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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This narrative review aimed to synthesize evidence on how leisure (non-work) screen-based activities—such as
TV viewing, internet use, smartphone, social media, and gaming—relate to life satisfaction and broader well-being in adults,
and to explore potential age differences and mechanisms.

Methods: A literature search was conducted in the PubMed and Google Scholar databases. Eligible studies examined adult
populations, leisure screen use, and subjective life satisfaction or well-being, with higher-evidence designs prioritized. In
total, 16 studies with heterogeneous designs were included and narratively synthesized.

Key Findings: Total leisure screen time showed null or slightly negative associations with life satisfaction and related
outcomes, detrimental especially when use exceeded 2—-3 h/day or displaced physical or social activity. Excessive use was
also correlated with poorer subjective well-being, self-rated health, body satisfaction, self-control, and sleep. Associations
varied by age, type, and quality of use, with some studies finding that younger adults were vulnerable to social media use
downsides, while older adults benefited from online use for social connection purposes. Screen experiences that felt
meaningful or socially connective to the user were neutral or positively related to well-being, whereas passive TV viewing
and some social media patterns were more consistently unfavorable. Experimental and modeling work suggested that
reducing recreational screen time or reallocating it to physical activity may improve mood and psychological well-being.
Conclusions: Adult leisure screen use is highly prevalent and, in higher, more passive forms, is modestly linked to lower
life satisfaction. However, effects depend on dose, content, and context, and can be neutral or beneficial when screen
activities feel meaningful, social, or goal-oriented. Encouraging intentional screen use, balanced with fulfilling offline
leisure, as well as conducting more causal research on specific screen behaviors, may help support adult life satisfaction.
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Introduction

Leisure time, as a social and economic privilege, a time of greater autonomy over individuals’ activities,
has the potential of enhancing life satisfaction. In this narrative review, we examine existing research on this
relationship, with a particular focus on screen-based leisure activities - a widespread and easily accessible form
of leisure in contemporary adult life.

Screen-based activities include watching television, streaming services or movies, using computers,
browsing the internet, reading or watching news, using smartphones, engaging with social media, scrolling
through feeds, and playing video games. These behaviors now constitute a substantial part of daily life for
many adults.

Most research on screen time has focused on children and adolescents, leaving adults comparatively
underrepresented. Understanding the impact of screen-based leisure activities in adulthood is crucial, as such
behaviors may influence various aspects of health and well-being.

In this review, we focus specifically on screen use during leisure time, rather than work-related screen
exposure, in order to provide information that may be relevant regardless of one’s profession.

Life satisfaction is typically considered a core component of overall well-being. Both “life satisfaction”
and “well-being” are widely discussed in the literature, yet their definitions remain somewhat fluid and not
fully settled. This article focuses primarily on life satisfaction, usually assessed as self-reported, perceived
satisfaction with life. Nonetheless, many of the studies identified during the preparation of this review
examined other dimensions of health and well-being. Given the lack of fixed, universally accepted definitions,
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the authors chose to include such outcomes while carefully distinguishing and naming the different domains
of health and well-being as precisely as possible.

The objective of this narrative review is to analyze and synthesize current evidence on the associations
between leisure-time screen use and life satisfaction in adults. By doing so, we aim to contribute to a better
understanding of how screen-based leisure activities may relate to subjective well-being and to offer insights
that can help individuals navigate everyday life in an increasingly digital world.

Methodology

This narrative review synthesized evidence on the association between screen-based leisure time and
life satisfaction in adults. A literature search was conducted in the PubMed and Google Scholar databases. We
used combinations of the following keywords and their variants: “leisure” OR “recreational”’; “screen-time”
OR “internet” OR “digital screen” OR “smartphone” OR “social media”; “life satisfaction” OR “well-being”;
and “adults” OR “adulthood”. Boolean operators (AND/OR) were applied to combine terms relevant to leisure,
screen-based activities, subjective or perceived life satisfaction, and adult populations.

Studies were first screened based on titles and abstracts. Articles were eligible if they: (1) focused on
adult populations; (2) examined screen-based leisure activities (e.g., general screen-time, internet use, social
media, smartphone use) as an exposure; and (3) included subjective or perceived life satisfaction or well-being
as an outcome. Studies with the highest evidentiary value (e.g., large population-based samples, validated
measures, robust statistical analyses) were prioritized for inclusion.

We excluded studies that: (1) focused on very narrow or highly specific adult subgroups only (e.g.,
clinical populations with very specific health-related diagnoses); (2) were limited exclusively to the COVID-19
pandemic period; or (3) assessed health-related indicators (e.g., physical or mental health symptoms) without
any measure explicitly capturing subjective or perceived life satisfaction or well-being. Full texts of potentially
relevant articles were retrieved when abstracts met the inclusion criteria or when eligibility remained unclear.

Finally, data from the 16 included studies were narratively synthesized, with attention to study design,
sample characteristics, operationalization of screen-based leisure, and measurement of life satisfaction or
well-being. No formal quantitative meta-analysis was conducted due to heterogeneity in study designs,
exposures, and outcome measures.

Results

1. Total Screen-Based Leisure Time and Life Satisfaction: Quantitative Analysis

Across the identified studies, results were primarily quantitative. Associations between total screen-
based leisure time and life satisfaction in adults were generally small and sometimes inconsistent, with clearer
negative associations emerging at higher, excessive levels of use or in specific subgroups.

In a large 3-year longitudinal cohort from New Zealand (n = 11,085), overall weekly screen-based
leisure time was essentially unrelated to life satisfaction and other mental health outcomes (self-esteem, social
support, psychological distress, mental disorder diagnoses). Instead, higher screen time was modestly but
robustly linked to slightly higher BMI, lower body satisfaction, small reductions in sleep, self-control and
subjective health, and, paradoxically, more hours of self-reported exercise. Among younger adults (<40 years),
higher total screen time—especially video watching and gaming—showed somewhat clearer associations with
lower life satisfaction, but effect sizes were very small and often not statistically robust. In older adults (=40
years), screen-based leisure was largely unrelated to life satisfaction; associations with higher BMI, lower
body satisfaction and lower self-control were more evident (De La Rosa et al., 2024).

A longitudinal fixed-effects analysis from Germany (n = 7,633; age range 15-41; mean ~27 years old)
indicated that, within individuals over time, excessive internet use (=3 h/day) was associated with lower life
satisfaction compared with <3 h/day, even after adjusting for other leisure activities (socializing with friends,
sports and vacation). Excessive TV viewing (>3 h/day) was also linked to slightly lower life satisfaction when
considered alone, suggesting a displacement of more rewarding activities. Non-use of TV or internet did not
differ from moderate use in terms of life satisfaction (C. Schmiedeberg et al., 2016).

In a large cross-sectional European sample from 22 countries (n = 40,185), adults who met both physical
activity (=150 min/week) and recreational TV screen-time (<3 h/day) guidelines (based on Canadian 24-h
movement guidelines) reported the highest life satisfaction. Independently of physical activity, any TV
viewing was associated with lower life satisfaction compared with no TV, although most participants met the
<3 h/day threshold (Chen Z. et al., 2022).
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Smaller cross-sectional studies further supported adverse correlates of high recreational screen time.
One study (n = 795) reported very high prevalence of >3 h/day recreational screen time (~82% on working
days; ~64% on non-working days) and found that, after adjustment, men with high leisure screen use on
working days more often reported poor perceived health (Leén-Gomez et al., 2020).

Another study of students or highly educated adults (n = 446; mean age ~26 years) found that
leisure-time, but not work-related, internet use was associated with problematic internet use (assessed on
ISS-20r scale, a tool to measure internet addiction), which in turn correlated negatively with quality of life.
However, leisure-time internet use itself was not directly associated with perceived quality of life when
examined in the same model (Gao et al., 2020).

A scoping review of 46 studies of all age groups, reported that more time spent sedentary or physically
inactive was related to lower hedonic well-being (life satisfaction and affect), with associations being generally
weak, but stronger for physical inactivity such as screen-time specifically (Sui et al., 2021).

An 18-year follow-up questionnaire in a cohort of Spanish university graduates (cross-sectional analysis;
n =3051; mean age 57.3 years) found that using digital screens (TV, tablet, mobile phone) for > 2 h/day was
associated with a 9% higher prevalence of not having optimal overall psychological well-being (assessed using
29-item Ryff scale), compared with < 30 min/day. Screen use > 2 h/day was also linked to a higher likelihood
of not achieving optimal environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth, all statistically
significant. These associations remained significant after adjustment for age, sex, smoking, alcohol, physical
activity, Mediterranean diet, personality traits, chronic disease, insomnia and computer use. Isotemporal
substitution models suggested that replacing 1 hour/day of screen time with 1 hour/day of physical activity
was associated with lower odds of not achieving optimal scores in environmental mastery, purpose in life,
personal growth, and positive relationships, with statistical significance (Basterra-Gortari et al., 2024).

Together, these findings suggest that in adults analyzed regardless of age, total screen-based leisure time
has generally null or small negative associations with life satisfaction; detrimental especially when use exceeds
~2-3 hours/day or displaces physical activity— and is also accompanied by slightly lower psychological health,
higher BMI, lower body satisfaction and reduced self-control.

2. Qualitative aspects and types of screen use

Some articles in this review suggest that passive screen-time activities, TV viewing and social media use, are
more often linked to lower life satisfaction and poorer well-being than other forms of leisure or digital engagement.
In contrast, screen use that feels subjectively meaningful can be positively related to overall well-being.

In study using a daily diary and day-reconstruction reports of working adults (3 separate studies, in total
n=1455), watching TV (including streaming services for on-demand movies and TV-series) was compared with
other leisure activities (physical, social, cognitively stimulating, culture-oriented activities) in relation to
psychological need fulfillment and subjective well-being. TV viewing provided similar relaxation and detachment
from stress as other leisure activities but was less conducive to meaning, mastery, and affiliation, and was associated
with lower satisfaction and some aspects of affective well-being. In contrast, daily time spent in physical activities
was positively related to positive activated affect (Kuykendall et al., 2020).

In a correlational study of 139 adults reporting total daily screen time, as well as pleasure and meaning during
screen use, screen time itself was not significantly correlated with well-being. Instead, perceived meaning
experienced during screen use was positively associated with overall well-being and positive relationships, whereas
mere quantity of screen time showed no such links, suggesting that the quality and perceived meaningfulness of
screen activities are more important than duration (Wang & Vella-Brodrick, 2018).

A systematic literature review of 57 quantitative studies including 571,427 participants from 21 countries
(with mean ages 13-44 years) found that daily social media use was associated with reduced life satisfaction and
self-esteem, as well as higher stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, and poorer sleep quality. Problematic social
media use was further linked to emotion regulation difficulties, procrastination, and higher perceived stress. The
study reports that worldwide, ~64% of people use social media platforms (Behera et al., 2025).
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3. Differences between age groups

A scoping review of 52 articles found that socially oriented screen time (e.g., email, Facebook, Skype)
in older adults (aged 50 years and above) was often associated with higher life satisfaction and subjective
well-being. Themes highlighted for older adults' use of online social networking were communication with
family and friends, as well as forming new online communities. These uses were generally associated
positively with participants’ mental health and social connectedness, including less loneliness and less
depressive symptoms, as well as greater independence, although strength of these associations varied, with
some being statistically insignificant after controlling for demographic characteristics such as income and age
(Chen E. etal., 2021).

A longitudinal survey (n=11,085) stratified analyses by age (<40 vs >40 years). Overall, total screen-
based leisure time was not associated with life satisfaction in the full adult sample, but among younger adults,
higher total screen time, watching videos, and playing video games were more strongly linked to decreased
life satisfaction In adults >40, total screen-based leisure showed comparatively smaller evidence of association
with life satisfaction (de la Rosa et al., 2024).

A cross-sectional study with 18-years follow-up (n=3051) had a middle-to-older adult mean age (57.3
years) and showed that >2 h/day of screen time related to suboptimal psychological well-being, including
lower scores for purpose in life and personal growth (Basterra-Gortari et al., 2024).

A cross-sectional study of 407 Turkish young adults (mean age ~24 years) used structural equation
modeling to test links between excessive screen time, FOMO, sleep disturbance, and life satisfaction. Excessive
screen time showed a clear negative direct association with life satisfaction; FOMO and sleep disturbance
sequentially mediated this relationship (Aslan, 2025).

Together, these studies suggest that younger adults may be more vulnerable to detrimental effects of
high screen-based leisure on life satisfaction, whereas in older adults, socially oriented and connective screen
use may support well-being.

4. Suggested mechanisms and associations with other health and well-being measures

4.1 Crowding-out of more fulfilling activities

Using three waves of German panel data, a longitudinal fixed-effects analysis of five leisure activities
(sports, vacations, meeting friends, internet use, TV viewing) found that meeting friends, doing sports, and
vacations were positively related to life satisfaction, whereas excessive TV viewing and internet use were
negatively related; the negative effect of TV viewing was partly explained by crowding out other leisure
activities, but this mechanism did not explain the internet effect (Schmiedeberg & Schrdder, 2016).

In a cross-sectional cohort of 3051 middle-aged and older adults, isotemporal substitution models
showed that replacing 1 h/day of screen use with 1 h/day of exercise was associated with better psychological
well-being, especially environmental mastery, purpose in life, personal growth, and positive relationships
(Basterra-Gortari et al., 2024).

Conceptually similar, a paper in leisure science argues that TV (including streaming services for on-
demand movies and TV series) is less conducive than other leisure to meeting needs for meaning, mastery,
and affiliation, and thus to subjective well-being (Kuykendall et al., 2020).

4.2 Sleep disturbance

In a cross-sectional structural equation model of 407 young adults (mean age ~24 years) in Tiirkiye,
excessive screen time (assessed by Multiple Screen Addiction Scale) significantly predicted higher FoMO,
FoMO predicted more sleep disturbance, and sleep disturbance predicted lower life satisfaction. Excessive
screen time was directly associated with lower life satisfaction, but only indirectly (through FoMO) associated
with sleep disturbance (Aslan, 2025).

A systematic review of 57 quantitative studies (571,427 participants) found that daily social media use
was consistently associated with poor sleep quality and that high in-bed use led to short sleep duration,
insomnia, and anxiety (Behera et al., 2025).

In a longitudinal outcome-wide analysis of 11,085 New Zealand adults, higher screen-based leisure time
was possibly associated with fewer average daily hours of sleep, although sleep was not the primary outcome
(de la Rosa et al., 2024).

Together, these findings support a pathway from excessive screen time to lower life satisfaction via
FoMO and sleep disruption in young adults, and a broader pattern of poor sleep quality with heavy social
media use in diverse populations.
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4.3 Health, physical & mental

Across physical and mental domains, screen-based leisure time shows mostly small but consistently
negative associations with health and well-being.

In a large New Zealand longitudinal cohort (n = 11,085), greater screen-based leisure was linked to a
very modest increase in body mass index and a very modest decrease in body satisfaction, with some evidence
of lower subjective health and shorter sleep duration at follow-up (de la Rosa et al., 2024).

A cross-sectional study from Barcelona found that spending >3 h/day in recreational screen time on
working days was associated with poorer self-perceived health among men, independent of physical activity,
age, and social class, whereas this association was not significant among women (Leon-Gomez et al., 2020).

A comprehensive social media review (57 studies; 571,427 participants of all ages, with mean age range
~13-44 years) reported that daily and especially problematic social media use is associated with multiple
somatic complaints (burning eyes, wrist pain, neck and shoulder pain, chest pain, stomach pain, nausea,
headaches, and muscle pain), poorer body image, reduced sleep quality, lower life satisfaction and self-esteem,
and increased stress, anxiety, depression, sense of isolation from family and society, and cognitive difficulties
such as reduced executive function and prospective memory, particularly in adolescents and young adults
(Behera et al., 2025).

Leisure-time (but not work-time) internet use was positively associated with problematic (addiction-
like) internet use, and problematic use was in turn related to lower perceived quality of life (Gao et al., 2020).

In a young adult sample, excessive screen time predicted lower life satisfaction directly and indirectly
through higher fear of missing out and subsequent sleep disturbance, highlighting a socio-emotional and
behavioral pathway from heavy screen use to reduced well-being (Aslan, 2025).

Overall, evidence in adults suggests that heavy, especially problematic, leisure screen use is linked to
poorer mental health, impaired emotion regulation, and in some cases lower cognitive performance, whereas
moderate, balanced, goal-oriented use may be less detrimental or even associated with better perceived quality
of life.

5. Experimental reductions in screen use

A randomized trial in Denmark assigned 89 families (164 adults) to either a two-week intervention
limiting recreational digital screen use to <3 h/week/person or to a control group; objective monitoring with
apps and TV devices were used to measure intervention compliance. Reducing recreational digital screen use
resulted in significantly improved self-reported well-being and mood in adults allocated to the intervention
compared to control. It did not change daily salivary cortisol or cortisone levels (Pedersen et al., 2022).

A recent scoping review of 14 studies on “digital detox” strategies (typically lasting from one week to
several weeks, ranging from full seven-day abstinence to gradual daily reductions over three weeks) in both
children and adults, found reductions in depression, stress, boredom, and problematic use, alongside
improvements in self-regulation, sleep, and life satisfaction. Benefits were strongest in adolescents, young
adults, women, and individuals with higher baseline depression or problematic use. Adults in close
relationships may also benefit through reduced phubbing (prioritizing smartphone use over interpersonal
interactions, including within couples or families), which is associated with lower relationship satisfaction,
higher stress, and poorer sleep. Some findings were mixed, with some studies reporting benefits and others
showing no or minimal effects (Setia et al., 2025).

The isotemporal substitution analysis in the Spanish University cohort suggested that reallocating
1h/day from screens to exercise could improve multiple psychological well-being dimensions that contribute
to life satisfaction (Basterra-Gortari et al., 2024).

These experimental and modeling studies support the idea that reducing recreational screen-based
leisure, particularly when time is reallocated to physically active or socially meaningful pursuits, might
improve subjective well-being and constructs underpinning life satisfaction, however they do not provide
information on long-term effects of such interventions.
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Discussion

This narrative review examined the relationship between leisure-time screen use and life satisfaction in
adults, with attention to broader well-being outcomes, age differences, and potential explanatory mechanisms.
Across the 16 included studies, higher — especially excessive — leisure screen time shows small but fairly
consistent negative associations with life satisfaction and related indicators such as psychological well-being,
self-rated health, body satisfaction, self-control, and sleep, particularly when use exceeds roughly 2—3 hours
per day or displaces physical or socially engaging activities. These effects are modest but may matter at the
population level given the high prevalence of screen-based leisure. The picture is not uniformly negative, since
meaningful, social, or goal-oriented activities often appear neutral or even beneficial, which was found
especially in older adults.

One of the clearest patterns emerging from this review is that total screen time alone appears to be a
relatively weak predictor of life satisfaction. Some large-scale studies found either very small associations or
no significant relationship between overall leisure screen exposure and life satisfaction or wellbeing when
adults were examined as a broad population (de la Rosa et al., 2024; Wang & Vella-Brodrick, 2018). However,
associations became more consistently negative when screen use reached higher levels—typically exceeding
approximately two to three hours per day—or when use reflected addiction-like behavioral patterns. This
suggests a potential threshold effect, in which moderate recreational screen use may be neutral, whereas
excessive use becomes increasingly associated with reduced well-being.

The type and quality of screen use emerged as particularly important. Passive forms of screen
engagement, especially television viewing and passive social media consumption, were more consistently
associated with lower life satisfaction compared to more active or socially meaningful forms of digital
engagement. Television use (including on-demand movies and TV series) appeared less psychologically
rewarding than other leisure activities because it fulfilled fewer needs related to meaning, competence, and
social connection (Kuykendall et al., 2020; Yasunaga et al., 2021). Similarly, problematic social media use
was associated with lower life satisfaction, poorer self-esteem, loneliness, and psychological distress (Behera
et al., 2025). Setia et al. (2025) wrote that “these [social media] platforms are often engineered to exploit
human desires through features such as adaptive feed experiences, which refer to personalized, algorithm-
driven content. While this can create a highly engaging, customized experience, it also encourages habitual
scrolling and unregulated prolonged device use by continuously presenting content that the user finds
appealing or challenging to ignore”.

These findings can be also interpreted through self-determination theory, which proposes that well-being
is enhanced when activities satisfy psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Passive
scrolling, compulsive social media checking, and habitual television viewing may provide temporary
distraction or relaxation but may fail to meet these deeper psychological needs, which is partly supported in
Kuykendall et al (2020) research. In contrast, screen activities involving intentional communication, learning,
creative engagement, or meaningful social connection may better support psychological well-being. Wang and
Vella-Brodrick’s (2018) finding that perceived meaning during screen use predicted well-being more strongly
than total screen duration supports this interpretation.

Another important finding concerns age-related differences. Younger adults appeared vulnerable to the
negative effects of excessive screen use, particularly in relation to social media use, gaming, and video
consumption. This may reflect developmental and social factors. Younger adults are likely to use digital
platforms for social validation and peer comparison, which may increase susceptibility to fear of missing out
(FoMO), perceived need to remain constantly connected, sleep disruption, and obsessive engagement (Aslan,
2025). The mediation pathway identified by Aslan (2025)—in which excessive screen use increased FoMO,
which contributed to sleep disturbance and subsequently lower life satisfaction—offers one of frameworks for
understanding these effects.

Findings among older adults were mixed and occasionally positive. For older adults, digital
communication technologies may reduce social isolation, increase access to social support, and enhance
independence (Chen E. et al., 2021). These findings are particularly significant in aging populations, where
loneliness represents a major public health concern. Rather than universally discouraging screen use in older
populations, interventions may be more effective when focused on promoting digital literacy and meaningful
online social engagement.

A recurring theme across studies was the role of opportunity costs. Time spent on screens may displace
activities that are more strongly associated with life satisfaction, such as physical activity, face-to-face social
interaction, hobbies, travel, and volunteering. Schmiedeberg and Schroder (2016) found that activities such as
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sports participation, vacations, and spending time with friends were consistently associated with higher life
satisfaction than television viewing or personal internet use. Similarly, Basterra-Gortari et al. (2024)
demonstrated that, in theory (in modeled substitutions), replacing one hour of daily screen time with physical
activity was associated with improvements in psychological well-being dimensions such as purpose in life,
personal growth, and positive relationships.

These findings suggest that the consequences of screen use may depend partly on what is being replaced.
Screen-based leisure may be particularly problematic when it crowds out activities that promote social
integration, physical health, and psychological fulfillment.

The review also identified several mechanisms that may explain associations between screen use and
life satisfaction. Sleep disruption emerged as one of the supported pathways. Heavy social media use and
nighttime screen engagement were associated with shorter sleep duration, poorer sleep quality, and insomnia
symptoms (Aslan, 2025; Behera et al., 2025). Because sleep is strongly linked to emotional regulation,
cognitive functioning, and subjective well-being, this pathway may need attention in future research.

From a public health perspective, these findings might be relevant since recreational screen use is now
deeply embedded in adult daily life. Even small associations may have meaningful population-level
consequences given the prevalence of screen exposure. Recommendations to reduce daily recreational screen
use to a moderate amount of less than 2-3h/day seem to be reasonable based on reviewed literature. Public
health guidelines might also encourage self-observation of the effects of screen-based leisure, intentional
screen use, reduction of passive content consumption, as well as increase awareness and accessibility to offline
leisure activities, which are more consistently linked to higher life satisfaction and well-being. Emerging
“digital detox” interventions show promising results, however sustainability of such an approach and its long-
term effects remains unclear (Pedersen et al., 2022; Setia et al., 2025).

Overall, these findings suggest that leisure screen use is neither inherently harmful nor universally
beneficial. Its effects on life satisfaction depend on how much time is spent on screens, what individuals do
while using them, and what activities are displaced. A more nuanced understanding of digital leisure is needed
to inform both future research and public health recommendations in increasingly screen-saturated societies.

Limitations

This narrative review considered only 16 studies, providing a far from exhaustive picture of a rich and
expanding literature. Most studies relied on self-reported measures of screen use and life satisfaction, which
increases susceptibility to a range of biases, including memory bias, self-enhancement, social desirability bias,
and dependence on participants’ self-awareness. Cross-sectional designs dominated the literature, limiting
causal inference and raising concerns about reverse causality. Individuals with lower life satisfaction may
engage in greater screen use as a coping strategy, rather than screen use causing reduced well-being.

Future research

Future research could prioritize adult-only samples and explicitly incorporate life satisfaction as a
primary outcome. Objective measures of screen use (e.g., device logs or digital trace data) rather than self-
report could be implemented. Longitudinal and experimental designs are needed to clarify causal direction,
including studies testing complete abstinence and graded reductions or increases in screen time over extended
periods. Studies should also examine qualitative dimensions of use (for example purpose, screen type, content)
and how these interact with individual, social, and other contextual factors. Identifying the underlying
mechanisms of different screen uses may provide insight into which practices are neutral, beneficial, or harmful
for life satisfaction and overall wellbeing.

Conclusions

Adult leisure time is increasingly spent on screens, making it important to understand how this relates
to life satisfaction and broader well-being. This narrative review synthesized 16 studies examining leisure
(non-work) screen use and subjective life satisfaction in adults.

Overall, higher, especially excessive, leisure screen time shows small but fairly consistent negative
associations with life satisfaction and related indicators such as psychological well-being, self-rated health,
body satisfaction, self-control, and sleep, particularly when use exceeds about 2—3 hours per day or replaces
physical or socially engaging activities. Total screen time was rather unrelated or weakly related to life
satisfaction. These effects are modest in size but may matter at the population level because screen-based
leisure is highly prevalent.
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The picture is not uniformly negative. Screen activities that feel meaningful, social, or goal-oriented can
be neutral or even positively associated with well-being. In older adults, socially oriented online use may
support social connectedness and satisfaction, whereas younger adults appear more vulnerable to harm from
excessive use and some patterns of social media use, including pathways involving fear of missing out and
sleep disruption.

Experimental and modeling work suggests that reducing recreational screen use, especially when time
is reallocated to physical activity or active, offline leisure, can improve mood and several psychological well-
being dimensions. However, most available evidence is self-reported and correlational, and high-quality causal
studies remain limited.

In sum, adult leisure screen time is widespread and, in higher doses and more passive or problematic
forms, is modestly linked to lower life satisfaction. Promoting balanced, intentional, and socially meaningful
screen use, alongside richer offline activities, appears a promising avenue for supporting adult life satisfaction.
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