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Television and Early Childhood
Development
Mass media play a significant role in most people’s lives, affecting family routines, social
interactions, cultural norms, and leisure activities – all of which impact upon contemporary childhood. Television is particularly significant in early childhood; it is the child’s first and most enduring
contact with the mass media and an integral part of the overall environment in which early
childhood development occurs. With more than three televisions in the average household (Edgar
& Edgar, 2008), “children in the twenty-first century typically develop in front of a screen” (Calvert &
Wilson, 2008). The interconnection between early childhood development and television begins at
the start of life (ibid), making exposure to television one of the most enduring and consistent
experiences of childhood, and arguably one of the most powerful.
This Policy Brief presents current research findings on the impact of television on early
childhood experiences and development. The main focus of the brief is on children in the critical
developmental period of 0–2 years.
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What does the research tell us?
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than seven or eight, living in violent homes, and,
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Additional concerns
While violence and obesity dominate the
current
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concerns (ACMA, 2007b) relate to:
• Distorted and stereotyped representations of
gender (including body image issues)
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• Sexualisation. Young children are exposed

toy play and family interaction, and noted a

to

sexualised

images
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• Consumerism, such as advertisements promoting logos and brands
as well as toys, foods and other merchandise ‘tie-ins’ based on
characters or story lines from children’s television programs.

What are the implications of the research?
The research clearly supports the view that television constitutes a
significant health and developmental issue in early childhood.

• Babies and children up to the age of two years need to be regarded as
a distinct group.

• More research about the impact of television on early childhood is
needed – particularly focusing on long term effects.
• The available research has implications for early childhood education
and care settings that need to be carefully considered.

•
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Considerations for policy and programs
•
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Television needs to be regarded unequivocally as a health and
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information and act as advocates for health promotion and prevention

•

messages and strategies as part of their commitment to the healthy
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development of babies and young children.

Policy Brief No. 17 will
address Integrating Services.

Children aged two years and younger should be treated as a distinct
group with special needs and vulnerabilities; specific policies should
be developed for this group.

•

Parents and caregivers need clear information about the impact of
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television on early childhood development.
•

The

government

needs

to increase

their

investment in

the

development and promotion of quality Australian children’s television
programs, with clear and measurable criteria to define ‘quality’.
•

Specific information about the content, learning objectives and
intended use of television programs made for the pre-school age

The Centre for Community Child
Health is at the forefront of
research into early childhood
development and behaviour. The
Centre is committed to translating
research to inform public policy,
service delivery and practice.

group (‘P’ classification) should be made readily accessible to parents
and carers of young children (e.g. through the Raising Children
Network: www.raisingchildren.net.au).
•

Based on the available evidence, the American Academy of Pediatrics
(2001) recommends ‘no screen’ exposure before age two years. While
this recommendation may be aspirational rather than practicable, its
seriousness needs to be considered in early childhood policy and
programs.
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