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Abstract

The LTE investigates the health-related costs and implications of prolonged screen
use, emphasizing the urgent need for intervention. It provides a comprehensive anal-
ysis of the detrimental effects of excessive screen exposure on physical and mental
health, highlighting increased risks of obesity, sleep disorders, and depression. The
study reveals that unmanaged symptoms of excessive screen time led to an estimated
$151 billion loss in the US health system, worker well-being, and productivity in 2023. It
underscores the importance of adopting healthy digital habits and responsible screen
use to mitigate these adverse effects. Additionally, the letter emphasizes the broader
economic and health impacts of uncontrolled screen time, which could influence
legislative decisions and promote behavioral changes for a healthier digital future.

In our modern era, the ubiquity of screens has revolutionized how we in-
teract with information, entertainment, and each other. From smartphones
and tablets to computers and televisions, screens are an integral part of daily
life for many individuals, spanning across all age groups. While the benefits
of technology and digital devices are undeniable, the consequences of ex-
cessive screen time have become increasingly apparent, particularly in the
domain of human health. This paper explores the medical implications of
prolonged screen exposure, shedding light on the various physiological and
psychological effects it can impose on individuals. Furthermore, it investi-
gates the economic impact on our healthcare system. Understanding the
financial impacts is important for establishing cost-effective interventions
and policies to encourage better screen habits and reduce adverse health
outcomes.
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Excessive screen time, as defined by research param-
eters, encompasses screen viewing for more than
2 hours per day.' This threshold serves as a practical
benchmark for identifying prolonged screen exposure
and evaluating its potential health implications. The
detailed breakdown of screen time by age group?® is
shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Daily average time spent on screen by age group

Source: Kemp S. Digital 2024: Global Overview Report.
DataReportal - Global Digital Insights. https://datareportal.
com/reports/digital-2024-global-overview-report. Published
January 31, 2024. Accessed August 25, 2024.

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge the in-
verse relationship between screen time and physical ac-
tivity, as documented by research.® The latter indirectly
increases the vulnerability to obesity and it is predicted
by a study that by 2030 51% of the US population will
be obese,* costing the US economy significant amounts
in healthcare expenditures, lost productivity, and in-
creased disability rates. Obesity is expected to increase
the economic burden, potentially costing billions of dol-
lars per year in medical costs alone, as well as drastically
lost revenue due to decreased labor force participation
and staff unavailability. The health implications of in-
creased screen time have profound consequences for the
health economics, emphasizing the need for attempts
to reduce the adverse impacts on both individual health
and the overall economic situation.

Psychologically, extended screen exposure has been
associated with the development of mental health dis-
orders including depression, anxiety, and attention-def-
icit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).® Excessive usage di-
minishes real-life social interactions, possibly fostering
feelings of isolation and loneliness, particularly among
adolescents who gravitate towards social media plat-
forms. Moreover, the continual influx of digital stimuli
overwhelms cognitive processes, leading to compro-
mised attentional control and exacerbation of ADHD
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symptoms in susceptible individuals. These psycho-
logical challenges have an enormous effect on health
economics, leading to expenses for consultations with
psychiatrists, psychologists, and other mental health
specialists, as well as medication for depression and
anxiety. Loss of productivity arises when individuals
with mental health conditions are less efficient at work
or school, resulting in financial losses for employers
and educational institutions. Severe mental health dis-
orders might lead to unemployment, imposing further
economic strain on social support systems. Adolescents
and young adults with ADHD or other mental health
issues may struggle academically, resulting in poor
academic performance and decreased future earning
potential.

As of January 2024, there are approximately 5.04 bil-
lion people using social media representing 62.3% of
total global population and 5.35 billion internet users
worldwide,® but while on one hand technology offers
many advantages, it has some downsides as well. The
increased usage of screens has given rise to many eye
problems like myopia, digital eye strain or computer
vision syndrome, as well as psychological disturbanc-
es. A report by AOA and Deloitte Economics Institute
revealed that more than 104 million Americans of
working age spend more than seven hours in front
of screens, leading to health consequences which re-
sulted in an estimated $151 billion to the US economy
in 2023.7 This cost accounts for lost productivity, effect
on individual wellbeing and financial cost incurred by
health systems. The study also found that $1920 could
be saved per person with screen time >7 h in productiv-
ity and well-being cost by visiting an optometrist once
per year and managing their symptoms. Table 1 pro-
vides a cost summary of year 2023 that can be avoided
if patients visit an optometrist once a year and manage
their screen usage.’

Table 1. Potential cost savings from optometrist visits in the
US in 2023

Cost of unmanaged screen time [$] 151 billion

Cost of managed screen time [$] 90 billion

Net savings [$] 61.1 billion

Source: American Optometric Association. The impact of un-
managed excessive screen time in the United States. Sydney:
Deloitte Access Economics; 2024:7. https://www.aoa.org/AOA/
Documents/Eye%20Deserve%20More/Cost%200f%20Unman-
aged%20Screen%20Time%20Report_FINAL.pdf.
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Recent studies show that mental health disorders
have a major economic impact on the UK economy. As
of 2022, mental health issues cost the UK economy at
least £118 billion a year, or approximately 5% of GDP.?
This cost is mostly due to lost productivity and the re-
sponsibilities undertaken by family caregivers, empha-
sizing the urgent need for preventive measures and ef-
fective mental health interventions.

Furthermore, a 2024 analysis by the Centre for Men-
tal Health found that the economic and social costs of
bad mental health in England amount to £300 billion per
year.” This sum includes £110 billion in economic costs
related to reduced labor force participation, decreased
output, and employee attrition; £130 billion in human
costs associated with decreased well-being and quality of
life; and £60 billion in health and care expenses.

According to a 2013 report mental health problems
cost the UK economy between £70-100 billion per
year.'® Sick leave due to mental health issues account-
ed for 12.7% of total sick days in UK i.e. approximately
17.6 million days in 2015 and an estimate by Oxford
Economics said that UK GDP could be 1.3%, i.e. more
than 25 billion pounds higher than it was if not for the
economic consequences of mental health problems
to individuals and businesses. China, having a popula-
tion over one billion, experienced a notable economic
decline over the last decade due to increasing rates of
mental health issues. The national annual cost for men-
tal disorders increased from $21.0 billion in 2005 to $88.8
billion in 2013.

COVID-19 significantly impacted the recreational
and work activities, there was decrease in outdoor ac-
tivities and traveling and people turned tto social media
apps to satisfy their unmet social needs. However, these
shifts resulted in a significant increase in screen time,
which was observed across all ages during the pandem-
ic, and WHO estimated that cases of major depressive
disorder increased by 53.2 million (27.6%) globally be-
cause of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to a report
by WHO, depression will be the leading cause of disease
burden by 2030 and studies show that excessive screen
time is significantly associated with depression risk.
Almost one billion people around the globe suffer from
mental illness, and the cost of mental disorders was ap-
proximately 2.5 trillion dollars in 2010, a figure that is
projected to increase to 6 trillion dollars by 2030."*

Economic burden mainly arises from the cost of
treatment and loss in productivity and well-being due to
mental illnesses. A sedentary lifestyle due to excessive
screen time also increases the the risk of obesity and
other obesity-related health issues. Use of mobile phones
before bedtime can interfere with sleep, leading to poor
sleep quality.
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To the editor, thus dealing with the above mentioned
multifaceted consequences of excessive screen time
requires a comprehensive approach involving individ-
ual behavior modification and societal intervention.
However, achieving this goal necessitates comprehen-
sive measures. It begins with implementing effective
education and awareness campaigns that target indi-
viduals, families, and communities. Additionally, clear
guidelines and recommendations tailored to different
age groups should be developed and readily acces-
sible. Promoting parental control tools and cultivating
healthy screen habits, such as taking breaks and en-
hancing digital literacy, are imperative steps. In cases
where screen time is unavoidable, such as with online
jobs or online classes, adopting proper measures for
screen position and posture can help minimize associ-
ated risks. When utilizing a computer, it’s crucial to con-
figure the setup to minimize eye and back strain. For
example, the screen should be an arm’s length away,
the head should be looking straight ahead and the seat
adjusted such that the feet are flat on the ground. Re-
search conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic re-
vealed that children aged 6-15 years who engaged in
online classes experienced significant reductions in
eye fatigue by following self-relaxing eye exercises and
ergonomic advice.'® Moreover, cultivating good eye
habits can effectively mitigate the eye damage resulting
from excessive screen time. For instance, incorporating
short breaks of five to ten minutes every hour, as rec-
ommended by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE),*
has been shown to reduce health detriments. Addition-
ally, adhering to the 20-20-20 rule, which suggests tak-
ing a 20-second break to gaze at an object 20 feet away
every 20 minutes, offers further benefits in maintaining
eye health and reducing strain.
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