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Using electronic devices to distract
and calm noisy, restless babies
used to be a great idea, or so par-
ents thought.
Singapore scientists recently

found that children exposed to
high levels of screen time before
the age of two showed changes in
brain development linked to slow-
er decision-making and increased
anxiety by the time they become
teenagers.
However, all is not lost – for chil-

dren whose parents read to them
frequently from age three, the link
between infant screen time and al-
tered brain development was sig-
nificantly weakened.
The new research is led by Assis-

tant Professor Tan Ai Peng, a prin-
cipal scientist at A*STAR’s Institute
for Human Development and Po-
tential (IHDP) (Translational Neu-
rosciences). It is Singapore’s largest
birth cohort study that links infant
screen exposure to long-term
changes in the brain and adoles-
cent mental health.
“This research gives us a biolog-

ical explanation for why limiting
screen time in the first two years is
crucial. It also highlights the im-
portance of parental engagement,
showing that parent-child activ-
ities, like reading together, can
make a real difference,” said Dr
Tan, who is also a clinician-scien-
tist at the National University of
Singapore (NUS).
The study tracked 168 children

from the Growing Up in Singapore
Towards healthy Outcomes (GUS-
TO) cohort for more than 10 years
and conducted brain scans at sev-
eral points to map a possible se-
quence of reaction from infant

screen exposure to teen mental
health.
It focused on infancy, a period

when brain development is most
rapid and especially sensitive to
environmental influences; and the
amount and type of screen expo-
sure during this period, which are
largely determined by parental and
caregiver awareness, and parent-
ing practices.
GUSTO, a nationwide birth co-

hort study of Singaporeanmothers
and their babies, was set up in
2009 to understand how condi-
tions during pregnancy and early
childhood affect both themother’s
and child’s health, growth and de-
velopment.
They include metabolic, neuro-

developmental and other condi-
tions, all ofwhich are ofmajor pub-
lic health and economic impor-
tance in Asia and worldwide.
This recent paper, published in

eBioMedicine, a peer-reviewed
open-access medical journal, is the
first on screen time to incorporate
measures spanning over 10 years,
highlighting long-lasting conse-
quences of screen time in infancy.
“When we started this study, we

thought that it would be really in-
teresting to see how the altered de-
velopment in this grey matter
would actually result in the long-
term anxiety symptoms when
these children go into the adoles-
cent years, when they make new
friends, when they are exposed to
different social environments.
There is a high possibility that they
may not be able to cope well,” Dr
Tan said.
The researchers conducted brain

scans for the 168 children at the ag-
es of 4½, six and 7½ years, allow-
ing them to track how brain net-
works develop over time rather
than relying on a single snapshot.
They found that children with

higher infant screen time showed
an accelerated maturation of brain
networks responsible for visual
processing and cognitive control.
Dr Tan told The Straits Times

that while many people might
think early maturation or acceler-
ated growth is often linked to so-
mething that is beneficial to the
developing brain, “it is really not
the case”.
“The first few years of life are

when the brain is starting to learn
real-world experiences. It is impor-
tant that they get exposed todiffer-
ent types of environmental stimuli,
and not just very excessive visual
stimulation like what they get on
screen,” she said.
Dr Tan said that while the videos

on screens are attention-grabbing
and visually appealing, they do not
really provide a good mix of touch,
facial expressions, or back-and-
forth communication.
“When that occurs during this

sensitive period of development,
the brainwould develop (much fas-
ter) in the areawhere there ismuch
visual stimulation. Everything is
being channelled to the part of the
brain that is involved in visual
processing, which then results in
some altered development in other
critical parts of the brain.”
Dr Huang Pei, a senior scientist

with A*STAR’s IHDP and first au-
thor of the study, said screen time
at an early age “limits flexibility
and resilience, leaving the children
less able to adapt later in life”.
He told ST the “premature spe-

cialisation” came at a cost – chil-
dren with altered brain networks
took longer to make decisions dur-
ing a cognitive task at 8½ years
old, and those who were slower in
decision-making reported higher
symptoms of anxiety at age 13.
However, an earlier study, pub-

lished in Psychological Medicine, a
leading international journal in the
fields of psychiatry, clinical psy-
chology and the related basic sci-
ences, in 2024 by the same team,
found that parent-child reading

could counteract some of the brain
changes.
Dr Tan said: “It is not about this

specific activity. Rather, it is about
doing something together that en-
gages the child. If you like building
LEGO sets, you can build them
with the child. If you prefer run-
ning outdoors, take your child with
you. If you like swimming, swim
with your child. Do something that
the family enjoys. It will counteract
the effects of screen time.”
An inaugural Ministry of Digital

Development and Information sur-
vey, released on Sept 12, found that
more than half of children aged be-
tween two and six in Singapore
spend more than an hour daily on
digital devices, and the figure bal-
loons to 81 per cent on weekends.
This exceeds the recommended

one-hour limit of screen time set
by the Ministry of Health (MOH).
So, as part of a new national

health strategy to encourage chil-
dren to adopt a healthier lifestyle,
MOH came up with stricter and
clearer guidelines on screen use,
such as that children younger than
18 months old should not be al-
lowed screen time.
Sharing practical tips to help par-

ents manage screen use in real life,
Dr Huang said: “The message we
want to bring forth is about using
screen time responsibly, about get-
ting a child to be engaged and not
just passively viewing the video
and just being bombarded by the
visual stimulation. We would want
the child to process the informa-
tion (together with his parent). We
should not be thinking of screen
time as the enemy.”
He added: “Some baby steps that

parents can take is regulating the
content by choosing less visually
stimulating shows... or actively
participating in the screen time
with the children so they are not
just passively watching and proc-
essing the information of the
show.”
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Children with
higher infant
screen time
showed an
accelerated
maturation of
some brain
networks, which,
despite how it
sounds, is not
beneficial for the
developing brain.
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Two women who lost over
$190,000 in cash and valuables in
government official impersona-
tion scams were duped into
handing more than $40,000 of
the amount to a man working for
the syndicate behind the con job.
In exchange for RM500 (S$158)

a day, Tharaneswaran Krishna,
22, followed instructions from
members of a Telegram group
linked to the syndicate to collect
the scam proceeds from the two
victims.
Court documents did not dis-

close what happened to the rest
of the women’s money, and they
have not recovered their losses.
On Dec 29, Tharaneswaran was

sentenced to two years and two
months’ jail after he pleaded
guilty to one count of dealing
with the benefits of criminal con-
duct.
Court documents stated that

the Malaysian offender’s distant
relative had introduced him to a
job in Singapore in October.
As part of the job, he had to fol-

low real-time instructions from
unknown people in a Telegram
group.
Deputy Public Prosecutor Da-

niel Foo said the group was part
of a syndicate that cheated vic-
tims in Singapore through go-
vernment official impersonation
scams.
Tharaneswaran was also pro-

vided with items including a mo-
bile phone and some cash for the
job.
On Oct 30, one of the victims, a

63-year-old woman, received a
call from an unknown person
claiming to be from UnionPay – a
Chinese state-owned financial
services corporation. The caller
told her that she had an expiring
insurance policy, and that she
needed to call another mobile
phone number to cancel it.
As the woman had not pur-

chased such a policy, she called
the mobile phone number that
was given to her.
A personwho took the call then

told her to contact the “Monetary
Authority of Singapore” (MAS) at
another mobile phone number.
The woman did as she was told

and spoke to one “Marko Lim”,
who was purportedly from MAS.
He told her that she was being

investigated for money launder-
ing, and that she had to surrender
her assets to “assist with investi-
gations”.
After that, “Marko Lim” told

her to withdraw cash from her
bank account andpass themoney
to an individual who would meet
her near her home.
He further instructed thewom-

an to verify the individual’s iden-
tity by stating a certain three-di-
git code when she met him.
On the morning of Nov 6, Tha-

raneswaran entered Singapore
for the sole purpose of carrying
out the instructions given to him
via the Telegram group.
TheDPP said: “The accuseddid

so despite having reason to be-
lieve that the instructions... were
linked to criminal activities, as he
was asked to delete all photo-
graphs shared on the Telegram
group.
“The accused had further been

informed that the Telegram
group would be deleted if they
were caught by the police or im-
migration authorities.”

Shortly before 12.30pm that
day, the woman withdrew
$30,000 in cash from her bank
account, and slipped the money
into a white envelope.
After that, she went to Block

234A Sumang Lane in Punggol
and met Tharaneswaran.
She told him the three-digit

code and passed the envelope to
him.
Tharaneswaran then took a pri-

vate-hire car to New World Cen-
tre shoppingmall in Jalan Berseh,
near Little India, and handed the
envelope of cash to an unknown
person.
In the other case, an unknown

person who claimed to be from
the Ministry of Law contacted
the second victim, a 65-year-old
woman, on Nov 6.
The person informed her that

she was “under investigation for
money laundering offences” as
someone had purportedly mis-
used her identity to apply for a
credit card.
The person then instructed her

to buy gold and hand over all her
jewellery “for the purpose of in-
vestigations”.
Believing the lies, the second

victim went to Causeway Point
mall in Woodlands, and bought
four gold barsworth over $10,000
in total.
Taking instructions frommem-

bers of the Telegram group, Tha-
raneswaran went to Block 735
Woodlands Circle shortly before
7pm and met the second victim.
She passed him the gold bars

after he confirmed her name and
identity card number.
The prosecutor said: “He sub-

sequently received instructions
to board a car,which drove him to
Permas Jaya, Malaysia.
“The accused was further in-

structed to hide the gold from im-
migration officers at Woodlands
Checkpoint, and that if he was
caught, he should either disclaim
or throw away the bags of gold
bars before running away.”
Tharaneswaran reached Per-

mas Jaya in Johor and handed the
gold bars to an unknown person.
The first victim and the second

woman’s son alerted thepolice on
Nov 6.
Investigations revealed that the

first victim had been scammed
out of a total of $140,000 in cash
and jewellery, while the second
victim lost multiple pieces of je-
wellery and gold bars worth over
$50,000 in total to the swindlers.
The offender, who had not re-

ceived any of the money he was
promised forworking for the syn-
dicate, returned to Singapore on
Nov 7 and 8 to await further in-
structions from the Telegram
group.
When none was given, he at-

tempted to return to Malaysia on
Nov 8 but was arrested at Woo-
dlands Checkpoint.
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The number of scams reported
in Singapore has risen sharply

over the years.
THE STRAITS TIMES

has launched a STOP SCAMS
initiative to create awareness
and alert people to how they

can protect themselves.

For more on scams, go to: str.sg/stopscams

Durian fans in Singapore are snap-
ping up the thorny fruit in droves
after a bumper harvest of the cov-
etedMusangKing variety inMalay-
sia dragged prices down to record
lows.
Durian vendorsTheStraits Times

spoke to said they have slashed
prices of the premiumdurian varia-
nt, also known as Mao Shan Wang,
which is prized for its combination
of bitter and sweet flavours.
Musang King sales have been go-

ing up over the past month, they
added.
DurianEmpire ownerZenHohas

been selling Musang King durians

for between $8 and $18 per kilo-
gram since November, down from
the average of $15 to $24 per kilo-
gram.
“This is the lowest price since

2018,” he said.
He added that the drop in Mu-

sang King durian prices has had a
knock-on effect on the prices of
other durian varieties.
With the low prices, sales are up

by about 20 per cent for this time of
the year, compared with previous
years, said Mr Ho.
One downside is the bumper har-

vest in Malaysia means there are
more durians coming to the store
than he can sell.
To boost sales, Durian Empire,

located in Punggol Plaza, has
turned to promotions, such as sell-

ing five boxes of durians for $108. In
June, it sold one box of durians for
about $40.
Prices for Musang King durians

have plunged in Malaysia amid
what industry insiders say is a “dur-
ian tsunami”, with sellers up north
offering promotions that have
drawn huge crowds.
Mr Derrick Ooi, who owns 211

House of Durian in Lorong 8 Toa
Payoh, said the surge in durian sup-
plies started threeweeks ago. “This
is the first time in 10 years we’re ex-
periencing it,” he said.
LikeMr Ho, Mr Ooi said low pric-

es have led to a 30 per cent to 40
per cent spike in business com-
pared with previous months.
Mr Arthur Gan, the owner of

Fresh Durian which largely oper-

ates online, said sales have gone up
since November. He now gets over
a hundredorders a day– for various
durian types, including Musang
King –when he used to get 60 to 70
a day.
Since October, Mr Gan has been

selling Musang King durians for
$35 per 800g, down from the $60
to $70 range in June and July.
However, durian sellers do not

expect prices to stay the same after
early January because supply tends
to ease towards the end of the dur-
ian season, around January and
February.
Mr Ooi said: “There will still be

durians until Chinese NewYear but
the price will vary.”
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