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21 YEARS ON SCREENS

How a Lifetime of Screens is Redefining Human Experience and Health

An individual born in 2025 is projected to spend 21 years of their life
looking at a screen. This staggering figure, equivalent to more than 181,000
hours, represents a fundamental and unprecedented reallocation of human time.
Based on a projected U.S. life expectancy of 79.25 years, this means over a quarter
of a person's entire existence—and over 40% of their average waking hours—will be
mediated through a digital interface.’ This modern reality marks a profound
departure from the human experience of just a few decades prior.

The generational chasm is stark. An individual born in 1980, part of the transitional
generation that witnessed the dawn of the personal computer and internet, will
spend an estimated 8 years of their life on screens. For a person born in 1960,
whose exposure was almost exclusively limited to the household television, the
figure is a mere 4 years. The acceleration of digital immersion is not just linear; it is
exponential, creating a new paradigm of human development and interaction.

This report establishes that this lifelong "dose" of screen time is not benign. A
comprehensive analysis of peer-reviewed medical literature, including large-scale
systematic reviews and meta-analyses, reveals a clear and troubling correlation
between high screen exposure and a cumulative health burden. This includes
evidence of premature thinning of the brain's cortex in children, the physical
alteration of the developing brain's structure.® It encompasses a 63% increased risk
of developing metabolic syndrome, a cluster of conditions that elevate the danger
of heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes.* And it extends to chronic
musculoskeletal pain® and a moderate, but significant, correlation with depression
and anxiety.®

The findings detailed within this report Screen Time Over a Lifetime

constitute a critical public health alert. —

The data compels a societal reckoning " 91 years Bom 1960
with our relationship with technology. Himited exposure to screens
It underscores an urgent need for f /Wears
individuals, families, public health i TN > pom 190
\ Witnessed dawn of internet

organizations, and technology leaders
to develop new strategies and
standards to manage this exposure,

\ 4 years ]

) \
> Born 2025

Over a quarter of existence

safeguarding our collective well-being
in an increasingly digital world.
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Part I: The Lifetime Screen Time Calculation: A Generational Divide

This section establishes the quantitative foundation of the report. It meticulously
details the calculations that yield the headline finding of 21 years, justifying the data
sources and methodology. By contrasting this modern reality with historical
precedents, it paints a stark, data-driven picture of how profoundly screen exposure
has been reshaped in just a few generations, moving from a peripheral activity to a
central feature of daily life.

Section 1: The Modern Ledger: A Life in Pixels
Methodology Overview

To quantify the lifetime screen exposure for an individual born in 2025, this analysis
employs a life-course approach, segmenting a lifespan into key developmental and
social stages. The calculation is based on the projected 2024 U.S. life expectancy of
79.25 years.? For each age bracket, this report synthesizes the most comprehensive
and recent data from authoritative sources on media consumption, including
Common Sense Media, Nielsen, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), and data
aggregators, to establish a conservative and defensible estimate for average daily
screen time.” This approach acknowledges minor variations in reported figures
across studies and aims to provide a robust, representative average for each life
stage.

Detailed Breakdown by Life Stage

The journey through a life of screens begins at birth and evolves in both quantity
and character through each phase of development.

o Ages 0-2 (The Digital

Pacifier): In the first years of life, Estimated Lifetime Screen
. . Time (years)
when brain development is most
rapid, average daily screen time 0
. . . 21.0
is approximately 2.5 hours.” This .
exposure occurs despite
stringent recommendations from 8.2
the World Health Organization 41 :
(WHO) and the American Birth Year
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) to 1960 1980 2025 2040
avoid screen time for children Estimated Lifetime Screen Time by
under 18-24 months, with the Birth Year

sole exception of interactive
video-chatting with a caregiver.®
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Ages 3-5 (Early Immersion): As children enter preschool, screen use
becomes more entrenched. A 2024 Common Sense Media census found that
children aged 0-8 average 2 hours and 27 minutes of screen time per day.’
This period is marked by a mix of entertainment and educational content,
often consumed on tablets and smartphones.

Ages 6-10 (The Entertainment Years): In elementary school, screen time
escalates dramatically to an average of 6 hours per day.” This increase is
driven heavily by entertainment media, especially video games. A recent
report noted that daily gaming time among 5- to 8-year-olds has surged by
65% in the last five years, rising from 40 to 64 minutes per day.’

Ages 11-14 (The Hyper-Connected Peak): Early adolescence marks the
zenith of screen exposure, with daily use reaching an astonishing 9 hours.”
This intense immersion is fueled by the convergence of social media,
constant video streaming from platforms like YouTube and TikTok, and
interactive gaming. This peak coincides with a period of critical neurological
and social-emotional development, making the high level of exposure
particularly concerning.

Ages 15-18 (Sustained Teenage Engagement): Screen time remains
exceptionally high throughout the teenage years, averaging between 7.5 and
8.4 hours daily.” Data from the Pew Research Center reveals the depth of this
integration: nearly half of all U.S. teens (49%) report being online "almost
constantly".1°

Ages 19-64 (The Adult Digital Work-Life): Across the long span of
adulthood and a typical working career, screen time averages approximately
7 hours per day. This blended figure reflects data showing that U.S. adults
spend over 8 hours daily with media, with younger adults (ages 16-24)
averaging 7.5 hours and usage tapering slightly in middle age before rising
again.’

Ages 65+ (The Connected Retiree): In retirement, screen time remains
substantial, averaging around 4 to 5 hours per day.! This figure is largely
driven by a significant increase in television viewing. The BLS American Time
Use Survey shows that individuals aged 75 and over watch an average of 4.58
hours of television alone each day, far more than any other adult age

group.’

A closer examination of these life-stage averages reveals a more complex pattern
than a simple, steady increase over time. The data points to a "double-peak" of
lifetime exposure. The first and most intense peak occurs during early adolescence,
driven by peer-oriented social media and entertainment. This is followed by a slight

moderation during the career-building and young-family stages of adulthood,
where professional and caregiving responsibilities compete for time.'? A second,
sustained peak emerges after age 65, as leisure time increases and television
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becomes a more dominant daily activity." This nuanced pattern demonstrates that
the drivers and nature of screen use are life-stage dependent. It suggests that any
effective public health strategies or technological solutions must be tailored to the
distinct motivations and behaviors of these different age groups, rather than
adopting a one-size-fits-all approach.

The accumulation of these daily averages over a lifetime results in a startling total,
as detailed in the table below.

Age Years in || Average Daily Screen || Total Hours per || Cumulative Cumulative
Bracket Bracket Time (Hours) Bracket Hours Years
0-2 3 2.5 2,737.5 2,737.5 0.3
35 3 2.5 2,737.5 5,475.0 0.6
6-10 5 6.0 10,950.0 16,425.0 1.9
11-14 4 9.0 13,140.0 29,565.0 3.4
15-18 4 7.5 10,950.0 40,515.0 4.6
19-64 46 7.0 117,530.0 158,045.0 18.0
65-79.25 14.25 4.5 23,4131 181,458.1 21.0
Total 79.25 6.26 (Lifetime Avg.) 181,458.1 - 21
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Figure 1: Cumulative Screen Time Over a Lifetime (2025 Cohort)

This chart illustrates the rapid accumulation of screen time hours over a projected
79.25-year lifespan for an individual born in 2025.

Age || Cumulative Hours || Cumulative Years

2 2,738 0.3

5 5,475 0.6

10 16,425 1.9

14 29,565 3.4

18 40,515 4.6

64 158,045 18.0
79.25 181,458 21.0
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Section 2: The Analog Past: A Historical Comparison

To fully grasp the magnitude of this 21-year lifetime exposure, it is essential to place
it in historical context. The screen experience of previous generations was
fundamentally different in both quantity and quality.

The 1960 Cohort (A Television Childhood)

For an individual born in 1960, "screen time" was synonymous with television. Their
exposure was almost exclusively from a single, stationary device in the home.

o Childhood and Adolescence (1960s-1970s): The primary screen was the
family television. By 1977, children watched an average of 28 hours of
television per week, or about 4 hours per day."® Personal computers were
non-existent in homes, and the internet was a closed network within
government and academia.’™

o Adulthood (1980s-2000s): While television viewing per household increased,
reaching over 7 hours by the mid-1980s, the technology remained largely
passive.'® Personal computer adoption was slow to begin, with only 8% of
U.S. households owning one by 1984 and just 15% by 1990."® Widespread
internet use did not become a reality for this cohort until they were well into
their careers.

o Lifetime Estimate: Based almost entirely on historical television viewing data,
the total lifetime screen exposure for the 1960 cohort is estimated to be
approximately 4.1 years.

The 1980 Cohort (The Transitional Generation)

This cohort grew up in an analog world but came of age during the digital
revolution. Their screen experience is a hybrid of the old and new media
landscapes.

e Childhood (1980s): Television remained the dominant screen, with children
averaging around 23-25 hours of viewing per week, or roughly 3.5 hours per
day."’

e Adolescence and Young Adulthood (1990s-2000s): This generation was at
the forefront of the digital explosion. They witnessed household computer
ownership leap from 15% in 1990 to 51% by 2000.® As young adults, they
were early adopters of the internet, with adult usage growing from 52% in
2000 to 76% by 2010.'® Their screen time became a composite of television,
desktop computers, video games, and the first wave of social media.
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 Lifetime Estimate: By layering the introduction of personal computers and
internet use onto a foundation of television viewing, the estimated lifetime
screen exposure for the 1980 cohort is approximately 8.2 years—double that
of their parents' generation, but still less than half of what is projected for
their children.

This historical analysis reveals more than just a quantitative explosion in screen
hours. It highlights a profound qualitative transformation in our interaction with
media. For the 1960 cohort, screen time was a passive, communal, and
scheduled activity, centered around a single television set broadcasting
professionally curated content.’® For the 2025 cohort, screen time is an active,
individual, and omnipresent experience. It is driven by personal, portable devices
like smartphones—now accessible to 95% of teens—that deliver an endless stream
of interactive, algorithmically-curated, and user-generated content.2’ This
fundamental shift from passive observation to active, constant immersion is critical
to understanding the novel health risks discussed in the next section. The health
challenges of today's screen ecosystem are not merely an amplification of old
problems; they are a new category of risk born from a new category of behavior.

Birth Year |[Dominant Screen Nature of Engagement Estimated Lifetime
Cohort Technology 9ag Screen Time (Years)

Passive, Communal,

1960 Television Scheduled 4.1

1980 Television, Desktop||Hybrid: Passive &Actlve, 8.2
PC Communal & Individual

2025 Smartphone, ACtIV?, Individual, 210
Tablet, Laptop Omnipresent

Section 2.1: Future Projections: The 2040 Cohort

Projecting future behavior is inherently speculative, but by extrapolating the clear
historical trend of accelerating screen adoption, we can formulate a conservative
estimate for a person born in 2040. The increase in lifetime screen exposure has
been driven by technological innovation and deeper integration of digital tools into
every facet of life.
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Based on the rate of increase between the 1980 and 2025 cohorts, an individual
born in 2040 is projected to spend approximately 25 years of their life on screens.
This equates to an average of 7.5 hours per day over an estimated 80-year lifespan.
This projection assumes a continued, but not necessarily accelerated, integration of
screen-based technologies. The advent of mainstream augmented reality (AR),
virtual reality (VR), and other immersive digital environments could push this figure
even higher, further blurring the lines between digital and physical existence.

Figure 2: A Lifetime on Screens: A Generational Comparison (Years)

This chart compares the estimated total years spent on screens over a lifetime for
individuals born in different eras, highlighting the exponential growth in screen
exposure.

Estimated Lifetime Screen

Time (years)
N

25.0
21.0

8.2
4.1

> Birth Year
1960 1980 2025 2040

Estimated Lifetime Screen Time by
Birth Year

Part |l: The Cumulative Cost: The Health Consequences of Lifelong
Screen Exposure

The transition from a 4-year to a 21-year lifetime screen exposure is not a neutral
event. This radical reallocation of time carries significant physiological and
psychological consequences. This section synthesizes evidence from robust
systematic reviews and large-scale studies to build an irrefutable case that this
cumulative exposure is driving a multifaceted public health crisis, impacting our
physical frame, metabolic systems, neurological development, and mental well-
being.
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Section 3: The Physical Toll: Eyes, Metabolism, and Musculoskeletal Frame

The most immediate and widely felt consequences of our screen-saturated lives are
physical. From the strain on our eyes to the disruption of our metabolism and the
pain in our necks and backs, the body bears a direct and measurable burden.

Prolonged Screen Time Impacts Physical Health

Increased risk of
disease

Musculoskeletal Pain

Dryness, blurred )
vision, headaches Neck and back pain

Screen Time

Digital Eye Strain (DES): The Universal Affliction

Digital Eye Strain (DES), also known as Computer Vision Syndrome, is a cluster of
ocular and visual symptoms directly related to prolonged use of digital devices.?" Its
prevalence is staggering, affecting an estimated 50% to 90% of screen users, with a
2016 survey of over 10,000 U.S. adults finding a self-reported prevalence of 65%.22

The condition arises from two primary mechanisms. First, the human blink rate is
significantly reduced—from a normal rate of 14-16 times per minute down to as low
as 4-6 times per minute—during screen use, leading to ocular surface desiccation
that causes dryness, irritation, and burning.?® Second, the eyes are held in a state of
constant accommodative stress as they work to maintain focus on near-field text
and images, leading to fatigue.?* The most common symptoms include eyestrain,
headaches, blurred vision, dry eyes, and associated pain in the neck and
shoulders.?’
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Compounding the direct strain on the eyes is the impact of screen-emitted light on
sleep. High-energy visible (HEV) light, or "blue light," is a potent suppressor of
melatonin, the key hormone that regulates our sleep-wake cycle, or circadian
rhythm.2* Exposure to blue light from screens in the evening hours signals the brain
to remain alert, delaying the onset of sleep and degrading its quality.2® This sleep
disruption creates a downstream cascade of negative health effects, including
impaired cognitive function and metabolic dysregulation.

Metabolic Syndrome: The Sedentary Disease

Prolonged screen time is a primary driver of sedentary behavior, which is strongly
linked to metabolic syndrome—a dangerous cluster of conditions including
increased blood pressure, high blood sugar, excess body fat around the waist, and
abnormal cholesterol levels. A comprehensive dose-response meta-analysis
published in 2022 provided stark, quantifiable evidence of this link.* The study
found that a high level of daily screen time (median of 3.4 hours) was associated
with a pooled odds ratio of 1.63, signifying a 63% increased risk of developing
metabolic syndrome. Even an intermediate level of exposure (median of 2.2 hours)
was associated with a 20% increased risk (OR=1.20).*

Crucially, this risk appears to be largely independent of a person's overall physical
activity levels.2® This means that the negative metabolic consequences of long,
uninterrupted periods of sitting cannot be fully negated by meeting daily exercise
guidelines. The mechanisms involve a disruption of the body's normal metabolic
regulation, an increase in energy imbalance, and the promotion of unhealthy
snacking behaviors often associated with screen-based leisure.2

Musculoskeletal Disorders: The "Text Neck" Epidemic

The physical posture adopted during screen use, particularly with handheld devices,
places significant strain on the musculoskeletal system. Systematic reviews have
established a strong positive correlation between hours of screen time and the
prevalence of musculoskeletal pain, especially in the neck and back.®

The data quantifies a clear dose-response relationship. One study of university
students found that those using a smartphone for more than 6 hours per day had a
64.2% prevalence of neck pain.?” Another study focusing on adolescents discovered
that using a phone for more than ten hours per week resulted in a 2.48 times
higher probability of developing neck pain.® This phenomenon, popularly termed
"text neck," is a direct consequence of the forward-flexed head posture required to
view handheld screens, which dramatically increases the load on the cervical spine
and surrounding musculature.®
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These physical consequences do not exist in isolation; they form a self-reinforcing
negative feedback loop. The primary behavior of prolonged screen use has a direct
ergonomic consequence: poor posture leads to chronic musculoskeletal pain. This
pain, in turn, can create a barrier to engaging in physical activity, thus reinforcing a
sedentary state. This sedentary time is an independent risk factor for metabolic
syndrome. Simultaneously, the blue light emitted from evening screen use disrupts
sleep, and poor sleep is independently linked to impaired metabolic function and
increased appetite for unhealthy foods, further compounding the risk of obesity and
metabolic disease. Addressing screen time, therefore, is not about treating a single
ailment but about disrupting this interconnected cascade of physical decline. A
single intervention, such as reducing evening screen use, has the potential to
simultaneously improve sleep, reduce sedentary hours, and lower metabolic risk,
highlighting the holistic nature of the problem.

Health Daily Screen

Q ified Risk ||[Key Mechani
Gutcome|Mime Threshold || ied Ris ey lViechanism Source

igital E R Blink R

D|g|.ta Y€ |2 hours 65% Prevalence educed nk Rate, 22

Strain Accommodative Stress
1.63 Odds Rati

Metabolic ) s nato Sedentary Behavior, .

>3.4 hours (63% increased

Syndrome _ Energy Imbalance
risk)
2.48x Higher Poor Posture ("Text c

Neck Pain  ||>10 hours/week Probability Neck")

Section 4: The Invisible Wounds: Cognitive, Mental, and Developmental Impacts

Beyond the visible physical toll, the 21-year lifetime of screen exposure inflicts
profound, though often invisible, wounds on the developing brain, mental health,
and cognitive function. The evidence points to structural changes in the brain and a
strong association with mental distress and developmental delays, particularly when
exposure is high during critical periods of growth.

The Developing Brain: Evidence of Structural Change
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Perhaps the most alarming finding in recent research comes from the landmark
Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD) Study, the largest long-term study
of child health and brain development in the U.S..2® Early data released from the
study revealed that children aged 9-10 who reported more than seven hours of daily
screen time showed evidence of premature thinning of the cerebral cortex.?

The cortex is the outer layer of the brain responsible for the highest-order mental
functions, including reasoning, language, and sensory information processing. While
the full long-term consequences are still under investigation as the study follows
these children into adulthood, this finding suggests that excessive screen time may
be physically altering the brain's fundamental developmental trajectory.?® These
findings are corroborated by other research that has linked high screen usage in
preschool-aged children to lower white matter integrity—the tissue that facilitates
communication between different brain regions—and altered patterns of brain
connectivity.?’

Mental Health: The Anxiety and Depression Link

A growing body of evidence from meta-analyses has established a clear link
between screen use and mental health. The research indicates a moderate positive
correlation between what is termed problematic social media use and psychological
distress, including higher rates of depression and loneliness.®

A critical finding from this body of work is the bidirectional nature of the
relationship, which can create a vicious cycle. Individuals with pre-existing mental
health challenges may turn to screens for distraction or to cope with negative
feelings. However, the nature of this engagement—often characterized by social
comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and displacement of real-world
interactions—can then exacerbate the underlying depression and anxiety.® This
creates a trap where the perceived solution becomes part of the problem.
Importantly, research suggests that the specific social media platform (e.g.,
Instagram, TikTok) is less of a factor than the individual's pattern of use.
Compulsive, displacing, or addictive behaviors are the key drivers of negative
mental health outcomes, regardless of the app.®

Cognitive and Developmental Delays: The Cost to Early Learning

The impact of screen time is particularly acute in the earliest years of life. Studies
have shown that children under five who exceed the recommended one to two
hours of daily screen time tend to score lower on language and cognitive tests.3°
Research has specifically linked high screen time in toddlers and preschoolers to
developmental delays in communication, attention, and personal and interpersonal
skills.3
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The mechanism for this is rooted in displacement. Infants and toddlers learn best
through embodied, three-dimensional exploration and, most importantly, through
reciprocal "serve and return" interactions with caregivers.3? Passive screen time
displaces these critical interactions that are foundational for language acquisition,
emotional regulation, and social learning.

Synthesizing these age-specific findings reveals a crucial pattern: the neurological
and psychological impact of screen time is not uniform across a lifespan. The
evidence strongly points to the existence of critical windows of developmental
vulnerability. The most profound and potentially lasting impacts—structural brain
changes and fundamental cognitive delays—are documented during early
childhood and pre-adolescence, periods of maximum brain plasticity. An hour of
screen time for a three-year-old, whose brain is rapidly forming foundational neural
pathways, likely carries a far greater developmental "cost" than an hour for a thirty-
year-old. This reframes the public health challenge from being merely about the
total lifetime quantity of exposure to being critically about the timing of that
exposure. The imperative becomes protecting the integrity of these sensitive
developmental stages from the disruptive effects of excessive screen immersion.

Conclusion: Reclaiming Our 21 Years: Navigating the Digital World
Safely

The central finding of this report is a stark and unambiguous call to action: a person
born today is
on track to

Strategies for Digital Wellness

1

Implement
Ergonomic Best

Practices
Adults setting a

balanced tech
standard is highly
impactful but

Ergonomic practices
are difficult to
implement yet have

moderate impact. challenging.
Tech-free zones are Prioritizing content
easy to implement is im_pactful and
with minimal impact. relatively easy to

achieve.

21 YEARS ON SCREENS



eyesafe

spend 21 years of their life captivated by a screen. This is not a forecast of a distant
future; it is the trajectory of the present. This unprecedented exposure, qualitatively
different from the passive television viewing of past generations, is demonstrably
linked to a triad of interconnected health crises: a physical decline marked by eye
strain, metabolic disease, and chronic pain; neurological alterations in the
developing brain; and a rise in mental distress.

However, this trajectory is not an inevitability. It is the aggregate of millions of
individual and societal choices. The solution is not a futile rejection of technology,
which is inextricably woven into the fabric of modern life, but a conscious and
evidence-based strategy to manage it. Authoritative bodies like the World Health
Organization and the American Academy of Pediatrics provide a clear framework for
action.33

A new approach to digital wellness should be built on the following principles:

o Protect Developmental Windows: The evidence for harm is strongest during
the critical windows of brain development. This calls for enforcing strict limits
in early life, in line with expert guidance: no screen time for children under
18-24 months (except for video-chatting), and less than one hour per day of
high-quality, co-viewed content for children ages 2-5.2,3*

« Implement Ergonomic Best Practices: Simple, habitual changes can mitigate
physical harm. Behavioral strategies like the 20-20-20 rule—taking a 20-
second break every 20 minutes to look at something 20 feet away—directly
counter Digital Eye Strain by relaxing the eye's accommodative muscles.?' To
address the other major component of eye strain, blue light exposure,
individuals can utilize hardware-based filtration technologies. Products with
built-in solutions like Eyesafe® are designed to selectively filter high-energy
visible (HEV) blue light at the source, reducing exposure without distorting
screen color, which can further protect long-term eye health.

o Create Tech-Free Zones and Times: Designating bedrooms and mealtimes
as screen-free environments is a powerful tool. This practice directly protects
sleep by reducing evening blue light exposure and fosters essential in-person
social connection, both of which are critical for mental and physical health.?

o Prioritize Content and Context Over Time: The conversation must shift from
a simple focus on "how much" to a more nuanced understanding of "how."
Parents and individuals should prioritize active, creative, and connective uses
of technology over passive consumption. Co-viewing content, choosing high-
quality educational programming, and using tools for creation rather than
endless scrolling can transform screen time from a liability into an asset.3?

o Model Healthy Behavior: Adults must recognize that their own screen habits
set the standard. Children and adolescents are powerful observers, and
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modeling a balanced relationship with technology is one of the most
effective forms of guidance.®

The digital age is here to stay, but the terms of our engagement with it are still
being written. The 21 "lost years" are a warning sign of the cost of unmanaged
immersion. By understanding this true lifetime cost, we can begin to make informed
choices—as individuals, families, and a society—that prioritize our health, reclaim
our time, and ensure that technology serves human well-being, rather than
undermining it.

About Eyesafe

Eyesafe Inc. is a global leader and worldwide supplier of advanced blue light
mitigating technology, solutions, and standards. As screen time continues to
increase, Eyesafe is dedicated to reshaping the consumer electronics industry's
understanding of device usage and the health impacts of blue light exposure.

Developed with a world-class team of eye doctors, engineers, and scientists, and
guided by the Eyesafe Vision Health Advisory Board, the company's standards and
technology are based on extensive health research. Eyesafe® technology selectively
filters the more intense bands of high-energy visible (HEV) blue light while
maintaining the crisp, vivid color performance of the display, unlike many software
solutions that distort color with a yellow or orange tint.

The Eyesafe brand is trusted by millions and has been integrated into digital
devices from leading global brands, including Dell, HP, and Lenovo. The company
collaborates with leaders in consumer electronics and healthcare, such as
UnitedHealthcare and UL Solutions, to develop and certify products that meet
industry-leading requirements for blue light emissions and color performance.
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