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      “Video games are fun and exciting. For some, however, the games take over their lives. Olivia and Kurt Bruner’s important

         book is the first to shine light on the secret scourge of video game addiction.”

      


      —    David Walsh, PhD, president, National Institute on Media and the Family and author of Why Do They Act That Way


      “An exceptionally helpful book for parents. Convincing, confessing, and constructive. Points parents, teachers, and youth

         workers to a very real danger facing our children today.”

      


      —    Dr. Archibald D. Hart, senior professor of psychology, Fuller Theological Seminary


      “Addiction is a terrible life waster. Busy parents are caught up short when addiction to seemingly innocent play—like a computer

         game—turns out to be a serious spoiler. One out of five kids becomes addicted to either computer or video games, captured

         in an unreal world where human relationships and normal responsibilities become irrelevant. In college dormitories across

         the country an astounding number of students become dropouts, skipping classes, missing exams and deadlines while the game

         pulls them onward. The hours fly by! Because the games take skill, parents may boast about how clever their young children

         are at games. It’s a harmless way to keep children absorbed and ‘out of your hair.’  PLAYSTATION NATION warns the reader that

         more may be happening than you now see. Olivia and Kurt Bruner know what they are talking about—both from experience and professional

         data. Listen up!”

      


      —    Gladys Hunt, author of Honey for a Child’s Heart and Honey for a Teen’s Heart


      “I can’t think of a single parent I’ve met who would hand their child a snake if they knew it was poisonous. (Or in most cases,

         a snake of any kind!) But what if that same device that ‘keeps our kids busy’ while we do all our important things, actually

         came with a ‘bite’? You simply must read this book before or if you’re in the video game stage of your child’s life. It’s

         not all bad news—but it’s wise words on making sure a toy doesn’t become a trap for a much-loved son or daughter.”

      


      —    John Trent, Ph.D., president and founder of The Center for StrongFamilies and author of The Two Degree Difference and Breaking the Cycle of Divorce


      “If your child has or wants a video game system, you must read this book. Rarely has a problem among so many gone unchecked

         for so long. The Bruners have done parents and kids a big favor by writing PLAYSTATION NATION.” 

      


      —    Dr. Kevin Leman, author of Making Children Mind without Losing Yours


      “Once you understand some of the psychological issues outlined in this book, you will be much better equipped to deal with

         these addictive games. There is much more at stake here than meets the eye—possibly including your child’s education or even

         his marriage. Know what you are up against and take action!”

      


      —    Jim and Mary Kretchman, founders of Preschool Partners, Inc. and The Classical Academy


      “PLAYSTATION NATIONgets at the heart of a huge American youth dilemma—the damage of compulsive video game playing on our youth.

         Thankfully, it also offers practical solutions including finding alternative hobbies for young people. An important read for

         parents who want the very best for their children and are ready to do something before video games take over their lives.”

      


      —    Karey Koehn, editor of Hobby Outlook Magazine


      “The best kept secret in America today is that most video games, obsessively played as their creators program them to be,

         gobble up childhood, adolescence, and youth, then spit out depressed adult Peter Pans who are literally incapable of meeting

         the demands and complexities of adult life. Incapable of succeeding in a career, marriage, or parenting. It is a terrifying

         picture that Kurt and Olivia Bruner paint. It is a must-read for every parent in America!”

      


      —    Joe L. Wheeler, Ph.D., author of Remote Controlled


      “As a Family Coach I’ve met many families who struggle with video game addiction with their children, and I wasn’t exactly

         sure what to tell them. Now I know what to say. ‘Read this book!’ It provides a hopeful and practical alternative to the lost

         time, ambition, and priorities that delay our children from maturing.”

      


      —    Timothy Smith, family coach, author, and speaker


   

      TO KYLE 


      Your maturity made this book possible.
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      FOREWORD


      SIMPLY PUT, CONSIDER the warnings and advice in this book the equivalent of an insurance policy for your heart-felt desire to have a highly healthy

         child.

      


      If you have a child who plays video games (or may in the future play video games), shut the cover of this book now, march

         up to the check-out counter at this moment, and purchase it. Immediately. Period.

      


      But if you’re not convinced by my recommendation, then at least consider this: imagine it’s a dark, stormy night. The kids

         are in bed and you are about to turn in for the evening. The rain is coming down in sheets and lightning is crackling all

         around. The thunder shakes the windows. It’s creepy and scary.

      


      Then you are startled by a loud knock on your front door.


      You put on a robe and scurry to the door. After turning on the front porch light, you look out through the window and see

         a scruffy stranger who appears to have neither shaved nor bathed in several days. He has an unlit cigar stuck in his mouth

         and is wearing a hat with water dripping off the rim. His oilskin raincoat is soaked and dirty and his shoes look like they

         had better days many years ago.

      


      “Can I help you?” you call through the door—not daring to open it.


      “Yeah!” he calls back. “I’m here to educate and entertain your children. Mind if I come in, go to their bedroom, and spend

         some time with ’em?”

      


      I need a quick decision from you. Option one: Open the door and say, “By all means, head on back to their room. And be sure

         to close the bedroom door behind you. Don’t worry, I won’t be in to check on you all.” Option two: Call 911 and get the police

         there ASAP.

      


      What an incredibly silly question, right? No parent in his or her right mind would choose option one, correct?


      Well, believe it or not, most parents in America are choosing option one by allowing electronic intruders—dangerous strangers—unfriendly aliens—vicious visitors—into their children’s

         bedrooms in the form of video games.

      


      Consider several realities.


      A large 2005 study by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that the total amount of media content young people are exposed to

         each day has increased by more than an hour over the past five years—now topping eight and a half hours per day—with most

         of the increase coming from video games.
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          That’s the equivalent of a full-time job!

      


      The growth in video games has been explosive over the last decade. Over 80 percent of children have at least one video game

         console at home—and over half of these are in the child’s bedrooms, where it is all but impossible for parents to monitor

         them.
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      The Culture and Family Institute reports, “The deadliest school shooting in history occurred in Hartford, Germany, on April

         26, 2002. There a student, mimicking the shooter from the [video] game Counter Strike, went to school dressed in special ops clothing, opened fire, and killed thirteen teachers, two students, and himself. Police

         later found fifty-two sniper-style video games at his home.”

      


      The Bruners will show you there are many, many other ways a child who spends time every day in front of a video game or computer

         screen can be negatively impacted by the activity. In fact, I would argue that your child and family have a nearly 100 percent

         chance of being influenced and impressed negatively by video games.

      


      Olivia and Kurt have dedicated themselves to demonstrating to you why our children have become obsessed with video games,

         and what you should know to help your child avoid addiction to what they call “the digital drug.”

      


      This is a heart-rending book born out of their pain and personal experiences as they attempted to wrestle with the addictive

         nature of video games in the lives of their own kids. Their experiences and research have given them the heart-felt desire

         to help you and your spouse face the difficult questions raised by aggressive marketing and advertising of the digital game

         industry—not to mention the incredible peer pressure to which your child will likely be subjected—especially your boy(s).

      


      We know that the more video time a child has, the worse their health is in almost every measure. Increased video time increases

         your child’s risk of obesity and all the diseases that come with it. Dr. William Dietz of the Centers for Disease Control

         says, “Almost anything uses more energy than watching TV.”
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          Ditto for video games. And the more time your child spends in front of a video screen, the less time he or she will spend

         interacting with brothers or sisters—and with you.
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      I could go on and on, but I bet you are getting the point.


      If your child is being lured away from normal, healthy childhood activities into a digital universe, this book is for you.


      The video game epidemic is a serious one—with long-term consequences, not only for our society, but also for your child and

         your family.

      


      Every parent wants his or her kids to become happy, healthy, productive adults. The Bruners argue forcefully that that goal

         is far more difficult to achieve in a Playstation Nation.

      


      When it comes to setting down and enforcing video-time rules—or considering the decision to become a video-game-free home,

         this book will show you how not to be a shrinking violet. It will show you how to be disciplined as you lovingly train your

         child. It will argue that “It is easier to indulge a child than to shape his character.”

      


      Yet there are signs of hope. You’ve picked up this book. After you purchase and read it, you’ll be equipped to join the parents

         who, for a variety of healthy reasons, have created an intentional strategy for dealing with video games in the home—or, eliminating

         them from the home. And, as you do so, you’ll be joining a rapidly growing group of parents making wise video decisions for

         the children they have the obligation and responsibility to nurture and raise up into highly healthy young adults.

      


      Some do it to promote family closeness, to better control what their children are exposed to, to stimulate their children’s

         dreams and creativity, or to protect and nurture their children.

      


      Still others have found that video-game- and TV-free children actually show a very high degree of relational health. They

         are more likely to participate in sit-down dinners, family activities, hobbies, board and sports games, chores, pet care,

         walking, music, gardening, going to movies, sleeping, sports, community service, housecleaning, outdoor activities, and writing.
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      I have no question that children whose parents allow their “umbilical cords” to remain connected to video games and unlimited

         Internet access will suffer serious consequences. Children who are freed from the lure of video games, on the other hand,

         will be shown to have a longer attention span and improved grades at school. I believe children who are freed from the compulsion

         for (or even addiction to) video games will be more active physically and more healthy than other children their age.

      


      Get ready for a highly enlightening and sometimes scary read. Be prepared to be shocked. Plan to learn. Make ready for tidal

         changes in your family. To have highly healthy kids in the arena of their video game habits, you can do no less.

      


      Walt Larimore, M.D.
Colorado Springs, CO
February 2006
www.DrWalt.com


   

      INTRODUCTION


      EMILY AWOKE UPON hearing a noise downstairs. It was two o’clock in the morning. Only minutes earlier she had been sleeping, exhausted from

         another busy day managing a household dominated by the activities and antics of adolescent boys—including the never-ending

         battle over video games. Her sons protested that she was too strict when she limited playtime to one hour per day. She saw

         them as obsessed when they pushed for every possible minute in front of that darn box. Emily hated the zombielike persona

         that overtook her boys during play, and wanted them to spend their time doing more productive, healthy activities.

      


      Now, nervously pulling back the blanket, she got out of bed and slipped quietly from her room toward the mysterious sound.

         Anxiety bled into anger as she approached the faint but distinct music of the boys’ favorite video game—the same game they

         had been ordered to stop playing hours earlier in order to go to bed. They had once again passed their allotted time. Despite

         their mom’s persistent urging to “shut off that game,” they pleaded for permission to finish one more level. After reluctantly

         hitting the pause button, the boys had decided to sneak out of bed later to finish what they had started.

      


      Caught in the act, the boys tried to explain that they were only playing “tomorrow’s time allowance.” It didn’t help.


      At that moment Emily couldn’t decide whether to scream or cry; whether she was losing her mind or coming to her senses. She

         told the boys to stay put and walked back up the stairs. She paced back and forth in her room for fifteen or twenty minutes,

         cooled down, and gathered her wits as she wondered how to respond. Emily had already spent months trying to limit video game

         playtime—withholding the game when chores or homework went undone, and trying to convince her sons that there were better

         ways to spend their time. None of her efforts had worked—her boys’ obsession had grown stronger by the day. And at this moment

         it struck her: “If I don’t get rid of that game system tonight, I might never do it.”

      


      With deliberate intent Emily unplugged her boys’ video game system, gathered up cords and sundry devices, walked onto her

         second-story deck, and pitched hundreds of dollars’ worth of equipment over the railing. With a great sense of relief she

         listened for the sweet sound of crashing electronics below. “There!” she assured herself. “That should take care of the problem.”

      


      Her four boys watched in horror, pleading with her to stop—in sheer disbelief that she would go so far off the deep end as

         to destroy their prized possession and hoping one last time she would give in to their pleading. But Mom had passed the point

         of negotiating deals. This time they had gone too far!

      


      Years later Emily told me and my husband that this decision was the turning point, with lasting implications for her sons’

         lives. Her oldest, for example, went to college with seven friends, all of whom had developed a similar obsession with video

         games as kids. None of their moms, however, had experienced Emily’s dramatic awakening to the problem. The result? Too much

         game time and too little studying in the dorms led to four of the seven eventually dropping out of school to get part-time

         jobs—freeing up more time for video games. But Emily’s son was not one of them. Her 2 a.m. decision saved her boys from an

         obsession that is stealing countless children and adults away from real life.

      


      Emily’s emotional ordeal reflects those shared by a growing number of parents concerned that video games have become their

         child’s singular life obsession. Few go to the extreme of tossing their system over a second-story deck, but many have felt

         a similar urge.

      


      Shannon, for example, was troubled by how much time her seventh-grade son, Jeremy, played video games. After years of owning

         various systems and journeying into the bottomless pit of potential titles and levels, Jeremy had lost interest in nearly

         all other activities, despite living on a large property with endless opportunities for boyhood adventures. Shannon used a

         very different strategy with her son: she offered to buy him an engine-powered go-kart if he got rid of his games. The decision

         was an extremely difficult one for Jeremy, who cried as he said farewell to his virtual entertainment box. Now he enjoys driving

         his go-kart as well as many other activities. And Mom considers that motorized toy one of the best investments she’s ever

         made: “Getting rid of video games released Jeremy to explore other interests—and he found many that he now loves, including

         drama, music, and outdoor activities.”

      


      No matter how they decide to handle it, more and more parents are finding it necessary to intervene as they observe the influence

         of video games on their children and teens. What’s going on? How did a seemingly harmless entertainment option become such

         an overbearing part of our children’s lives? Why did a local home builder, hailing a development that had enough outdoor activities

         to keep kids active, invite potential buyers to “discover a place where video games are never played”? Could it be that parents

         dream of such a place after having tried everything else to move their children into real-life pursuits?

      


      


         How did a seemingly harmless entertainment option become such an overbearing part of our children’s lives?


      


      This book is dedicated to discovering why our children have become obsessed with video games and what parents should know

         to help their children avoid addiction to what I call the digital drug.

      


      Playstation Nation


      It all began with a tiny dot blipping back and forth on a black screen between two white dashes simulating table tennis paddles.

         Pong, amazingly boring by today’s digital game standards, mesmerized families during the late 1970s and early 1980s. At around

         the same time, my personal favorite, Pac-Man, allowed me to chase and devour little mushroom-shaped guys around an electronic maze. Those were the good old days when video

         games seemed nothing more than innocent fun.

      


      Today things are very different. A growing body of parents and educators, myself included, are concerned about a druglike

         problem that has emerged over the past two decades: the obsession our kids have with video games. This book grows out of personal

         experience in trying to deal with the addictive nature of video games in the lives of my own kids and a desire to help moms

         and dads face difficult questions raised by the aggressive emergence of the digital game industry:

      


      •  Should I buy my child a game system?


      •  How much should I restrict my child’s playtime?


      •  How do I handle the unending push for more time and better games?


      •  Why don’t my children want to do or talk about anything else?  


      •  Is it risky to let my adolescent spend time playing online games?


      •  How do I get my kids to turn off their virtual game box and enjoy real life?


      For us the process began when our oldest son prominently listed a computerized game system at the top of his Santa list. We

         resisted for some time, concerned Kyle might become obsessed like other kids we’d seen—unable to talk about anything but the

         latest video games, bored by the notion of playing outdoors, sports, Lego, board games, or other child activities, and generally

         apathetic toward real-life pursuits. But when friends offered us their old system, we hesitantly accepted—determined we would

         limit time played so that it remained a small part of an overall balanced lifestyle.

      


      Before long, however, we noticed our once-active son being enticed away from normal, healthy childhood activities into a digital

         universe. Board games remained on the shelf. Outdoor activities decreased. Even relationships with friends and family were

         affected, dominated by game chatter or conflict over why he couldn’t play for “just one more level.” Most parents give up

         or give in to what seems a pointless battle. For my husband and me, however, the cycle forced a critical point of decision.

         But first we decided to research the world of games in order to make the most informed possible decision on if and when to

         allow our children to play.

      


      This book grows out of our desire to help other parents avoid the mistakes we’ve made. Few people realize that the computer

         and video game compulsion overtaking children, especially boys, indicates much more than childish fun. It is a serious epidemic

         with long-term consequences, feeding patterns of addiction that—unlike the next level of a game—are difficult to beat.

      


      Pinball Wizards


      In 1969 the Who produced a hit song titled “Pinball Wizard,” celebrating a relatively recent adolescent phenomenon—the video

         arcade. Dark halls filled with digital bells and whistles became the gathering point for unsupervised teens looking to pass

         time in a manner considered seedy at best—the juvenile equivalent of a pool hall. No good parent, it was understood, dropped

         off her child at a video arcade to spend hours playing pinball. At best, it was considered a waste of time and money. At worst,

         an unwholesome influence.

      


      How times have changed. No longer regarded as a waste of time and money, we now consider game systems an essential entertainment

         investment. Rather than an unwholesome influence, they are commended as a way to keep kids out of trouble. In some ways they

         do, but at what cost?

      


      


         Game systems are commended as a way to keep kids out of trouble. In some ways they do, but at what cost?


      


      In 1969 good mothers steered kids clear of the arcade. Today good mothers buy kids their very own systems.


      In 1970 kids became the local pinball wizard through high-score bragging rights. Today kids strive to best their peers by

         conquering game levels.

      


      In the early days of digital sport, guns were used to shoot innocent fowl in games like Duck Hunt. Today they are used to shoot police officers in top-selling games like Grand Theft Auto.


      When I was a teen, adolescent boys were tempted by the silhouette of seductive women drawn on the background of pinball scoreboards.

         Now preadolescent boys are presented with the option of digital group sex. A recent advertisement for the best-selling computer

         game Sims 2 pictures a wife returning home from business travel. She is surprised to discover her husband in bed with two young women.

         The player is given five options. Should the wife scream, divorce, punch, cry, or join? Any idea which of the five options

         hormone-driven preteens might select? The ad invites prospective buyers to “satisfy primal urges” using life-choice scenarios,

         including the picture of a man with a blonde bombshell on his lap with a mostly undressed brunette observer—bearing the caption

         “Meet the woman of your dreams. Introduce her to your wife.” Moral relevance at its best!

      


      Such games extolling virtual vice are available at nearly every family retail establishment, including Wal-Mart, Target, and

         Blockbuster Video. Once restricted to the domain of dark halls filled with unsupervised adolescents, sex and violence have

         gone mainstream.

      


      How mainstream? Believe it or not, the video game industry has surpassed the movie industry, boasting annual revenue of over

         $23 billion in 2003—and according to Worldwide Market Forecasts for the Video Game and Interactive Entertainment Industry,

         is projected to top $33 billion by 2008,

         

            1

         

          making it one of the most consistent influences in the lives of this generation of kids. According to a study conducted by

         the Kaiser Family Foundation in 2005, over 80 percent of young people have at least one video game console at home—half of

         them in their bedrooms, where it is all but impossible for parents to monitor play. And that does not include the countless

         households where kids access PC-based computer and Internet games, some of which can be far more insidious than those sold

         for Nintendo and PlayStation.
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