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Abstract: The rising prevalence of passive habits among children has become a 

significant concern in developmental psychology, particularly in the context of increasing 

digitization and post-pandemic lifestyle shift. Characterized by low cognitive, physical, and 

social engagement, such behaviours, including excessive screen use and sedentary activity, 

may disrupt normative developmental trajectories. The review synthesizes findings from 81 

peer-reviewed studies (2000-2026) examining the impact of passive behavioural patterns on 

children’s cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. Results indicated that 

persistent passivity is associated with reduced executive functioning, attentional difficulties, 

impaired emotional regulations, and lower social competence, alongside adverse physical 

health outcomes such as obesity and sleep disturbances. Contextual factors, including family 

environment and digital exposure, further shape these effects. Importantly, passive behaviours 
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may function as early indicators of vulnerability to emotional and behavioural difficulties. The 

review highlights the need for early identification and multi-level interventions to prevent the 

progression of subclinical concerns into long-term psychological problems. 

Keywords: Passive Habits, Child Development, Sedentary Behaviour, Digital 

Exposure, Developmental Psychology. 

 

1. Introduction 

Childhood in the 21st century is increasingly shaped by rapid technological 

development, urbanization, and changing socio-cultural dynamics (Anderson & 

Subrahmanyam, 2017; Chassiakos et al., 2016). These transformations have significantly 

altered the nature of children’s daily activities, with a noticeable shift from active, exploratory 

engagement toward more sedentary and screen-mediated experiences (Tremblay et al., 2011; 

Saunders & Vallance, 2017). The growing integration of digital technologies into education, 

entertainment, and social interaction has contributed to the normalization of passive forms of 

engagement in children’s routines (Carson et al., 2016; Selwyn, 2016; Twenge & Campbell, 

2018). 

This shift was further accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic, where prolonged 

screen exposure became a necessary medium for learning and communication. While these 

changes have enabled continuity in communication and connectivity, they have also raised 

concerns regarding their unintended developmental consequences, particularly the increasing 

prevalence of passive behavioural patterns among children (Nagata et al., 2020; American 

Academy of Pediatrics, 2016). 

Passive habits, broadly characterized by low levels of cognitive, physical, and social 

engagement, have emerged as a potential barrier to holistic child development. Contemporary 

childhood is increasingly characterized by high levels of digital media engagement, with 

children and adolescents spending substantial portions of their day interacting with screens 

(Rideout, 2019). These habits often involve unidirectional consumption of content, reduced 

physical activity, and limited interactive experiences, thereby restricting opportunities for 

active learning and adaptive functioning. Given that childhood is a critical period for the 

development of foundation cognitive, emotional, and social competencies, sustained 

engagement in passive behaviours may disrupt normative developmental trajectories.  

Despite a growing body of research on related constructs such as screen time, sedentary 

behaviour, and digital media use, the literature remains fragmented, with limited efforts to 

examine these behaviours collectively under a unified conceptual framework of “passive 
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habits” (Twenge, 2017). Furthermore, there is a need to understand how these habits influence 

multiple domains of development simultaneously, rather than in isolation. 

The present review seeks to address this gap by systematically examining the role of 

passive habits in shaping children’s growth and development (Bandura, 2001). By integrating 

findings across cognitive, emotional, social, and physical domains, the study aims to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the developmental implications of passivity in contemporary 

childhood contexts. 

From a clinical standpoint, the rising incidence of passive behavioural patterns calls for 

consideration as a possible factor in children's developing mental health issues. Early and 

middle childhood are crucial times for the development of social competence, emotional 

regulation, and attentional control—all of which are strongly associated with psychological 

well-being. In addition to having an impact on developmental outcomes, patterns of decreased 

engagement, excessive screen time, and little social connection may also operate as early 

behavioural indicators of susceptibility to internalizing and externalizing problems. For early 

detection, prevention, and intervention, it is crucial to comprehend passive behaviours within 

a mental health context. 

 

2. Background 

Conceptualizing Passive Habits 

Passive habits in children refer to repetitive behavioural patterns marked by minimal 

active engagement encompassing cognitive, physical, and social dimensions. These include 

excessive screen exposure, prolonged sedentary behaviour, limited participation in exploratory 

play, and dependence on externally structured activities. Unlike active engagement, which 

involves interaction, problem-solving, and creativity, passive behaviours are largely 

characterized by consumption rather than participation (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). 

Contemporary children’s engagement with media has increased substantially, with time-use 

studies indicating a growing proportion of daily activities devoted to screen-based consumption 

(Rideout, 2016). Excessive engagement with video games has been associated with 

pathological usage patterns and adverse psychosocial outcomes among youth (Gentile et al., 

2014), with more recent findings further highlighting these concerns within contemporary and 

context-specific settings (Gaur & Pannsamilinkara, 2026).Passive habits are conceptualized in 

the present review as low-engagement, consumption-oriented behavioural patterns 

characterized by minimal cognitive, physical, and social activation, distinguishing them from 

both general sedentary behaviour and structured digital engagement. 
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Such patterns are not inherently harmful in moderation, however, their increasing 

frequency, and duration in children’s daily lives raise concerns about their cumulative 

developmental impact. The distinction between active and passive engagement is therefore 

critical in understanding how everyday behaviours contribute or hinder developmental 

outcomes. 

Theoretical Foundations of Active Engagement 

Developmental psychology has consistently emphasized the importance of active 

participation in learning and growth. The constructivist theory proposed by Jean Piaget posits 

that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment. 

Opportunities for exploration, experimentation, and discovery are essential for the 

development of cognitive structures, thus, reduced engagement may limit these processes. 

Similarly, socio-cultural framework of Lev Vygotsky highlights the role of social 

interaction and guided learning in cognitive development. Passive habits, particularly those 

involving solitary engagement with digital media, may restrict meaningful interpersonal 

exchanges necessary for learning within the zone of proximal development.  

These theoretical perspectives collectively emphasize that development is inherently 

active and interaction-driven, suggesting that sustained passive engagement may not merely 

delay development but fundamentally alter its trajectory. 

From a social learning perspective, Albert Bandura highlights the importance of 

observation, imitation, and reinforcement in shaping behaviour. While media can provide 

models for learning, passive consumption without reflection or interaction may result in 

superficial understanding rather than deep learning. 

Additionally, the concept of learned helplessness introduced by Martin Seligman offers 

insight into how repeated disengagement or lack of perceived control can foster passivity, 

reduced motivation, and diminished persistence in children. 

Developmental Domains Affected by Passive Habits 

Passive habits have implications across multiple domains of development. Cognitively, 

they are associated with reduced attention span, diminished executive functioning, and lower 

academic engagement (Madigan et al., 2019; Christakis & Zimmerman, 2007; Christakis, 

2018). Emotionally, increased passivity may contribute to difficulties in self-regulation, 

heightened irritability, and vulnerability to internalizing problems such as anxiety and 

depression (Twenge & Campbell, 2018; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). 

In the social domain, limited peer interaction and reduced participation in collaborative 

activities may hinder the development of communication skills, empathy, and pro-social 
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behaviour (Tandon et al., 2012). Physically, sedentary behaviours are linked to adverse health 

outcomes, including increased risk of obesity, poor motor development, and disrupted sleep 

patterns (World Health Organization, 2019; Sahoo et al., 2015). 

Contextual and Environmental Influences 

The emergence and persistence of passive habits are influenced by a range of contextual 

factors. Parenting styles, particularly those characterized by overprotection or excessive 

control, may inadvertently limit children’s opportunities for independent exploration (Nikken 

& Schols, 2015; Nathanson, 2015). At the same time, the design of digital environments, often 

optimized for prolonged engagement, encourages passive consumption patterns. 

Socio-economic conditions, urban living constraints, and academic pressures further 

contribute to reduced physical activity and increased reliance on screen-based engagement 

(Rosen et al., 2011). In the Indian context, rapid digital penetration alongside shifting family 

structures adds another layer of complexity, making it essential to examine passive habits 

within culturally relevant frameworks. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

The present study adopts a systematic review design to examine the impact of passive 

habits on the growth and development of children. A systematic approach was selected to 

ensure a comprehensive, transparent, and replicable synthesis of existing literature. The review 

follows established guidelines for systematic reviews, incorporating structured search 

strategies, predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, and thematic synthesis of findings. 

3.2 Search Strategy 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted across major electronic databases, 

including Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, and Google Scholar, to identify relevant peer-

reviewed studies published between 2010 and 2025. The search strategy employed 

combinations of keywords and Boolean operators to maximize retrieval. Core search items 

included ‘passive habits, passive behaviours, screen time, digital exposure, media 

consumption, sedentary behaviour, child development, cognitive development, emotional 

development, social development, children, early childhood, school-age children.’ 

These terms were combined using Boolean operators (AND, OR) and adapted across 

databases to ensure consistency and comprehensiveness. Reference lists the selected articles 

were also screened to identify additional relevant studies. 
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Fig. 1: PRISMA Diagram 

 

3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria: Studies were included in the review if they were published in peer 

reviewed journals, between 2010 and 2025, focused on children, examined passive behaviours 

such as screen time, sedentary lifestyle, or low-engagement activities. They were also included 

if they reported outcomes related to cognitive, emotional, social or physical development. 

Empirical studies (quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method) and systematic reviews were also 

included. 

Exclusion Criteria: Studies were excluded if they focused exclusively on clinical or 

neurodevelopment disorders without relevance to general developmental patterns. They were 

also excluded if they examined active interactive digital learning without passive component, 

were non-peer-reviewed, or not available in English, and if they focused solely on adolescents 

or adults. 

3.4 Study Selection Process 

The study selection process followed a multi-stage screen procedure. Initially a total of  
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approximately 1,250 records were identified through database searches. After removal of 

duplicates, titles and abstracts were screened for relevance. Subsequently full-text articles were 

assessed based on the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Studies that did not meet the 

criteria were excluded at this stage. Following this systematic screening process, a total of 81 

studies were retained for the final analysis. 

3.5 Data Extraction 

Relevant data from the selected studies were systematically extracted using a structured 

framework. Extracted information included author(s) and year of publication, study design and 

sample characteristics, type of passive habit examined, developmental domains assessed, and 

key findings and conclusions. This process ensured consistency in data organization and 

facilitated comparative analysis across studies. 

3.6 Data Synthesis 

A thematic synthesis approach was employed to analyze and integrate findings from 

the selected studies. The included studies were grouped based on key domains of child 

development: cognitive outcomes, emotional outcomes, social outcomes, physical health 

outcomes, and contextual and environmental influences. Patterns, similarities, and divergences 

across studies were identified and synthesized to develop a comprehensive understanding of 

the impact of passive habits on child development.  

3.7 Quality Considerations 

To enhance the rigor of the review, emphasis was placed on including studies with 

robust methodological designs, such as longitudinal studies, systematic reviews, and meta-

analyses. Variations in study design, sample size, and measurement tools were taken into 

account during synthesis to ensure balanced interpretations of findings. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Impact of Passive Habits on Cognitive Development 

Cognitive development emerged as one of the most consistently affected domains in 

relation to passive habits among children. Across the reviewed studies (n=81), a substantial 

body of evidence indicates that increased engagement in passive behaviours, particularly 

excessive screen time and sedentary activity, is associated with deficits in attention, executive 

functioning, memory processes, and academic performance (Swing et al., 2010). 

Attention and Concentration 

A dominant finding across studies is the negative association between passive screen 

exposure and children’s attention capacities. Prolonged engagement in fast-paced, stimulus-
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driven media content has been linked to reduced sustained attention and increased 

distractibility (Christakis, 2018; Madigan et al., 2019). Children exposed to high-level of 

passive digital content often demonstrate difficulty in maintaining focus on goal-oriented tasks, 

particularly in structured academic settings (OECD, 2015; Wartella et al., 2014). 

Longitudinal evidence further suggests that early exposure to excessive screen time 

predicts later attentional difficulties, indicating a potential developmental lag rather than a 

transient effect (Pagani et al., 2013). This relationship is partly attributed to the overstimulation 

of the attentional systems, where rapid shifts in visual and auditory stimuli condition children 

to expect constant novelty, thereby reducing tolerance for slower-paced, cognitively 

demanding tasks (Walsh et al., 2018). 

Executive Functioning 

Executive functions, that include working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive 

flexibility, are particularly vulnerable to the effects of passive habits (Hutton et al., 2020). 

Several studies report that children with higher levels of sedentary screen use exhibit poorer 

performance on tasks requiring planning, self-regulation, and decision-making (Lillard et al., 

2015; Carson et al., 2016). 

Passive engagement limits opportunities for problem-solving and self-directed activity, 

both of which are critical for the development of executive control. In contrast to active play, 

which requires goal-setting, rule following, and adaptive responses, passive media 

consumption demands minimal cognitive effort, thereby reducing the frequency of executive 

function activation. 

Memory and Information Processing 

Emerging evidence also highlights the impact of passive habits on memory systems and 

information processing. Studies suggest that excessive reliance on passive digital media is 

associated with superficial processing of information, leading to weaker encoding and retention 

(Barr & Linebarger, 2017). Children engaged in passive viewing are less likely to engage in 

elaborative rehearsal or critical reflection, both of which are essential for long-term memory 

consolidation. 

Additionally, multi-tasking behaviours commonly associated with screen use, such as 

simultaneous engagement with multiple media platforms, have been linked to cognitive 

overload and reduced working memory efficiency (Uncapher et al., 2017). This fragmented 

mode of information processing may hinder the development of coherent knowledge structures. 
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Language and Academic Outcomes 

Passive habits, particularly excessive screen exposure in early childhood, have been 

associated with delayed language development and poorer academic outcomes. Reduced verbal 

interaction and limited exposure to reciprocal communication may impede vocabulary 

acquisition and language processing skills (Madigan et al., 2019). 

In academic contexts, higher levels of passive engagement and correlated with lower 

academic achievement, particularly in areas requiring sustained attention, comprehension, and 

problem-solving (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). The displacement hypothesis suggests that 

time spent in passive activities reduces time available for cognitively enriching experiences 

such as reading, interactive learning, and guided instruction. 

Reduced Exploratory Learning and Creativity 

A recurring theme across the literature in the reduction in exploratory and imaginative 

engagement among children with high levels of passive habits. Active play and hands-on 

experiences are critical for fostering creativity, divergent thinking, and curiosity. In contrast, 

passive consumption of pre-structured content limits opportunities for independent thought and 

innovation (Lillard et al., 2015). 

This shift from active creation to passive consumption may have long-term implications 

for cognitive flexibility and problem-solving abilities, as children become more reliant on 

externally provided stimuli rather than generating ideas independently. 

Summary of Cognitive Findings 

Overall, the findings indicate that passive habits exert a multidimensional impact on 

cognitive development, affecting both foundational processes (attention, memory) and higher-

order functions (executive control, academic performance) (Linebarger & Vaala, 2010). While 

moderate and purposeful use of digital media may offer cognitive benefits, excessive and 

unregulated passive engagement appears to disrupt critical developmental processes. 

 

4.2 Impact of Passive Habit on Emotional Development 

Emotional development constitutes a critical domain influenced by children’s 

engagement patterns, with passive habits demonstrating significant associations with emotional 

dysregulation, increased internalizing symptoms, and reduced psychological resilience. Across 

the reviewed studies, a consistent pattern emerges indicating that excessive passive 

engagement, particularly unregulated screen exposure and sedentary behaviour, limits 

opportunities for emotional learning and adaptive coping (Twenge & Campbell, 2018; Odgers 

& Jensen, 2020). 
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Emotional Regulation and Self-Control 

One of the strongest findings relates to deficits in emotional regulation among children 

with high levels of passive habits. Emotional regulation, which involves the ability to monitor, 

evaluate, and modify emotional responses, is typically progressive through active interaction 

with the environment, including social exchanges and experimental learning. 

Studies suggest that children engaging extensively in passive screen-based activities 

exhibit poorer self-regulation skills, including difficulty managing frustration, impulsivity, and 

delayed gratification (Radesky et al., 2016; Radesky et al., 2015; Przybylski & Weinstein, 

2017). Passive media consumption often provides immediate gratification and rapid 

stimulation, reducing children’s exposure to situations requiring patience, effort, and emotional 

adjustment. 

Furthermore, the displacement of real-world experiences limits opportunities to 

practice coping strategies in dynamic environments, thereby constraining the development of 

adaptive emotional responses (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2019). 

Internalizing Problems: Anxiety and Depression 

A growing body of evidence links passive habits with increased vulnerability to 

internalizing problems such as anxiety and depression symptoms. Higher screen time has been 

associated with lower psychological well-being, including increased feelings of loneliness, 

sadness, and social withdrawal (Twenge & Campbell, 2018; Boers, et al., 2018; George & 

Odgers, 2015). 

Longitudinal studies suggest that excessive passive engagement may contribute to the 

development of depressive symptoms over time, rather than merely co-occurring with them 

(Boers, et al., 2018). This relationship may be mediated by factors such as reduced physical 

activity, disrupted sleep patterns, and limited face-to-face social interaction.  

Additionally, passive consumption of media content may expose children to unrealistic 

social comparisons or over-stimulating content, further exacerbating emotional distress (Kross 

et al., 2013; Orben & Przybylski, 2019). 

Reduced Emotional Awareness and Empathy 

Passive habits may also impede the development of emotional awareness and empathy. 

Emotional competence is largely shaped through interpersonal interactions, where children 

learn to recognize, interpret, and respond to the emotions of others. Limited engagement in 

such interactions may limit the development of these skills. 

Research suggests that children with higher levels of passive screen use demonstrate 

lower levels of empathy and reduced ability to interpret emotional cues (Uhls et al., 2014) 
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(Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). The absence of reciprocal communication in passive media 

consumption reduces opportunities for perspective-taking and emotional attuning.  

This is particularly relevant in early and middle childhood, where socio-emotional 

learning is highly dependent on interactive experiences with peers and caregivers. 

Dependence, Reward Sensitivity, and Emotional Reactivity 

Passive digital environments are often designed to maximize engagement through 

reward-based mechanisms, such as instant feedback, visual stimulation, and algorithm-driven 

content delivery (Kardefelt-Winther, 2017). These features may increase children’s sensitivity 

to external rewards, fostering dependency on digital stimuli for emotional satisfaction. 

Studies suggest that children who engage heavily in passive digital consumption may 

demonstrate heightened emotional reactivity, including irritability and mood fluctuations when 

access to devices is restricted (Domoff et al., 2019). This pattern reflects a capacity for self-

soothing and internal regulation, as emotional states become increasingly contingent on 

external stimuli. 

Disrupted Sleep and Emotional Functioning 

An important indirect pathway linking passive habits to emotional outcomes is sleep 

disruption (Hysing et al., 2015). Excessive screen-time, particularly before bed-time, has been 

associated with poorer sleep quality and reduced sleep duration (Hale & Guan, 2015; Cain & 

Gradisar, 2010). Sleep plays an important role in emotional regulation and psychological well-

being. 

Sleep deprivation in children has been linked to increased irritability, emotional 

instability, and susceptibility to stress, thereby amplifying the negative emotional 

consequences of passive habits (Cheung et al., 2017; Carter et al., 2016; Arora & Nazar, 2018). 

Summary of Emotional Findings 

Overall, the findings suggest that passive habits are associated with compromised 

emotional development, characterized by reduced emotional regulation, increased internalizing 

symptoms, diminished empathy, and heightened emotional reactivity. These effects are both 

direct, through reduced experimental learning, and indirect through mediated factors such as 

sleep disruption and reward dependency (Twenge & Campbell, 2018; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). 

 

4.3 Impact of Passive Habits on Social Development 

Social development is fundamentally rooted in interaction, communication, and 

reciprocal engagement, all of which are constrained by increased reliance on passive habits. 

The reviewed literature consistently indicates that excessive engagement in passive behaviours, 
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particularly solitary screen use and reduced participation in interactive activities, is associated 

with deficits in social competence, communication skills, and pro-social behaviour 

(Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Hinkley et al, 2014; Carson et al., 2016). 

Reduced Social Interaction and Peer Engagement 

A primary consequence of passive habits is the displacement of opportunities for direct 

social interaction. Time spent in passive activities, such as screen-based media consumption, 

often replaces time that would otherwise be devoted to peer engagement, collaborative play, 

and family interaction (Tandon et al., 2012; Carson et al., 2016). 

Children with higher levels of passive engagement tend to participate less frequently in 

group activities, resulting in fewer opportunities to develop essential interpersonal skills. This 

reduction in real-world interaction may lead to social withdrawal and difficulty adapting to 

group dynamics, in school and community settings. 

Communication Skills and Language Use 

Effective communication skills develop through continuous, reciprocal exchanges 

involving verbal and non-verbal cues. Passive habits, particularly those involving 

unidirectional media consumption, limit such exchanges and may hinder the development of 

conversational abilities. 

Empirical studies suggest that excessive passive screen exposure is associated with 

poorer language use in social contexts, including difficulties in initiating conversations, 

managing dialogue, and interpreting social cues (Madigan et al., 2019; Linebarger & Vaala, 

2010). Reduced engagement in interactive communication may also affect pragmatic language 

skills, which are essential for navigation social situations effectively. 

Empathy, Pro-social Behaviour, and Perspective-taking 

The development of empathy and pro-social behaviour relies heavily on face-to-face 

interactions and emotional exchanges. Passive habits reduce exposure to such experiences, 

potentially limiting children’s ability to understand and respond to the emotions of others. 

Research indicates that children who spend more time in passive digital environments 

may demonstrate lower levels of empathy and decreased pro-social tendencies, such as sharing, 

cooperation, and helping behaviours (Uhls et al., 2014; Kross et al., 2013). The absence of 

immediate social feedback in passive context restricts opportunities for learning appropriate 

social responses and moral reasoning. 

Social Competence and Behavioural Adjustment 

Social competence encompasses a range of skills, including cooperation, conflict 

resolution, and adaptability in social contexts. Studies have found that children with higher 
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levels of passive and sedentary behaviours are more likely to exhibit difficulties in social 

adjustment, including peer rejection and behavioural problems (Pagani et al., 2013). 

These difficulties may arise from limited practice in negotiating social situations, 

understanding social norms, and managing interpersonal conflicts. Over time, such deficits can 

contribute to a cycle of social avoidance and reduced confidence in social settings. 

Digital Substitution and Superficial Socialization 

While digital platforms may provide avenues for a social interaction, passive 

engagement often involves consumption rather than meaningful participation. Watching 

content, scrolling through media, or engaging minimally with digital platforms does not equate 

to the depth of interaction required for social development. 

Even when children engage in digital communication, the quality of the interaction may 

be limited, lacking non-verbal cues, emotional nuance, and immediacy (Przybylski, 2014). This 

may result in superficial socialization, where children are connected but not meaningfully 

engaged, thereby weakening the development of authentic relational skills (Kross et al., 2013; 

Twenge & Campbell, 2018). 

Family Interaction and Attachment Patterns 

Passive habits also influence family dynamics, particularly through reduced parent-

child interaction. Increased screen use within households have been associated with fewer 

shared activities and diminished quality of communication between children and caregivers 

(Radesky et al., 2016). 

Such patterns may affect attachment processes, as consistent, responsive interaction is 

essential for developing secure relationships. Reduced engagement within family context may 

further limit opportunities for social learning and emotional bonding. 

Summary of Social Findings 

Collectively, the evidence suggests that passive habits contribute to compromised 

social development, characterized by reduced interaction, weaker communication skills, 

diminished empathy, and challenges in social competence. While digital environments may 

offer alternative form of connection, passive modes of engagement fail to provide the depth 

and reciprocity necessary for healthy social development (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). 

 

4.4 Impact of Passive Habits on Physical Development 

Physical development represents a foundational aspect of overall growth, closely linked 

to children’s activity levels, lifestyle patterns, and biological regulation. The reviewed 

literature consistently demonstrates that passive habits, particularly those involving prolonged 
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sedentary behaviour and excessive screen exposure, are associated with adverse outcomes in 

physical health, motor development, and physiological functioning (LeBlanc et al., 2012). 

Sedentary Behaviour and Reduced Physical Activity 

One of the most direct consequences of passive habits is the displacement of physical 

activity. Time spent in sedentary pursuits, such as screen-based media consumption, 

significantly reduces engagement in moderate to vigorous physical activities essential for 

healthy growth (Carson et al., 2016; Tremblay et al, 2011). 

Children with higher levels of passive engagement are less likely to participate in 

outdoor play, sports, and physically demanding activities, leading to decreased overall energy 

expenditure. This imbalance between energy intake and expenditure contributes to broader 

health concerns and limits opportunities for developing physical endurance and strength. 

Recent research has further highlighted the role of contextual and psychosocial factors in 

shaping children’s engagement with digital media (Kaul Kathju & Gaur, 2026). 

Children that exhibit passive behavioral patterns are more likely to have sedentary lives, 

which has significant effects on their general wellbeing. Even though physical health 

consequences like a higher chance of obesity and a lower level of physical fitness are often 

reported, their significance in the current context goes beyond medical issues to include their 

relationship to behavioral and psychological functioning (Tremblay et al., 2011). 

The disturbance of sleep cycles is one important way that passive habits affect 

development. Overuse of screens, especially in the evening, has been repeatedly linked to lower 

sleep quality, shorter sleep duration, and delayed sleep start (Hale & Guan, 2015). Sleep is 

essential for attentional control, emotional management, and cognitive performance. As a result, 

sleep interruptions may exacerbate mood control issues, heighten irritability, and hinder 

children's ability to participate in everyday activities (Owens, 2014). 

Long-term sedentary behavior also limits chances for physical activity and active play, 

both of which are critical for promoting adaptive behavioral functioning and physical 

development (Biddle & Asare, 2011). Lower levels of psychological well-being, such as less 

resilience, motivation, and vitality, have been associated with reduced physical exercise. 

While physical pain and obesity are relevant issues, their importance in this analysis is 

mostly due to their indirect impact on psychological consequences. Sedentary habits may 

restrict possibilities for experiential learning and self-regulation by reinforcing patterns of low 

engagement and decreased environmental contact (Carson et al., 2016). 

In general, a more comprehensive developmental and mental health paradigm that takes 

into account the interconnectedness of biological, behavioral, and emotional processes should 
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be used to understand the physical effects of passive habits (Walsh et al., 2018). Therefore, 

encouraging active participation and addressing sedentary behaviors are crucial for children's 

psychological wellbeing as well as their physical health. 

Summary of Physical Findings 

Overall, passive habits are strongly associated with compromised physical 

development, including reduced physical activity, increased risk of obesity, delayed motor 

development, disturbed sleep, and emerging musculoskeletal and visual concerns (Gupta et al., 

2012; Ranjani et al, 2016). The findings highlight the importance of maintaining a balance 

between sedentary and active behaviours to support healthy physical growth. 

 

4.5 Contextual and Environmental Factors Influencing Passive Habits 

The development and persistence of passive habits in children cannot be understood in 

isolation from their broader ecological context. The reviewed studies highlight that passive 

behaviours are shaped by interacting environmental, familial, socio-cultural, and technological 

factors, which collectively influence children’s engagement patterns and developmental 

outcomes. 

Parenting Styles and Family Environment 

Parenting practices play a central role in shaping children’s behavioural patterns, 

including their engagement in passive or active activities (Takeuchi, 2011; Livingstone & 

Helsper, 2008). The consistent findings of studies suggest that overprotective, permissive, or 

convenience-driven parenting styles may inadvertently promote passive habits by limiting 

opportunities for independent exploration and self-directed play (Radesky et al., 2016). 

Excessive reliance on digital services as a tool for distraction, behaviour management, 

or entertainment further reinforces passive engagement. In contrast, parental monitoring, co-

engagement, and establishment of structured routines have been associated with healthier 

behavioural patterns and reduced screen dependency (Lauricella et al., 2015). 

Additionally, the quality of parent-child interaction influences developmental 

outcomes. Reduced shared activities and limited verbal engagement within families may 

compound the effects of passive habits across cognitive, emotional, and social domains. 

Socio-economic and Cultural Contexts 

Socio-economic conditions significantly shape children’s access to resources, 

opportunities for active engagement, and exposure to passive environments (UNICEF, 2017; 

Common Sense Media, 2020). In urban settings, factors such as limited access to open spaces, 
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safety concerns, and academic pressures often restrict outdoor play, increasing reliance on 

indoor, screen-based activities (Carter et al., 2016). 

Cultural expectations and educational priorities may also contribute to structured, 

sedentary routines, particularly in context where academic achievement is emphasized over 

play-based learning (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015). In the Indian context, rapid digital penetration 

combined with evolving family structures has created environments where passive engagement 

is both accessible and normalized. 

At the same time, socio-economic disparities influence the nature of passive habits, 

with differences in content quality, parental supervision, and access to alternative activities 

shaping developmental outcomes. 

Digital Environments and Media Design 

The design of digital platforms plays a crucial role in reinforcing passive habits. Many 

digital environments are engineered to maximize user engagement through algorithm-driven 

content, continuous scrolling, and reward-based feedback mechanisms, which encourage 

prolonged and often passive consumption. 

Children, due to their self-regulation capacities, are particularly susceptible to these 

design features. Studies suggest that such environments promote habitual use patterns, reduce 

intentional engagement, and increase dependency on external stimulation (Domoff et al., 

2019). 

Moreover, the passive nature of much digital content, characterized by rapid pacing and 

high sensory stimulation, may further diminish attention span and reduce tolerance for less 

stimulating, real-world activities (Przybylski, 2014). 

Educational Practices and Learning Environments 

Educational contexts also influence the development of passive or active habits (Mayer, 

2014). Traditional pedagogical approaches that emphasize rote learning and teacher-centred 

instruction may limit opportunities for active participation, critical thinking, and experimental 

learning.  

Conversely, activity-based and collaborative learning environments encourage 

engagement, problem-solving, and social interaction, thereby counteracting passive tendencies. 

The shift to online learning during the pandemic further blurred and boundaries between active 

passive engagements, with prolonged screen-based instruction often reducing interactive 

learning opportunities (Nagata et al., 2020). 
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The nature of educational engagement thus plays a mediating role in determining 

whether children adopt active or passive behavioural patterns (Kirschner & De Bruyckere, 

2017). 

Built Environment and Lifestyle Constraints 

Physical environments, including access to safe play areas, recreational facilities, and 

community spaces, significantly influence children’s activity levels. Urbanization and 

changing lifestyles have reduced opportunities for unstructured outdoor play, contributing to 

increased sedentary behaviour. 

Time constraints within families, including parental work schedules and academic 

commitments, further limit opportunities for active engagement. These lifestyle factors 

collectively create conditions that favour convenience-based, passive activities over physically 

and cognitively engaging alternatives. 

Interaction of Multilevel Factors 

Importantly, the reviewed literature emphasizes that passive habits are not the result of 

a single factor but rather the outcome of interacting influences across multiple levels. For 

instance, a child in urban setting with limited outdoor space, high academic demands, and 

unrestricted access to digital devices is more likely to develop sustained passive habits. 

These multilevel interactions highlight the need for an ecological perspectives in 

understanding and addressing passive behaviours, where individual, familial, and 

environmental factors are considered simultaneously. 

Summary of Contextual Findings 

Overall, contextual and environmental factors play a determinative role in the 

emergence and maintenance of passive habits. Parenting practices, socio-economic conditions, 

digital environments, educational systems, and physical surroundings collectively shape 

children’s engagement patterns (Anderson & Jiang, 2018. Addressing passive habits, therefore 

requires multi-level interventions that extend beyond the individual child to include family, 

school, and societal structures. 

The results of this review demonstrate the importance of passive behavioural patterns 

as markers of children's mental health susceptibility as well as developmental issues. Passive 

habits seem to impede processes that are essential to psychological functioning in the social, 

emotional, and cognitive domains (Twenge & Campbell, 2018). 

Increased irritability, poor frustration tolerance, and a diminished ability for adaptive 

coping are among the emotional regulation issues that children with greater levels of passive 

involvement often exhibit. Anxiety and mood-related issues, which are early signs of 
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internalizing challenges, strongly correspond with these patterns (Przybylski & Weinstein, 

2017). Concurrently, children who are overexposed to screens may exhibit early indicators of 

behavioural dysregulation, such as diminished impulse control and attentional problems. 

Social retreat and decreased social competence are linked to subsequent mental health 

issues, and they may be caused by decreased peer contact and restricted reciprocal 

communication. Crucially, these results interact dynamically rather than being isolated, 

indicating that passive behaviours may be a factor in cascading impacts across functional 

domains (Christakis, 2018). 

Thus, passive behavioural patterns might be thought of as early behavioural risk 

indicators from a therapeutic perspective. Early detection of these patterns offers a chance for 

preventative action before problems worsen and become clinically serious (Radesky et al., 

2015). 

 

4.6 Early Identification and Screening 

It is essential to recognize maladaptive behavioral patterns early on in order to stop 

psychological problems from becoming worse. Parents, educators, and physicians may readily 

identify passive behaviors as visible signs. 

Excessive screen usage decreased interest in interactive play, low peer interaction, 

increased irritation while not using digital devices, and trouble maintaining focus in organized 

activities are common behavioral indicators. When these symptoms continue, they may 

indicate underlying difficulties with adaptive functioning and self-regulation (Uhls et al., 

2014). 

Parent-report surveys, instructor observations, and organized behavioral checklists that 

evaluate involvement, attention, and emotional response are some examples of screening 

methods (Glascoe, 2005). By incorporating these screening procedures into educational and 

medical contexts, the likelihood of long-term psychological problems may be decreased by 

early diagnosis and prompt care. 

 

5. Discussion 

The review synthesizes evidence across cognitive, emotional, social, and physical 

domains to examine the impact of passive habits on child development (Valkenburg & 

Piotrowski, 2017). The findings collectively that passive behavioural patterns are not isolated 

lifestyle choices but represent a systematic shift in childhood engagement, with far-reaching 
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implications for developmental trajectories. This section interprets these findings through 

theoretical, contextual, and applied lenses (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

The present review contributes to the literature by integrating fragmented constructs 

such as screen time, sedentary behaviour, and digital exposure under a unified conceptual 

framework of passive habits, thereby offering a multidimensional understanding of their 

developmental implications. 

Passive Habits as Developmental Disruptors 

A central insight emerging from the review is that passive habits function as 

developmental disruptors, interfering with processes that are inherently active, interactive, and 

experimental (Zimmerman, 2002). Across domains, children’s growth relies on engagement, 

whether through exploration, social interaction, or physical activity. Passive habits, by their 

very nature, reduce such engagement and thereby constrain opportunities for developmental 

progression. 

From a constructivist perspective, as proposed by Jean Piaget, learning occurs through 

active interaction with the environment. The reduced exploratory behaviour associated with 

passive habits limits opportunities for cognitive structuring and adaptation. Similarly, the 

socio-cultural framework of Lev Vygotsky emphasizes the role of social interaction in learning. 

Passive engagement, particularly solitary screen use, restricts participation in socially mediated 

learning experiences (Duckworth& Seligman, 2005). 

These theoretical perspectives converge in highlighting the passivity undermines the 

mechanisms through which development occurs, rather than merely affecting outcomes. 

The Displacement Hypothesis Revisited 

The findings strongly support the displacement hypothesis, which posits the time spent 

in passive activities replaces time that could be devoted to developmentally enriching 

experiences. This displacement operates across multiple domains simultaneously. 

For instance, increased screen time not only reduces physical activity but also limits 

opportunities for peer interactive and imaginative play (Orben & Przybylski, 2019). This 

cascading effect results in compound development deficits, where impairments in one domain 

reinforce challenges in others. Reduced physical activity may contribute to poor sleep, which 

in turn affects emotional regulation and cognitive functioning, illustrating the interconnected 

nature of developmental processes. 

Thus passive habits should not be viewed as an isolated risk but as cross-domain 

influences with cumulative effects. 
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Passive Engagement and the Erosion of Self-Regulation 

Another key theme emerging from the review is the relationship between passive habits 

and diminished self-regulation. Many passive environments, particularly digital platforms, are 

characterized by immediate rewards, rapid feedback, and minimal efforts requirements 

(Domoff et al., 2019; Kardefelt-Winther, 2017). These features may condition children to 

expect constant stimulation, thereby reducing tolerance for effortful, goal-directed behaviour. 

This aligns with the concept of learned helplessness proposed by Martin Seligman, 

where reduced agency and repeated reliance on external stimuli may lead to decreased 

motivation and persistence. Over time, children may become less inclined to initiate activities 

independently, relying instead of externally structured or passive forms of engagement.  

This erosion of self-regulation has implications across domains, affecting academic 

performance, emotional control, and social adaptability. 

The Paradox of Digital Connectivity 

An important contradiction highlighted in the review is the paradox of digital 

connectivity. While digital technologies offer unprecedented opportunities for learning and 

connection, their passive use may undermine the very developmental processes they aim to 

support (Stiglic & Viner, 2019). 

From a social learning perspective, as articulated by Albert Bandura, observation and 

modelling are critical for learning. However, passive consumption of digital content often lacks 

the interactive and reflective components necessary for meaningful internalization. As a result, 

children may be exposed to information without developing the skills required to process, 

apply, or critically evaluate it. 

The paradox highlights the importance of distinguishing between active and passive 

digital engagement, rather than categorizing all screen use as inherently harmful.  

Contextualizing Findings in the Indian Setting 

The implications of passive habits are particularly significant in the Indian context, 

where rapid digitalization intersects with diverse socio-cultural and economic conditions. 

Increasing smartphone penetration, combined with academic pressures and urban lifestyle 

constraints, has created environments conducive to passive engagement. 

In many urban Indian settings, limited access to safe outdoor spaces and heightened 

emphasis on academic achievement reduce opportunities for play-based and exploratory 

learning. Simultaneously, digital devices are often used as tools for education as well as 

entertainment, blurring the boundaries between productive and passive use (Rosen et al., 2011). 
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Family dynamics also play a crucial role. With changing family structures and 

increasing parental workload, digital media may serve as a convenient means of engagement 

for children. However, this convenience may come at the cost of reduced parent-child 

interaction and guided learning experiences. 

These contextual factors highlight the need for culturally sensitive frameworks that 

account for the unique environmental and social realities shaping children’s behaviour in India. 

5.1 Implications for Interventions 

The findings of the review suggest that addressing passive habits requires multi-level, 

integrative interventions rather than isolated behavioural modifications. At the individual level, 

fostering self-regulation, curiosity, and intrinsic motivation is essential. At the family level, 

promoting active parenting practices, co-engagement, and structured routines can mitigate 

passive tendencies. 

Educational systems must also play a proactive role by incorporating activity-based, 

experiential, and collaborative learning approaches that encourage active participation. 

Additionally, there is a need for greater awareness regarding the quality and context of digital 

engagement, emphasizing purposeful and interactive use over passive consumption. 

At a broader level, policy interventions aimed at creating child-friendly spaces, 

regulating digital content and promoting public health awareness can contribute to reducing 

the prevalence of passive habits. 

5.2 Limitations of the Review 

While the present review provides a comprehensive synthesis of existing literature, 

certain limitations must be acknowledged. The reliance on studies published in English may 

have excluded relevant research from non-English sources. Additionally, variations in study 

design, measurement tools, and definitions of passive behaviour may limit direct comparability 

across studies.  

Furthermore, much of the existing research in correlational, making it difficult to 

establish causal relationships between passive habits and developmental outcomes. 

Longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to better understand these dynamics. 

5.3 Directions for Future Research 

Future research should focus on longitudinal investigations to examine long-term 

impact of passive habits across developmental stages. There is also a need for studies that 

differentiate between types of passive engagement and their specific effects. 

In the Indian context, culturally grounded research examining the interaction between 

the socio-economic factors, parenting practices, and digital environments would provide 
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valuable insights. Additionally, exploring the relationship between passive habits and 

constructs such as emotional intelligence, resilience, and adaptive functioning may further 

enrich the literature. 

Re-conceptualizing passive behavioral patterns as possible behavioral risk flags for 

mental health issues rather than just lifestyle variables is a significant outcome of the current 

results (Moffitt et al., 2002). Passive engagement may interfere with fundamental mechanisms 

that underpin emotional regulation, attention, and social functioning, according to the 

consistent connections discovered across domains (Jones et al., 2015). This viewpoint, which 

emphasizes the value of early behavioral markers in identifying children at risk and directing 

prompt intervention efforts, is consistent with a preventative mental health approach. 

5.4 Implications for Practice and Intervention 

The results of this analysis highlight how crucial multi-level intervention techniques 

are for addressing children's passive behavioral tendencies. Fostering good developmental and 

psychological outcomes at the family level requires creating disciplined daily routines, 

encouraging active parent-child connection, and controlling screen use (Kazdin, 1993). 

By using interactive, play-based, and collaborative learning strategies that promote 

social contact and active engagement, educational environments may have a positive impact. 

Teachers are crucial in seeing early indicators of disengagement and helping kids via organized, 

interesting teaching methods. 

From a clinical standpoint, regular behavioral assessments should take passive 

behavioral patterns into account. Potential dangers may be reduced with early parent 

supervision, screen-related psychoeducation, and programs that focus on social skills and self-

regulation (Jomes et al., 2015). 

Public health programs and policy frameworks should, on a larger scale, seek to raise 

understanding of the psychological and developmental consequences of excessive passive 

involvement. Supporting children's mental health and general wellbeing requires promoting 

healthy activity patterns that include social, cognitive, and physical involvement. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The review highlights the pervasive influence of passive habits on holistic growth and 

development of children, highlighting their role as significant barriers to optimal 

developmental trajectories. Across cognitive, emotional, social, and physical domains, the 

evidence consistently demonstrates that sustained engagement in passive behaviours, 
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characterized by reduced interaction, minimal effort, and high external stimulation, undermines 

the foundational processes through which children learn, adapt, and thrive. 

A key contribution of the review lies in conceptualizing passive habits as 

multidimensional and cumulative developmental risk, rather than isolated behavioural 

concerns. By synthesizing findings across domains, the study illustrates how passive 

engagement disrupts not only individual developmental outcomes but also the interconnected 

systems that support overall functioning. The displacement of active exploratory, and socially 

interactive experiences emerges as a central mechanism through which these effects manifest. 

Passive habits represent not merely a lifestyle concern but a developmental risk factor 

with cross-domain implications, necessitating coordinated interventions across family, 

educational, and policy levels. 

Importantly, the review highlights that passive habits are shaped by a complex interplay 

of contextual and environmental factors, including parenting practices, digital ecosystems, 

educational structures, and socio-cultural conditions. This in turn highlights the need to move 

beyond individual-level explanations and adopt an ecological perspective in both research and 

intervention. 

From an applied standpoint, the findings call for a balanced and intentional approach 

to childhood engagement, where the focus shifts from merely reducing screen time to 

promoting meaningful, active, and developmentally enriching experiences. Interventions must 

be multi-level, involving families, schools, and broader policy frameworks, to effectively 

address the systemic nature of passive behaviours. 

In conclusion, fostering active engagement in childhood is not simply a matter of 

behavioural preferences but a developmental necessity. Addressing the rise of passive habits is 

therefore critical to ensuring that children are equipped with the cognitive, emotional, social, 

and physical competencies required for adaptive functioning in an increasingly complex world. 
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