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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the role of parental neglect in managing smart media use and its association with socio-developmental problems
and pseudo-autistic symptoms in children in Tehran. This quantitative cross-sectional correlational study was conducted on 300 children
aged 3—10 years in Tehran. Data were collected via parent-reported measures assessing screen time, type of digital device, parental
monitoring and neglect, socio-developmental problems, and risk indicators of pseudo-autistic symptoms, and analyzed using Pearson and
Spearman correlations, ANOVA, chi-square tests, and multiple linear regression. Parental neglect showed a strong positive correlation
with socio-developmental problems (r=0.644, p<<0.001) and was a significant predictor of these problems ($=0.530, p<0.001). Parental
neglect and screen time significantly predicted pseudo-autism risk (R?=0.276, p<0.001), with significant group differences across neglect
levels (F=70.05, p<<0.001). Parental neglect substantially amplifies the adverse developmental effects of unmanaged smart media use,
underscoring the necessity of family-based interventions and parental media literacy programs.
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Distribution of Parental Neglect Score
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Correlation Heatmap of Key Variables
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Extended Abstract

Introduction



The rapid diffusion of smart media technologies has fundamentally reshaped children’s everyday
environments, altering patterns of communication, play, learning, and emotional regulation. In early and
middle childhood, periods characterized by heightened neurodevelopmental plasticity, children’s exposure to
digital media increasingly occurs within the family context and is therefore deeply contingent upon parental
presence, supervision, and relational quality. Contemporary developmental and family psychology emphasizes
that digital media effects cannot be understood in isolation from parenting practices, parental mentalization,
and broader family dynamics. Empirical evidence consistently demonstrates that parental involvement and
responsiveness play a critical role in shaping children’s social competence and emotional adjustment
(Covington, 2025; Oppen, 2025). When parental engagement is diminished, smart media often becomes a
functional substitute for interpersonal interaction, leading to what scholars have described as a form of covert
or indirect parental neglect.

Recent research highlights that environmental and psychosocial risk factors, particularly within the family
system, substantially influence children’s developmental trajectories (Giines, 2025). Parental stress, burnout,
and reduced emotional availability have been linked to increased reliance on digital devices for child
management and regulation (Liu et al., 2025). Such patterns are especially salient in urban contexts
characterized by high work demands, time scarcity, and limited social support. Studies on parental
communication and family incivility further indicate that deficits in parent—child interaction are associated
with elevated behavioral and socio-emotional difficulties in children and adolescents (Miao et al., 2024;
Okesina, 2024).

Within this literature, growing attention has been paid to the emergence of so-called pseudo-autistic
symptoms—behavioral patterns resembling autism spectrum characteristics (e.g., reduced social interaction,
repetitive behaviors, limited verbal engagement) that arise in the absence of a clinical diagnosis. Scholars
emphasize that such patterns may result from environmental deprivation, particularly reduced face-to-face
interaction during critical developmental windows (Papini et al., 2024). Importantly, these outcomes are not
attributed to digital media per se, but to unmanaged exposure combined with insufficient parental mediation.
Multidimensional models of problematic digital use underscore the interaction between individual, social-
environmental, and family-level factors (Xiong et al., 2024).

Family systems research further demonstrates that parental psychological functioning, marital satisfaction, and
emotional spillover between caregiving and interparental relationships indirectly shape children’s socio-
developmental outcomes (Flanagan, 2024; Wang et al., 2025). In families experiencing heightened stress or
limited coping resources, digital media may function as a maladaptive compensatory strategy. Cross-cultural
studies also indicate that inadequate parental media literacy exacerbates risks associated with excessive screen
exposure, reinforcing calls for preventive, family-centered interventions (Zhangaliyeva & Zhukenova, 2025).

Collectively, the literature suggests that parental neglect in digital media management operates as a critical



mediating and amplifying factor linking smart media consumption to socio-developmental problems in
children.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional correlational design to examine the role of parental neglect
in managing children’s smart media use and its association with socio-developmental problems and pseudo-
autistic symptom risk. The sample consisted of 300 children aged 3 to 10 years residing in Tehran, selected
using stratified cluster sampling to ensure socioeconomic diversity. Parents or primary caregivers completed
structured questionnaires assessing children’s daily screen time, primary type of digital device used, parental
monitoring behaviors, indicators of parental neglect in media management, socio-developmental difficulties,
and behavioral markers associated with pseudo-autistic tendencies.

Parental neglect was operationalized as reduced emotional presence, lack of rule-setting, minimal co-use or
discussion of digital content, and reliance on media as a behavioral regulation tool. Socio-developmental
problems were measured across domains including peer interaction, emotional responsiveness, communication
skills, and behavioral flexibility. Data collection was conducted through supervised in-person and secure online
formats. Statistical analyses were performed using Python (version 3.12.3) with standard libraries for
descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, group comparisons, and multiple linear regression.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that average daily screen time exceeded recommended developmental
guidelines, with substantial variability across participants. Correlational analyses revealed a strong positive
association between parental neglect and socio-developmental problems, as well as a moderate positive
association with pseudo-autistic symptom risk. Parental monitoring showed a strong negative correlation with
neglect and socio-developmental difficulties.

Group comparisons based on low, moderate, and high levels of parental neglect demonstrated significant
differences in socio-developmental problem scores and pseudo-autistic risk indicators, with the highest levels
observed in the high-neglect group. Analysis of variance confirmed these differences as statistically significant.
Screen time alone was moderately associated with negative outcomes; however, regression analyses indicated
that parental neglect was the strongest predictor of socio-developmental problems, even when controlling for
screen time and demographic variables. Models predicting pseudo-autistic symptom risk showed that both
parental neglect and screen time contributed significantly, with the combined model explaining a substantial
proportion of variance.

Additional analyses suggested that portable devices, particularly smartphones and tablets, were associated with
higher neglect and problem scores compared to non-portable devices. Sleep disturbances were also more
prevalent among children in higher neglect categories, indicating broader regulatory difficulties associated

with unmanaged media use.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings demonstrate that parental neglect in managing smart media use plays a central role in shaping
children’s socio-developmental outcomes. Rather than implicating digital media as an isolated causal agent,
the results underscore the importance of relational and contextual factors within the family system. Children
exposed to high levels of screen time within a context of low parental engagement exhibit markedly greater
socio-emotional difficulties and behavioral patterns resembling pseudo-autistic features.

These results support a developmental interpretation in which reduced interpersonal interaction, emotional
attunement, and communicative exchange during early childhood constrain opportunities for practicing social
reciprocity and emotional regulation. Smart media, when unmediated, may displace critical experiences of
joint attention, conversational turn-taking, and embodied social learning. Parental neglect thus functions not
merely as an absence of supervision, but as a qualitative deficit in relational presence.

Importantly, the study highlights that screen time effects are conditional rather than deterministic. Children
with similar levels of media exposure show divergent outcomes depending on parental involvement, rule-
setting, and emotional availability. This reinforces the conceptualization of parental neglect as a mediating and
amplifying factor rather than a background variable. The observed associations with sleep disturbances and
device type further suggest that unmanaged media use reflects broader patterns of dysregulated family routines.
In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that parental neglect in smart media management is a
key risk factor for socio-developmental problems and pseudo-autistic behavioral patterns in children.
Preventive efforts should prioritize strengthening parental media literacy, enhancing emotional presence, and
promoting active parental mediation rather than focusing solely on reducing screen time. Family-centered
interventions that address parental stress, communication, and daily routines may be particularly effective in

mitigating the developmental risks associated with digital media exposure.
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