
While the use of digital technology is widespread in most 
educational settings, there is rising concern over the effects 
of its use on children. In our digitally transformed societies, 
such technology has become a crucial means for learning 
and education. However, it has also given rise to major 
changes in approaches to learning and the learning 
environment. The aim of this report is to present evidence 
on the effects of the use of digital technology (in the form 
of digital tools and software/applications) in relation to 
children’s empathy (social competence), and their capacity 
to concentrate (attention) at school.

This document has been prepared for the European Commission 
however it reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission 
cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the 
information contained therein.
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coordinating the Network in January 2015, and 
has successfully developed a network of over 60 
highly qualified researchers and education policy 
specialists from around 40 countries.
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NESET is an advisory network of experts working 
on the social dimension of education and training, 
set up at the initiative of the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Education and Culture 
(DG EAC).

The Network is one of the seven key knowledge 
providers that contribute evidence-based advice 
to DG EAC. NESET provides reliable, independent 
and rigorous scientific support, country-specific 
expertise and advice to the European Commission 
in relation to equity and social aspects at all levels 
of education and training. NESET acts as a 
knowledge broker, bridging the gap between EU 
policy coordination and the academic world.

If you are a researcher into the social dimension 
of education and training and would like to be 
included in the NESET database of experts, simply 
complete a short online form on our website and 
open yourself to new research opportunities!



The integration of smart devices into educational activities in the classroom has the effect of improving students’ capacity 
for attention. The extent of such improvement depends on the learning approach and instruction model applied. Mobile 
devices, video games and computers have a distracting effect on children’s capacity for attention when the time spent using 
digital technology for non-educational purposes each day exceeds two hours.

Effects of the use of digital technology on 
children’s empathy and attention capacity 

Context

To address this knowledge gap, this analytical report presents the state of the art on the effects that the use of digital technology 
has on children’s empathy and attention capacity. We also explore how those effects depend on use, approach and agency, 
in order to provide useful recommendations to parents, teaching professionals and other members of the community. Our 
review includes studies whose target populations are children in primary and secondary education, both within the EU and 
internationally.

The report 

The full report and executive summaries in English, French and German are available online, free of 
charge at www.nesetweb.eu. Scan the QR code using your smartphone to access the report or enter 
the shortened link directly into your web browser: bit.ly/NESET-AR4-2019.
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The effects of the use of digital technology in education are still underexplored in relation to several dimensions of student 
learning and development. Until now, most studies have focused on how such use affects students’ academic learning outcomes. 
However, knowledge is lacking as to the consequences on students’ empathy and attentional capacity of using digital technology, 
with both dimensions being critical for students’ development and success in formal and informal learning.

Digital technology can have the effect of increasing children‘s capacity for empathy when interactive learning environments 
are promoted, coherence is ensured throughout all learning activities, and media literacy is developed. The use of digital 
technology should not be to the detriment of interactions that promote the learning of empathy from others, and the perils 
associated with the use of such technology should be taken into account. 

The use of digital technology increases empathy and attention capacity in some cases, and decreases them in others. Research 
shows that which of these two effects is achieved depends on how the technology is used, for how long, and to what end.
Digital technology has the effect of increasing children’s empathy when its content and use are prosocial. Prosocial attitudes 
and behaviours can be promoted through academic activities, training programs, digital communication and the choices of 
digital technology children use for leisure purposes. Digital technology has the effect of reducing children’s capacity for 
empathy when it involves violent and antisocial uses. Playing violent video games and using digital technology to perpetrate 
bullying or discrimination desensitises some children and negatively affects their capacity for empathy. The length of screen 
time also affects the development of empathy if it prevents children learning empathy from others in real-life contexts. 

Key findings

Recommendations

With regard to children‘s capacity for attention, the evidence supporting the effects of training 
programs should always be considered before implementation, and digital technology should 
be well integrated into classroom activities. To minimise the power of digital technology to 
distract children’s attention, effective strategies should be elaborated collaboratively between 
students and their peers. Time spent using digital technology for non-educational purposes 
should be controlled.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Some training programs

Time spent using digital 
technology for non-educational 
purposes  (more than 2 hours)

Smart devices are integrated 
into educational activities

Content and use are prosocial
Does not reduce face-to-face 
interactions

Playing violent video 
Perpetrating bullying and 
discrimination

ATTENTIONEMPATHY
VIOLENT AND ANTISOCIAL USE: 


