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Emotional intelligence develops during the crucial early stage of age among 
preschool children and many negative impacts may arise and affect their lives 
due to the deficits in emotional intelligence. The purpose of the present study is 
to determine the relationship between screen time, playfulness, parental 
monitoring and emotional intelligence among Chinese preschool children in 
Kuala Lumpur. Additionally, this study wishes to find out the unique predictor of 
emotional intelligence and whether child’s sex and parental monitoring would 
play moderating roles in these relationships. There were 217 mothers of 
Chinese preschool children aged between four to six years old study at 
selected private preschools in Kuala Lumpur were recruited as respondents in 
this study by using Stratified Proportionate Random Sampling technique. Self-
administered questionnaire was distributed to mothers. Children’s screen time 
was assessed by using Screen Time Questionnaire (STQ), whereas the 
information of playfulness was collected by using Child Behavior Inventory of 
Playfulness (CBI). Adult Involvement in Media Scale (AIM) was employed to 
measure parental monitoring and lastly Parent Rating Scales of Emotional 
Intelligence was utilized to assess children’s emotional intelligence. All 
instruments used in the current study showed good reliability in the local 
context with overall reliability score of above .70. As the results, there was no 
significant relationship between screen time and emotional intelligence. 
However, playfulness (r = .42, p < .01) and parental monitoring (r = .35, p < .01) 
were significantly positive correlated with emotional intelligence. Besides, 
playfulness (β= .29, p < 0.00) and parental monitoring (β= .27, p < 0.00) were 
found as predictors of emotional intelligence. Nevertheless, child’s sex and 
parental monitoring could not consider as moderators in this study. In sum, the 
study  provides valuable information to parents on how screen time, playfulness 
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and parental monitoring influence emotional intelligence among preschool 
children.  
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia 
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HUBUNGAN ANTARA PENGGUNAAN MASA SKRIN, 
SUKA BERMAIN, PEMANTAUAN IBU BAPA DAN 

KECERDASAN EMOSI DALAM KALANGAN KANAK-
KANAK PRASEKOLAH CINA DI KUALA LUMPUR, 

MALAYSIA 
 

Oleh 

TUN JU ERN 

Februari 2021 

Pengerusi : Profesor Madya Zarinah Arshat, PhD 
Fakulti  : Ekologi Manusia 
 
 
Kecerdasan emosi berkembang pada peringkat awal usia dalam kalangan 
kanak-kanak prasekolah dan banyak impak negatif yang mungkin timbul dan 
mempengaruhi kehidupan mereka disebabkan defisit dalam kecerdasan 
emosi. Tujuan kajian ini adalah untuk menentukan hubungan antara masa 
skrin, suka bermain, pemantauan ibu bapa dan kecerdasan emosi dalam 
kalangan kanak-kanak prasekolah Cina di Kuala Lumpur. Selain itu, kajian 
ini ingin mengetahui peramal unik kecerdasan emosi dan samada jantina 
kanak-kanak dan pemantauan ibu bapa akan memainkan peranan 
sederhana dalam hubungan ini. Terdapat 217 ibu yang mempunyai kanak- 
kanak prasekolah Cina berumur antara empat hingga enam tahun yang 
belajar di prasekolah swasta terpilih di Kuala Lumpur telah dipilih sebagai 
responden dalam kajian semasa dengan menggunakan teknik Stratified 
Proportionate Random Sampling. Data telah dikumpulkan dengan 
menggunakan borang soal selidik tadbir sendiri. Masa skrin kanak-kanak 
telah dinilai dengan menggunakan Screen Time Questionnaire (STQ), 
manakala maklumat tentang suka bermain telah dikumpulkan dengan 
menggunakan Child Behavior Inventory of Playfulness (CBI), Adult 
Involvement in Media Scale (AIM) digunakan untuk mengukur pemantauan 
ibu bapa dan akhirnya Parent Rating Scales of Emotional Intelligence telah 
digunakan untuk menilai kecerdasan emosi kanak-kanak. Semua instrumen 
yang digunakan dalam kajian ini menunjukkan kebolehpercayaan yang baik 
dalam konteks tempatan dengan skor kebolehpercayaan keseluruhan di atas 
.70. Hasil kajian menunjukkan bahawa tidak terdapat perkaitan yang 
signifikan antara masa skrin dan kecerdasan emosi. Walau bagaimanapun, 
suka bermain (r = .42, p <.01) dan pemantauan ibu bapa (r = .35, p <.01) 
mempunyai korelasi positif yang signifikan dengan kecerdasan emosi. Selain 
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itu, suka bermain (β = .29, p <0.00) dan pemantauan ibu bapa (β = .27, p 
<0.00) merupakan peramal unik kecerdasan emosi. Walaupun begitu, jantina 
kanak-kanak dan pemantauan ibu bapa tidak dapat dianggap sebagai 
moderator dalam kajian ini. Ringkasnya, kajian ini memberikan maklumat 
berharga kepada ibu bapa tentang bagaimana masa skrin, suka bermain dan 
pemantauan ibu bapa mempengaruhi kecerdasan emosi dalam kalangan 
kanak-kanak. 
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 1 

CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1  Background of the Study 
 
 
Nowadays, Emotional intelligence (EI) is emerging as a relatively important and 
growing area of behavioural investigation in education, psychology, learning 
and development to have more in-depth study in order to understand the nature 
of the emotional intelligence construct due to the increasingly recognize of the 
importance of emotions (Serrat, 2017; Zeidner, Matthews, Roberts & MacCann, 
2003; Zeidner, Roberts & Matthews, 2002; Mayer, Caruso & Salovey, 2000; 
Sullivan, 1999). From past to present, emotional intelligence is generally seen 
as an egalitarian form of intelligence if compared to traditional IQ and as a 
general umbrella term for various levels of ability (Zeidner et al., 2003; Mayer et 
al., 2000). The concept of emotional intelligence was first introduced by 
Salovey and Mayer (1990). When defining emotional intelligence, there is a 
great diversity of theories and hence it has no single and specific definition 
(Zeidner et al., 2003).  Emotional intelligence was also defined as a set of 
abilities that included recognizing, perceiving, understanding, generating, 
regulating and managing the emotions of the self and others in order to adapt 
and deal with external and internal stress (Reker, 2003; Sullivan, 1999; Baron, 
1997). 
 

The key constructs of emotional intelligence should be recognized and studied 
in children (Scharfe, 2000). In four-branch model (Mayer et al., 2000), one of 
the factors which was emotion understanding become better in three and four 
years old children but pre-schoolers have difficulties in understanding mixed 
and complex emotions. For emotion management and regulation, pre-
schoolers would apply simple rules for feeling and emotion display while 
differing in how easily they learnt those regulative strategies during 
socialization (Zeidner et al., 2003; Mayer et al., 2000; Denham, 1998). 
 
 
Furthermore, many past researches had addressed individual differences when 
discussing about emotional intelligence. It was because long tradition among 
clinicians found out that people showed differences in the capacity of 
understanding or expressing emotions and such differences may be rooted in 
skills that were able to be learnt and hence affect their mental health indirectly 
(Salovey & Mayer, 1990). This can be supported by some researchers who 
highlighted the relationship between emotional intelligence and individual 
differences in emotional function in children and also realized that individual 
differences like biological and constitutional factors affect the development of 
emotional intelligence (Zeidner et al., 2003; Saarni, 2000; Scharfe, 2000). 
Moreover, the expectations of society and parents were different in terms of 
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 2 

children’s sexuality and culturally, and hence emotional intelligence was 
associated meaningfully with gender differences (Naghavi & Redzuan, 2011). 
 
 
In Malaysia, formal education begins as early as at the age of four years old 
and hence it is the starting age to study in the preschool. Preschools provide 
early child education program for children age four to six years old 
(MyGovernment, 2019; Mustafa & Azman, 2013; Curriculum Development 
Centre, 2007). However, this is not obligatory education.  Nevertheless, 
majority of children in Malaysia begin their preschool education formally below 
six years of age as preparation to enter the elementary school. Therefore, 
private kindergartens or preschools in Malaysia provide various approaches in 
learning for children aged four to six years and they are required to use the 
National Preschool Curriculum as stipulated in the National Education Act 1996 
(MyGovernment, 2019; Mustafa & Azman, 2013; Curriculum Development 
Centre, 2007). Both of the government and private preschools have similar 
purposes, which are the curriculum emphasize on communication skills, social 
skills and other skills, and it prepares children to enter the elementary schools 
with primary education system (Curriculum Development Centre, 2007). In 
Malaysia, although government preschools provide free charges or less fees if 
compared with private preschools, however, Malaysian parents are more likely 
and opting to send their kids for private education and register their children at 
private preschools and this trend is emerging now (CR, 2015; Mustafa & 
Azman, 2013; Curriculum Development Centre, 2007). 

 
 

Moreover, there were several reasons of focusing preschool-aged children in 
this research. Firstly, some previous researches have recognized there were 
developmental differences between preschool and later childhood (Kostyrka-
Allchorne, Cooper & Simpson, 2017; Hamilton, Spinks, White, Kavanagh & 
Walsh, 2016). For instance, in the early stage of age were the formation of 
personality and emotional aspects of enhancement which were the main 
aspects in their development (Fadzil et al., 2016). Therefore, this statement 
could be supported by TV-based data which have revealed that a child’s 
earliest screen time can be formative (Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., 2017; Hamilton 
et al., 2016). It was similar with other researchers who mentioned preschool-
aged children may be habit-forming if they have higher screen time, and early 
overexposure to the electronic devices increased the likelihood of overuse in 
later life (Hamilton et al., 2016; Duch, Fisher, Ensari & Harrington, 
2013). Hence, many preschool-aged children accumulated screen time at 
home and also in child care or preschools via using a variety of screens 
devices (Common Sense Media, 2013; Duch et al., 2013). There were many 
past researches have shown and proved that excessive use of electronic 
devices and higher levels of screen time would bring negative effects to their 
emotional intelligence (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018; Verroulx, 2018; Rikkers, 
Lawrence, Hafekost & Zubrick, 2016). Secondly, emotional intelligence is not 
given attention in the preschool educational context in Malaysia, especially in 
private educational settings (Rohaizad, Kosnin & Khan, 2017; Yunus, 2013; 
National Pre-School Curriculum Standard, 2010; Curriculum Development 
Centre, 2007). Thirdly, preschool children nowadays spend an average of two-
hours daily using screens (Chaput et al., 2017). Therefore, this study would like 
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 3 

to focus only on the preschool-aged children in Malaysia which are from four to 
six years old. 
 
 
In preschools under the supervision of the Ministry of Education (MOE) in 
Malaysia, emotional intelligence is not given enough attention and emphasis 
(Rohaizad et al., 2017). It could be supported by a previous study which found 
that majority of preschool children in southern part of west Malaysia were weak 
in mastering the elements of emotional intelligence (Rohaizad, Kosnin & Nora, 
2012). Therefore, the government has started to emphasize the importance of 
EI by trying to create a balanced and harmonious kid and aiming to develop the 
potential of children at the of age four to six years in the physical, emotional, 
spiritual, intellectual and social (Rohaizad & Kosnin, 2014; National Pre-School 
Curriculum Standard, 2010).  National Pre-School Curriculum Standard (KSPK) 
(2010) and the revised KSPK (2017) included emotion as one of the domains of 
learning of the kindergarten curriculum in Malaysia. KSPK (2017) mentioned 
that the self-help skills should emphasize the development of socio-emotions. 
 
 
If preschool children showed deficits in emotional intelligence, many problems 
in adjustment may arise and their lives were insufficiently rewarded and hence 
they would regulate their emotions in alienating ways or take drastic actions to 
escape from problems (Rohaizad & Kosnin, 2014; Salovey & Mayer, 1990; 
Skinner, 1986). For instance, preschool children who were not able to 
recognize emotions in others always made friends to feel badly and hence may 
be perceived as dull-witted and ultimately be rejected. They might be unable to 
plan lives that could fulfil them emotionally and these planning deficits may lead 
them to live with depression or even suicidal ideation (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). 
In addition, preschool-aged children with lower emotional intelligence tend to 
involve in the future truancy, drug abuse, and become lawlessness if early 
mediation techniques like parental monitoring are absent (Carlson, Tiret, 
Bender & Benson, 2011). Thus, emotional intelligence is an important element 
to study and emphasized among preschool children. 
 
 
In this contemporary time, electronic devices have become common and hence 
it is undeniable that the usage time or screen time of electronic devices among 
children is gradually increasing because they have more opportunities to use it 
in anywhere and anytime if compared to the last time. Screen time is defined as 
the total time spent by using smartphones, tablets, computers or handled 
devices in anywhere and they were available all hours (Olszewski, 2015). 
 
 
Hosokawa and Katsura (2018) mentioned that child target users of mobile 
devices are becoming younger nowadays and there is a changing in today’s 
technology driven world, from traditional media like television and video games 
to new media like home computers, mobile devices such as smartphones and 
digital tablets.  Hence, this shows that media become a dominant part in 
children's lives gradually and hence children might have lessened time to play if 
they always use electronic devices. In fact, playing games was important for 
children's learning and with the aid of nowadays electronic devices or 
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 4 

technologies like smart phone, the digitally minded kids have better play 
environments (Genc, 2014). Thus, child’s play and playfulness in this new era 
is not similar again with the more traditional methods of play in last time. 
 
 
Play meant any activity that is personally directed by the child and it is freely 
chosen and intrinsically motivated (Korkmaz, 2017). The impulse to play among 
children was innate and hence playing and playfulness were important and they 
are essential elements of childhood that supported their development like 
emotional (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018; Wilson, 2010). However, there were 
some studies showed that high level of electronic devices usage or screen time 
will affect the development of emotional intelligence and children who spent 
more time in front of screens would have emotional distress and poor emotional 
connections with peers and family members (Verroulx, 2018) whereas 
playfulness was proved to be related with children’s emotional intelligence and 
play was a good way for children to express themselves, communicate their 
feelings and thoughts, integrate and practice their learning about emotional and 
hence it had been proved could promote emotional intelligence in children 
(Christian, 2012). Therefore, the imbalance of using electronic device or screen 
time and play time will cause effects to children’s emotional intelligence. 
Nevertheless, the effects of screen time to emotional intelligence are depended 
on how the children use it. For instance, the quantity of usage time and the 
quality of screen time would affect child development like their emotional 
intelligence (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018). However, not all the parents aware of 
how to choose the right electronic devices, apps, or set the duration of using 
electronic devices for their kids (Fadzil, Abdullah & Salleh, 2016).  
 
 
Moreover, the current issue and major problem is families in Asia less in 
monitoring children’s screen time. The past research showed that Malaysia has 
a small but the highest percentage which was 5% of parents who did not 
monitor at all when their kids were using devices if compared to the other South 
East Asia countries (Mirchandani Unantenne, Mittal & Siew-Steven, 2014). 
Besides, 98 % of parents in Southeast Asia allowed their children of aged 
between three and eight years old to use electronic devices (Mirchandani et al., 
2014). Furthermore, the Women, Family and Community Development Ministry 
in Malaysia said through a survey of 1165 parents who attended programmes 
organised by the 1 Malaysia National Family Month in November, there was 
only 24% of parents check their children aged between three and 17 about their 
gadget content and it was surprisingly around 80% of parents allowed their 
children to own gadgets (Mallow, 2018). There is a fact that parents in this new 
era would use electronic device as the medium to make their kids under control 
even though some parents realized the negative effects of the usage of smart 
phones to their preschool children but they did not take any preventive 
measures (Fadzil et al., 2016; Genc, 2014). Hence, interaction between 
parents and children has some big changes in today digital world and the use 
of electronic devices has become one of the main issues for parent-child 
conflicts (Shuo, 2018). 
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Besides, parental monitoring is important because caregiver-infant interaction, 
the quality of early attachment between child and parents, modelling, 
reinforcement, feedback and parental socialization practices would have effect 
in the development of children’s emotional intelligence (Zeidner et al., 2003; 
Zeidner et al., 2002; Saarni, 1999, 2000; Salovey & Sluyter, 1997). Children 
would learn to understand, comprehend, express and regulate emotions by 
exchanging their emotions with parents (Naghavi & Redzuan, 2011). Parental 
monitoring was normally based on parents’ attitudes towards screen time and it 
could be described as the parent’s actions in protecting, supervising and 
checking their kids when they are using electronic devices and after using it 
(Nikken & Schols, 2015; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008). 
 
 
If preschool children spent more high-quality time with their parents in joint 
activities like playing together or co-viewing electronic devices, they would have 
fewer emotional problems (Galboda-Liyanage, Prince, & Scott, 2003) and 
hence it might contribute to high level of emotional intelligence because there 
was a statistic showed that electronic device use and screen time during early 
childhood for more than two hours per day would cause increased behavioral 
problems, fewer verbal and nonverbal interactions between parents and 
children dyad (Bozzola et al., 2018). Hence, interactions and playing help to 
build more connections between parents and children rather than using 
electronic devices (Bozzola et al., 2018). Therefore, there is an emerging 
problem among children related to an abuse of electronic device usage and 
hence the right balance between screen time like using electronic device and 
physical activity such as playing should be obtained (Bozzola et al., 2018; 
DeShetler, 2014) since it could affect children’s emotional intelligence. Thus, 
parental monitoring is important in order to achieve the balance between 
screen time and play among children.  
 
 
In summary, a good understanding of the importance of play, playfulness and 
negative effects of screen time to children’s EI are important. As mentioned 
earlier, EI is a key in leading individuals to succeed in their lives and avoid 
involving in negative activities. Hence, emotional intelligence should be 
emphasised among children beginning from the kindergarten level. There are 
many factors that influence children’s EI. However, the present study only 
focuses on the current issue which is screen time, playfulness and parental 
monitoring associated with emotional intelligence among preschool-aged 
children with different sex. 
 
 
1.2   Statement of Problem 
 
 
Generally, statement of problem is a section for researchers to answer some 
specific questions such as the purposes and objectives of the study, the 
research questions, and cases that could be applied from the results gained 
through the study in the statement of problem (O'Sullivan, Berner, Taliaferro, & 
Rassel, 2016).  
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In Malaysia, the preschool program was less emphasizing on emotional 
development and EI (Rohaizad et al., 2017), especially private preschools 
(Mustafa & Azman, 2013). Thus, the latest KPSK (2017) has started to highlight 
emotional intelligence and socio-emotional of preschool children. Therefore, EI 
is an important element and variable that should be emphasized in the 
research. Nowadays, many children always access to their own or shared 
family electronic devices or parent-owned devices and this statement could be 
proved by showing quantitative evidence regarding electronic device use 
among children in Southeast Asia (SEA), which is 98% of parents in SEA allow 
their kids to use electronic devices despite common perceptions that prolonged 
usage of devices would have negative effects on children’s development 
(Mirchandani et al., 2014). According to Malaysian Communications and 
Multimedia Commission (2017), 3.9% of preschool children in Malaysia have 
smartphone. Thus, this is the current issue that should be investigated to study 
its effects on preschool-aged children. 
 
 
However, there is still very little research on the impact of screen time of 
children because electronic devices are newly emerging in this era. Most of the 
previous researches were likely to examine the effects of the traditional devices 
or media like television, computers and video games on children’s development 
but not included the modern electronic devices like smart phone and tablets 
(Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018). Those modern and new technologies are 
eventually become an essential part in children’s and parents’ lives. However, 
the prior literature did not reveal much the effects of new and modern electronic 
device use like smartphones and tablets by children and its impacts on 
children’s emotional intelligence, and hence there is still limited evidence on the 
impact of modern electronic device use (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018). In fact, 
excessive screen time like using tablets and smartphone would affect children’s 
development on some degrees (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018). Therefore, the 
present study is trying to extend past literature by investigating the effects of 
screen time including the time spent in modern technologies like smartphone 
and tablets on children’s emotional intelligence. 
 
 
Besides, there was lack of research focused on the preschool-aged children 
when investigating the relationship between screen time and emotional 
intelligence because most of them were conducted by focusing on infant or 
middle-aged children as their target sample. This could be supported by Topper 
(2017) who mentioned that there was only a small percentage of studies on 
electronic devices had been conducted with early and middle childhood 
children. There were a lot of articles and researches conducted in Western 
countries but lack of research discussed about the preschool-aged children in 
Malaysia context when investigating about the relationships, and hence the 
findings cannot be generalised to the population in South Eastern countries. 
Although children nowadays expose frequently to the electronic devices at a 
younger age and in more diverse ways, however, its impact on the emotional 
intelligence of children is relatively unknown because this is only the first 
generation of children growing up with electronic devices from birth (Radesky et 
al., 2015). Hence, preschool-aged children’s interactions with new technology 
like electronic devices and their development through the usage of devices 
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should be studied. Thus, there is an urgent need for addressing the relationship 
between screen time, playfulness and emotional intelligence on preschool-aged 
children between four and six years old in Malaysia.  
 
 
Moreover, nowadays, the methods or the types of children’s play become 
different if compared with last time. Childhood in this new generation and play 
environments are accompanied with more high advanced technology and less 
interaction with peers and natural environment (Loukatari, Matsouka, 
Papadimitriou, Nani & Grammatikopoulos, 2019). Playing is extremely 
important for children because they learnt and developed through playing 
(Loukatari et al., 2019). Hence, play nowadays is drawn from more traditional 
play methods and changes in children’s play and playfulness happen. These 
changing would affect their play outcomes and playfulness to their development 
such as emotional intelligence and making connections to real life (Loukatari et 
al., 2019). Therefore, it is possible to believe that negative effects of screen 
time on children’s EI could be overcome if they have balance time spent in 
playing and using devices. Thus, study about the relations between the current 
play of children and their playfulness with emotional intelligence is needed in 
order to fill the gap in previous studies by exploring the relationships. 
 
 
In addition, it is undeniable that parents play an important role in monitoring 
and regulating screen time among their kids to ensure it is being used in an 
appropriate and meaningful way (Topper, 2017; Radesky, Peacock-Chambers, 
Zuckerman & Silverstein, 2016). Thus, parental monitoring could be a 
contributing factor in affecting the relationship between screen time, playfulness 
and emotional intelligence among preschool-aged children. However, research 
less focused on how parental monitoring could act as a possible moderator in 
these relationships. Hence, the role of parental monitoring, in assisting or 
diminishing emotional intelligence, has yet to be determined due to the reason 
that limited research in the field of emotional intelligence and parenting has 
been done (Alegre, 2012). Thus, the association between screen time, 
playfulness and emotional intelligence being moderated by parental monitoring 
still remains unexplored. Besides, there is lack information on the role of child’s 
sex in relationships. Little study had considered whether males and females 
differ in how screen time and playfulness are associated with emotional 
intelligence. As a result, this illustrates the need for research to further examine 
whether child’s sex is a possible moderator when studying these relationships. 
Given the important role of parents on preschool-aged children’s screen time, 
this study was designed to assess the moderation effect of parental monitoring 
and child’s sex in the relationships between screen time, playfulness and 
emotional intelligence in a sample of Malaysian preschool-aged children with 
different genders.  
 
 
Last but not least, the goal of the current study is trying to fill these existing 
gaps by exploring the relationships between screen time, playfulness and 
emotional intelligence among preschool-aged children with different sex in local 
context and how parental monitoring and child’s sex could play their 
moderating roles in affecting these relations. If children abused or addicted to 
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electronic devices, this would influence their emotional development and 
indirectly cause negative effects to their emotional intelligence. However, the 
negative effects to their emotional intelligence might be overcome if they 
achieved balance time spent in playing and using electronic devices, or when 
parental monitoring is existed. The present study is a good resource for 
parents, school, community, educational department and government to be 
aware of this current issue and hence they could plan or design some 
prevention or intervention program. Therefore, this present study is important 
and needed to carry out by addressing all current issues and problems 
highlighted aforementioned. 
 
 
1.3   Significance of the Study 
 
 
The significance of this current study is important for several reasons. First and 
foremost, by going through this study, the findings might contribute to 
knowledge in the field of child development psychology, especially in the 
context of preschool children. This study is concerned on the preschool 
children and their emotional intelligence, which have been shown that currently 
less research is focused on these sample and variable. 
 
 
The result of this study makes a major contribution to research on preschool 
children’s screen time and emotional intelligence by demonstrating the 
relationship between these two variables. Understanding the link between 
screen time and emotional intelligence would provide essential practical 
implications for researchers and also parents or teachers. Specifically, it helps 
researchers, parents or teachers to consider whether screen time is harmful or 
helpful to their preschool kids’ emotional intelligence. Thus, parents or teachers 
may help preschool children to use electronic device in a more suitable way in 
order to help them to diminish negative effects on their development or 
emotional intelligence. 
 
 
Secondly, this study provides insight to the researchers and parents about the 
positive effects of play and playfulness to emotional intelligence among 
preschool children. Understanding the importance and benefits of play and 
playfulness to the development of preschool children should help researchers, 
practitioners, parents or teachers to prepare more chances for them to play and 
they could design significant play programs like play-based classroom in the 
future that are suitable for them with accordance to the kid’s characteristics. 
Hence, children could gain positive developments and parents will realize that 
they shouldn’t always use electronic devices to control their kids by occupying 
their time with screened media, tablets or smartphones. In sum, this study 
would give some insights for parents about there are necessaries to maintain 
the balance between the usages of electronic device and play time in their 
preschool kids’ lives. 
 
 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 9 

In addition, the identification of significant moderators or predictors in this 
research would benefit to practitioners in designing and implementing programs 
and intervention or conducting further studies in preschool children. The 
present study examines the extent to which the relationships of this study may 
be moderated by child’s sex and parental monitoring. In the future, researchers, 
teachers, parents and school authorities can increase efforts such as 
emphasizing parental monitoring to children during their usage time of 
electronic devices and helping their children to choose suitable electronic 
devices or applications when the findings disclose that parental monitoring is a 
predictor of emotional intelligence.  

 
 

Moreover, the outcome in this study also contributes to the research literature 
for future use and could be used as a reference for further studies in relevant 
topics. The result of the study gives valuable information on the relationships 
between screen time, playfulness and emotional intelligence among preschool 
children, with child’s sex as and also parental monitoring as potential 
moderators in these relationships. Further, the findings from this study may 
provide a breakthrough for future research and government to develop 
programme for preschool children and play-based classroom or play-based 
environment at home which are suitable with their kids’ characteristics and with 
the balance of screen time in order to improve their emotional intelligence by 
considering all of these variables and moderators in this study. 
 
 
1.4   Research Question(s) 
 
 
This study was trying to answer the following specific research questions: 

1. Is there any significant relationship between screen time, playfulness, 
parental monitoring and emotional intelligence among Chinese 
preschool children? 

2. Are there any unique predictors of emotional intelligence among 
Chinese preschool children ? 

3. Does parental monitoring moderate the relationship between screen 
time, playfulness and emotional intelligence among Chinese preschool 
children? 

4. Does child’s sex moderate the relationship between screen time, 
playfulness and emotional intelligence among Chinese preschool 
children? 

 
 
1.5  Objectives of the Study 
 
 
In this section, the general objective and specific objectives of the study would 
be discussed. 
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1.5.1  General Objective 
 
 
The general objective was to determine the relationships between screen time, 
playfulness and emotional intelligence among Chinese preschool children, and 
also the roles of parental monitoring and child’s sex as moderators on these 
relationships. 
 
 
1.5.2  Specific Objectives 
 
 

1. To describe mother characteristics (age, years of education and 
employment status), child’s characteristics (age and sex), family 
characteristics (family total monthly income, number of children), 
screen time, playfulness, parental monitoring and emotional 
intelligence among Chinese preschool children.  

2. To identify the relationship between mother characteristics (age and 
years of education), child characteristics (sex and age), family 
characteristic (number of children and family monthly income) with 
emotional intelligence. 

3. To determine the relationships between screen time, playfulness, 
parental monitoring and emotional intelligence among Chinese 
preschool children. 

4. To determine the unique predictors of emotional intelligence among 
Chinese preschool children. 

5. To determine the moderating effect of parental monitoring on the 
relationships between screen time, playfulness and emotional 
intelligence among Chinese preschool children. 

6. To determine the moderating effect of child’s sex on the relations 
between screen time, playfulness and emotional intelligence among 
Chinese preschool children. 

 
 
1.6  Hypotheses of the Study 
 
 
There were several alternative hypotheses (Ha) stated in this study in line with 
specific objectives (objective 3, 4, 5 and 6): 
Objective 3: To determine the relationships between screen time, playfulness, 

parental monitoring and emotional intelligence among Chinese 
preschool children. 

Ha1 : There is significant relationship between screen time and emotional 
intelligence among Chinese preschool children. 

Ha2 : There is significant relationship between playfulness and emotional 
intelligence among Chinese preschool children. 

Ha3 : There is significant relationship between parental monitoring and 
emotional intelligence among Chinese preschool children. 

Objective 4: To determine the unique predictors of emotional intelligence 
among Chinese preschool children. 
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Ha4 : Mother’s characteristics (years of education), screen time, playfulness and 
parental monitoring significantly predict emotional intelligence. 

Objective 5: To determine the moderating effect of parental monitoring on the 
relationship between screen time, playfulness and emotional 
intelligence among Chinese preschool children. 

Ha5 : There is moderating effect of parental monitoring among Chinese 
preschool children on the relationship of screen time and emotional 
intelligence. 

Ha6 : There is moderating effect of parental monitoring among Chinese 
preschool children on the relationship of playfulness and emotional 
intelligence. 

Objective 6: To determine the moderating effect of child’s sex on the relations 
between screen time, playfulness and emotional intelligence 
among Chinese preschool children. 

Ha7 : There is moderating effect of child’s sex among Chinese preschool 
children on the relationship of screen time and emotional intelligence. 

Ha8 : There is moderating effect of child’s sex among Chinese preschool 
children on the relationship of playfulness and emotional intelligence. 

 
 
1.7  Theoretical Background of the Study 
 
 
In explaining the relationship between electronic device usage, playfulness, 
parental monitoring and emotional intelligence, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and Ecological Techno-Subsystem theory 
(Johnson & Puplampu, 2008), Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of learning 
(1978) and Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory (1983) could be applied in 
this study to support the theoretical and conceptual framework.   
 
 

1.7.1  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory and Ecological Techno 
Subsystem Theory 

 
 
These theories helped to explain the relationship between screen time, 
playfulness and emotional intelligence, and also the roles of parental 
monitoring and child’s sex. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory described that 
people constantly interact and always adjust with the environment and hence 
human development should be studied within settings and contexts 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). According to this theory, children’s development 
occurs through frequent and reciprocal interactions between the child with an 
immediate environment, and these frequent interactions must occur for a period 
of time to shape development (Boyd & Bee, 2014; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
1998). Therefore, in this era, this theory could be applied to explain that 
children’s development is taking place through their frequent and repeated 
interactions with ever-present screened media or electronic devices like 
smartphones or tablets. It is supported by Techno-Subsystem theory (Johnson 
& Puplampu, 2008) which mentioned that the immediate environment 
nowadays with the presence of cell phone, portable audio devices, Internet, 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 12 

computers, portable video devices and television would affect their 
developments. Thus, children’s screen time may influence some aspect of their 
development, such as emotional. In sum, according to this theory, children’s 
development is taking place through their frequent and repeated interactions 
with the using of devices. Therefore, it should be considered that children’s use 
and parent-child co-use of electronic devices influence some aspect of 
development. 
 
 
In these theories, Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Johnson and Puplampu (2008) 
mentioned there are five ecological systems to explain the individual’s 
interactions with the environment, which are microsystem, mesosystem, 
exosystem, macrosystem and chronological system whilst microsystem, 
mesosystem and exosystem could be used to explain and support the parental 
monitoring in this study. Macrosystem could help in explaining both potential 
moderators which are child’s sex and parental monitoring. Microsystem is the 
first layer that consists activities, social roles and interpersonal relations in face-
to-face interaction and exposed directly. This setting directly influences children 
through their immediate participation in home, and parents, caregivers, 
teachers or peers are within this subsystem. Thus, parents play an important 
role to guide their preschool children in playing and their screen time because it 
might affect their emotional intelligence. This could be supported by Alegre 
(2012) who mentioned that parenting practices could predict children’s 
emotional intelligence. 
 
 
Next, the second layer is mesosystem which refers to the interrelationship of 
the child’s microsystem. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Johnson and 
Puplampu (2008), the mesosystem is composed of a network of the 
relationships between the various interacting factors. Co-use of electronic 
devices and co-play between parents and children, and playing between 
children and peers are good examples.  
 
 
The third layer is exosystem and it refers to the social setting, like institutions of 
culture that affect children’s development indirectly (Boyd & Bee, 2014). The 
setting of his or her surrounding would affect their development and hence the 
effects of this layer are impersonal and indirect. The exosystem consists of a 
broad belief system, value and institutional pattern that are provided by 
individuals with different backgrounds in the social setting (Johnson & 
Puplampu, 2008; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). They do not have direct interaction 
with the children, but are able to influence their emotional development and 
emotional intelligence indirectly. For instance, family influences like parents’ 
working hours, total monthly income and mother’s years of education. These 
social settings seem like do not participate and affect children’s emotional 
intelligence level directly, but of all these social settings influence the parent-
child interactions and relationships like co-using electronic devices at home, 
parental monitoring in children’s screen time, parent-child co-play, and the 
balance of time in using electronic devices and play, further, affecting children’s 
emotional intelligence indirectly.  
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Next, the macrosystem involves the belief and values of the culture in which the 
child lives. Parents’ beliefs and parental monitoring might be affected by the 
cultural values, customs, and principles. Thus, children may be affected by their 
parents’ beliefs and cultural traditions practiced by their family (Johnson & 
Puplampu, 2008; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For instance, parents’ attitudes, 
beliefs and control towards screen time and playfulness of their children in 
different genders, and also parents’ beliefs towards the importance of childhood 
play and playfulness might affect their emotional intelligence. Hence, parental 
monitoring would be influenced by parents’ own values about the importance of 
play and playfulness to their preschool children and the importance of limiting 
or controlling the use of electronic device to their kids. Besides, there were 
previous studies showed that parents had different beliefs and attitudes 
towards monitoring their son’s and daughter’s time of usage of electronic 
devices (Gentile et al., 2012). Moreover, culturally, some researches revealed 
there were gender differences in child’s play and playfulness, screen time and 
emotional intelligence (Reimers et al., 2018; Thomory & Mykhailovska, 2016; 
Mirchandani et al., 2014; Besenyi, Kaczynski, Stanis & Vaughan, 2013; Gentile 
et al., 2012; Bailey, 2011; Onchwari & Keengwe, 2011; Hay, 2007; 
Zachopoulou, Trevlas & Tsikriki, 2004; Tallandini, 2004; Lindsey & Colwell, 
2003). 
 
 
The last layer is chronological system which is termed by historical and 
chronological context. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the environment is 
ever-changing indeed. Hence, the changes in life such as the birth of a sibling, 
the beginning of school, moving to a new living environment or school, and 
parents’ marital relationship could be caused some effects on the children’s 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), such as affect their emotional 
intelligence levels. For instance, if the child moves to a new school or new 
living place, he or she might need some time to adapt to the new environment 
and build new relationships with the teachers and friends in the new school or 
with the new neighbours. Besides, according to Techno-Subsystem theory 
(Johnson & Puplampu, 2008), the immediate environment nowadays with the 
availability of smartphones, computers and other electronic devices would 
affect children’s development like emotional. Thus, the changing of traditional 
media like video games and television to new modern media like smartphone 
and tablets nowadays, and also the traditional play like playing congkak and 
guli to modern play types in the new era like playing VR games might bring 
some effects to the children’s emotional intelligence level. In sum, all of these 
new conditions or circumstances in new environments will affect children’s 
emotional intelligence.  
 
 
According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Johnson and Puplampu (2008), 
children would interact actively within these environmental changing contexts. 
Each context may affect the child’s perspective, thought and behaviour which 
might cause some impacts to their emotional development and emotional 
intelligence in life. In this study, the first four layers of systems which were 
microsystem, exosystem, mesosystem and macrosystem would be focused on 
in order to reach the objectives of the research. These four systems would help 
to examine the relationships between screen time, playfulness, parental 
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monitoring and emotional intelligence among preschool children and also 
investigate the moderating roles of parental monitoring and child’s sex in these 
relationships. 
 
 
1.7.2  Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of Learning 
 
 
This sociocultural theory of learning could be applied in explaining the role of 
parental monitoring in the relationship between screen time, playfulness and 
emotional intelligence among preschool children. According to Vygotsky 
(1978), scaffolding is a process when in the presence of the guidance of adults 
or older siblings, children learn new cognitive skills and those adults or siblings 
structure the child’s learning experience. 
 
 
Adults play an important role in order to create an appropriate scaffold for 
children. The adult must model the best strategy and adapt the whole process 
to the child’s developmental level, or called as zone of proximal development 
(Rogoff, 1990). According to Vygotsky (1978), zone of proximal development 
(ZPD) described the distance between a task that a child can do independently 
and a task that a child can master through play or with the help of adults, older 
siblings or more competent peers because the task is too hard for the child to 
do alone but can manage with guidance. 
 
 
According to Vygotsky (1978), when a more experienced person offers 
scaffolding and shows support to children in attempting to overcome those 
challenges beyond their current independent ability, and guiding them until 
children achieve mastery and autonomy, then children are living in an optimal 
learning environment. During parent-child joint activities like when playing 
together, or using electronic devices together, scaffolding happens when 
parents provide feedback, explanations, modelling, and answers to their 
questions in a sensitive and responsive manner in the interactions with 
children, and help them to reach mastery of challenges that children are facing 
(Fay-Stammbach, Hawes & Meredith, 2014). It could be supported by another 
research which mentioned that parents and also electronic screens can both 
scaffold the child’s development when they matched with the child’s zone of 
proximal development (Nikken & Schols, 2015). The research indicated that 
when parents supported their child in using electronic devices, they adjusted 
the amount and type of their scaffolding activities to young children’s 
developing media activities (Nikken & Schols, 2015). Thus, this theory helps to 
explain that parental monitoring should be further investigated whether it could 
be a potential moderating variable between electronic device usage, play and 
emotional intelligence. 
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1.7.3  Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory 
 
 
This theory could support the dependent variable in this study, which was 
emotional intelligence. According to Gardner (1983), there were two forms of 
personal intelligence which specified as intrapersonal and interpersonal 
intelligence. Intrapersonal intelligence focused on the recognition and 
evaluation of personal feelings. Interpersonal intelligence involved the 
recognition and evaluation of others’ feelings and actions. Besides, Gardner 
(1983) explained how the more advanced levels of the personal intelligences 
are manifested such as the ability to put internal feelings into words is 
considered to be high in intrapersonal intelligence.  
 
 
Thus, it described the factors of emotional intelligence in this study, which was 
recognition factor that represented basic skills in the development of emotional 
intelligence, such as perception of emotions in the self and others, and also 
response factor which described the abilities to understand and manage 
emotions in the self and in others (Sullivan, 1999).  

 
 

Therefore, this theory could support emotional intelligence in this study 
because its concepts are very important and close to the concept of emotional 
intelligence (Sullivan, 1999; Norboevich, 2020). The abilities and concepts 
highlighted in intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligence were directly related 
to emotional intelligence (Norboevich, 2020). 
 
 
1.8  Conceptual Framework of the Study 
 
 
The conceptual framework of the present study was illustrated as Figure 1.1 
based on the research objectives, the Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and Ecological Techno-Subsystem theory (Johnson & 
Puplampu, 2008) as discussed in the theoretical perspective section. 
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Figure 1.1:  Conceptual  Moderator 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework: “Relationships between screen time, 
playfulness, parental monitoring and emotional intelligence among 
Chinese preschool aged children”  

 

This study would like to describe children’s characteristics, mother’s 
characteristics, family characteristics, screen time, playfulness, parental 
monitoring and emotional intelligence among preschool-aged children. In this 
present study, electronic device usage like their screen time and playfulness 
were hypothesized to have significant associations with emotional intelligence 
among preschool-aged children. Besides, possible moderators would be child’s 
sex and parental monitoring. 
 
 
From the theoretical background, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory and 
Ecological Techno-Subsystem theory explained that children’s development is 
happened and affected by their frequent and repeated interactions with 
electronic devices like smartphones and tablets.  Besides, four layers of the 
ecological system which are microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and 
macrosystem could be applied to examine the relationships between screen 
time, playfulness, parental monitoring and emotional intelligence among 
preschool children.  
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These four systems also suggested that parental monitoring and child’s sex 
could be possible moderators in the relationship of screen time, playfulness 
and emotional intelligence. Parents have their roles in guiding and providing 
opportunity to children to play because it might affect their emotional 
intelligence. This theory also explained that children may be affected by their 
parents’ beliefs and cultural traditions practiced by their family (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979) and hence parental monitoring would be influenced by parents’ own 
values about the importance of children’s playfulness and the importance of 
monitoring their kids in using electronic devices. Moreover, exosystem and 
macrosystem could help to explain that child’s sex as a moderator in these 
relationships. Besides, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of learning and 
Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence theory could help to explain and support the 
variable of parental monitoring and emotional intelligence in this study, 
respectively. 
 
 
In sum, the independent variables of the current study were screen time and 
playfulness while the dependent variable was emotional intelligence. 
Antecedent variables were mother’s characteristics (age, years of education 
and employment status), child’s characteristics (age) and family characteristics 
(total family monthly income and numbers of children). Parental monitoring and 
child’s sex are assumed to be moderators. Hence, this study aimed to explore 
the relationship between screen time, playfulness and emotional intelligence 
among preschool-aged children and to find out the unique predictors of 
children’s emotional intelligence. The researcher would like to test whether 
parental monitoring and child’s sex could moderate these relationships by 
referring to the theories stated in the previous section. 
 
 
1.9  Terminology of Definition 
 
 
This section provides the conceptual and operational definitions of the variables 
in the study. 
 
 
1.9.1  Preschool Children 
 
 
Conceptual: In Malaysia, preschool children refer to children age four to six 
years old who receive formal education in the preschool (MyGovernment, 2019; 
Mustafa & Azman, 2013; Curriculum Development Centre, 2007). 
 
 
Operational: Operationally, it corresponds to Chinese preschool children in 
private preschools from Kuala Lumpur area aged 4 to 6 years old 
(MyGovernment, 2019).  
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1.9.2  Screen Time 
 
 
Conceptual: Screen time means total time spent engaged in visual or screen 
media activities like playing handheld devices, computers, TV and others and 
no longer limited to certain places only because it is available at all the time 
(Olszewski, 2015; Mayo Clinic, 2011).  
 
 
Operational: Screen time was measured by using Screen Time Questionnaire 
(STQ) revised version, which is developed by Olszewski (2015). Thus, the 
higher the mean scores, the higher the screen time among children. 
 
 
1.9.3  Playfulness 
 
 
Conceptual: Playfulness is the expression of the child’s drive to engage with, 
connect with, and explore the surrounding world freely and pleasurably 
(Sanderson, 2010). 
 
 
Operational: Playfulness was measured by using Child Behavior Inventory of 
Playfulness (CBI) (Christian, 2011; Rogers, et al., 1998). If the child yields a 
high score on playfulness factor, it means the child indicates a playful 
personality disposition. 
 
 
1.9.4  Parental Monitoring 
 
 
Conceptual: Parental monitoring depends on parents’ attitudes about media 
and their actions like monitoring, applying restrictions on media use, 
supervising the child when using electronic devices (Nikken & Schols, 2015) 
and checking up on the child’s activity on electronic devices, covertly or overtly, 
after they use it (Livingstone & Helsper, 2008). 
 
 
Operational: Parental monitoring of children’s screen time habits was 
measured by using The Adult Involvement in Media Scale (AIM) (Gentile et al., 
2014; Anderson, Gentile & Buckley, 2007). If the scores are higher, the 
parental monitoring level is higher. 
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1.9.5  Emotional Intelligence 
 
 
Conceptual: Emotional intelligence could be referred as abilities or skills to 
perceive and express emotions accurately, understand and interpret emotional 
content, manage and regulate emotions of the self and others (Serrat, 2017; 
Brouzos, 2014; Reker, 2003). 
 
 
Operational: Emotional intelligence was measured by the scores in Parent 
Rating Scales of Emotional Intelligence (Ulutas & Omeroglu, 2012; Salovey & 
Sluyter, 1997) based on the model of emotional intelligence abilities. If the child 
yields higher scores in this scale which is rated by their mother, it means that 
the child has higher emotional intelligence level. 
 
 
1.10  Summary 
 
 
This chapter explained clearly about the background of the research, problem 
statement, objectives, research questions, hypotheses being tested and 
significance of this present study. Besides, the conceptual and operational 
definitions of variables tested which are screen time, playfulness, emotional 
intelligence and parental monitoring has been discussed. Theoretical 
framework has been mentioned and conceptual framework is built based on the 
theoretical framework. This chapter attempted to give better understanding on 
what this research was planned to study. 
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