to keep them “busy” at home or dur ing travel. Some have the mis taken
no tion that game gadgets can even im prove their chil dren’s skills.
Brain ab nor mal i ties
At the PPA con ven tion, Dr. Jo ce lyn Bautista pre sented sci en ti�c data show ing that too
much screen time with de vices causes ABCD (ado les cent brain cog ni tive devel op ment)
ab nor mal i ties which could have ad verse long-term im pli ca tions among chil dren and
ado les cents.
Dr. Bautista cited an on go ing study of thou sands of 9- and 10-year-old chil dren who
are be ing mon i tored for up to 10 years. De tailed in for ma tion on their screen me dia us -
age is ob tained, and MRI scans are done ev ery two years.
The MRI scans found sig ni�  cant di� er ences in the brains of some chil dren who were
us ing smart phones, tablets, and video games more than seven hours a day. Chil dren
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who had more than two hours a day of screen time also got lower scores in think ing and
lan guage tests.
Other stud ies eval u at ing the brains of these young “screen ad dicts” also show early at -
ro phy of the gray and white mat ter of the brain, and rel a tively im paired func tion ing. It
means their brains are ag ing pre ma turely.
They might be at risk of de vel op ing Alzheimer’s dis ease and other brain dis or ders when
they grow older. We don’t know for sure, but if there are al ready some red-�ag sig nals
early on, it’s extreme folly to be lieve oth er wise.
We don’t want our sub se quent gen er a tions to be po ten tially men tally hand i capped just
be cause we al lowed them too much screen time when they were chil dren.
Obe sity, sleep dis or ders
Ex ces sive screen exposure also in creases a child’s risk of de vel op ing obe sity and sleep
dis or ders. The odds of be ing over weight were al most �ve times greater for ado les cents
who watch more than �ve hours of tele vi sion daily, com pared to those whose exposure
time was lim ited to less than two hours.
Chil dren with higher so cial me dia us age who sleep with mo bile de vices in their rooms
are more likely to de velop shortened and in ter rupted sleep dur ing the night. Exposure
to the blue light of TV and gad get screens be fore bed time also a� ects mela tonin levels
and can dis rupt sleep.
Dr. Bautista also pre sented stud ies show ing an as so ci a tion be tween digital me dia
exposure and men tal health prob lems like de pres sion.
Could this be a rea son there’s an in creas ing rate of sui cide among the young? Could ex -
ces sive exposure to gad get screens, in clud ing so cial me dia, im pair one’s so cial cop ing
mech a nisms?
Some be hav ioral sci en tists have noted that mil len ni als have a rel a tively lower ca pac ity
to cope with the stresses of the mod ern world, com pared to the older gen er a tion. Is ex -
ces sive us age of gadgets and de vices to blame?
Gadgets are ad dic tive, and this prob lem is just as bad on the brains of chil dren as drug
abuse, as some ex perts warn. Par ents should re al ize that giv ing in to the whims and
caprices of their chil dren, gift ing them with the gadgets they want, al lows the ad dic tion
to worsen. The par ents un wit tingly be come the “push ers” of such dan ger ous tech nol -
ogy.
A pos i tive life style change—per suad ing chil dren to en gage in ac tiv i ties that en cour age
their men tal, physical, and emo tional devel op ment —is ur gently needed.


