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Excessive use of screens in our society was a concern among
eye care practitioners even before the pandemic forced the world
into a condition of full-time digital engagement. Among children,
the average amount of screen time skyrocketed during 2020. De-
vice-based learning became mandatory in schools across the globe
and screens emerged as a surrogate for entertainment when chil-
dren could no longer occupy their time with sports, after-school
programs or in-person interactions with friends. Parents of young
children quickly realized that digital media produced sufficient
distraction to allow for a few hours of uninterrupted virtual work
and teens discovered that the unlimited options for engagement
provided an escape from the monotony of lockdown. Multiple sur-
veys which have queried parents about use of screens demonstrat-

ed a rampant increase in their use.

Screens have been shown to perturb normal blinking habits.
Unfortunately, poor blinking is a primary cause of meibomian
gland obstruction, which leads to tear film instability. Meibomian
gland disease is the most common cause of evaporative dry eye
in adults and adolescents. Meibomian gland dysfunction has been
linked to screen use in many studies in both children and adults
and the relationship is indisputable. Because dry eye is already
the most common medical reason that patients present to eye care
practitioners, iatrogenic meibomian gland dysfunction in younger
populations represents a serious public health concern. Dry eye
has been linked to depression, decreased quality of life and, given
our reliance on technology in the workplace it poses a threat to

productivity.

A Standard Patient Evaluation of Eye Dryness (SPEED) ques-
tionnaire administered to middle and high school students after the
start of the pandemic asked students to report on their eye comfort
after initiating full time online learning. The results of 458 students
who responded indicated that dry eye symptoms were present.
Of significant concern was that 70% of the students experienced
dryness, grittiness and scratchiness at least some of the time, 72%
reported sore/irritated eyes at least some of time, 67% admitted
to experiencing burning or watering and 93% reported eye fatigue
at least part of the time. Overall, only 16% denied eye fatigue. In
line with the published literature on the association of screens and
dry eye, 76% of the respondents reported that use of electronics
was associated with their symptoms. In this cohort, nearly 60% of
the students admitted to screen use greater than 6 hours per day,
which is greater than that reported in other surveys of parents. Di-
rect queries of students about their screen habits and symptoms
using anonymous survey instruments may provide more accurate
assessments of actual screen time and associated symptoms in this

population.

Taken together, the staggering increase in screen time among
children as well as indications that dry eye is occurring in this pop-
ulation and is likely to be exacerbated by the pandemic should be
a clarion call to action. While a “return to normal” may or may not
happen in this coming year, the ubiquitous use of devices is unlikely
to diminish as our society becomes more reliant on technology. It is
imperative that screening for ocular discomfort symptoms in chil-
dren be implemented. Common sense interventions such as blink-

ing, taking screen breaks, eyelid cleaning and warm compresses
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should be incorporated into the vernacular of self-care at an early
age among pediatricians, school nurses, parents and eye care pro-
viders. These are essentially no-cost recommendations which will
have an enormous positive global public health impact now and in

the future.
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