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INTRODUCTION


You know your child, right? You’ve had them in your life for quite some time. You raised that kid—you kissed their bruised knees, you tucked them into bed every night, you made them eat their broccoli. Over time, you helped them with their multiplication tables, maybe taught them your trademark hook shot and how to clear the breakfast dishes. You’ve loved them through thick and thin, and you’ve tried to teach them your values along the way.


But when that same beloved kid starts playing a lot of video games, they seem to morph into someone else. Suddenly they aren’t your sweet, bright, obedient, funny, mischievous kid anymore. They’ve become moody and irritable, and their mood swings feel more like the kind of temper tantrums they stopped throwing at age six. When they’ve been playing a lot of video games, they can turn into someone almost, dare I say, vicious.


No doubt as the fight to control your child’s gaming drive has escalated, so, too, has the tension in your home. Your concern grows the more unrecognizable your kid becomes. Even when the problem is relatively small-scale, far from full-blown addiction, there can be frustration. Because when gaming use intensifies, things that used to be easy—like simply getting them to come down for dinner—get a lot harder. You think you’re just doing basic things, which you’ve done for a long time, like trying to get them to walk the dog, and they’re yelling at you like you just grounded them for a month. Your child is furious, you’re frustrated, and you don’t understand what’s going on.


Everything, Everywhere, All at Once


It seems as though video games have cropped up around us like mushrooms, and the associated problems—not just addiction but the shortening of attention spans—have skyrocketed, too. And like any invasive species being introduced into a new environment without any regulation, the new species has spread rapidly.


Unfortunately, we have precious few safeguards in place to protect us against harmful technology. Policy makers, medical providers, and tech companies have, at best, been asleep at the wheel, and, at worst, have knowingly created more and more addictive products, carefully studying the landscape to gain an edge—on us and on society as a whole. These companies are constantly trying to build a bigger, better, more engaging product, and our protective institutions just haven’t been able to keep pace.


That’s because anything we have to offer that might counter the spread—academia, government—operates on slower cycles. Research studies on, say, how technology affects the brain, or how harmful screen addiction could be, take three to five years to complete. Those studies have to pile up in bigger and bigger stacks, then be independently verified before institutions such as the American Psychological Association (APA) will start to make recommendations.


Once they make recommendations, it can take one to two years at a minimum to implement them. Eventually, those changes enter the curriculum of new trainees, who will then spend anywhere between four and ten years in training. And only then will this knowledge be available to the general public.


Meanwhile, the biggest gaming and tech companies are specifically designed to be as agile and innovative as possible. Fortnite, one of the most popular games among the younger teenage set, with over 400 million registered users, is updated every two weeks. Every two to three months, the game releases an entirely new season, essentially a brand-new world for players to discover. How on earth could we possibly keep up with that?


If you’ve picked up this book, you are likely feeling this kind of dismay! You have a child you feel is spending too much time playing video games. Or you have a child with whom you argue a lot about the time they spend playing video games. Or you have children who are begging you to let them start playing and you want to get ahead of what you think could be a problem down the line. Whatever brings you here, I can help.


Takes One to Know One


I grew up playing video games, just as your kids are. I actually played a lot of video games, starting in middle school, all the way through high school. By the time I went off to college, my habit had escalated to an alarming extent. As my parents will attest, I nearly flunked out of college for playing too often.


Unfortunately, I’m not exaggerating. My first year of college, I managed to creep by with less than a 2.0 GPA. My second year wasn’t a whole lot better. That was the year I stayed up so late playing video games one night, I slept through my Spanish final. I didn’t even try to explain to my professor what happened—I just kind of ghosted him and the whole mortifying situation. My gaming was clearly a problem.


My parents tried everything—restrictions and punishment, freedom and support. Unconditional love. But nothing was working. After two years of college, I flunked out. At that point, we were almost out of options. My parents decided that I needed to get away from my American way of life and move to India, where they had both been born and raised. Even I agreed. It felt drastic, but, at that point, drastic was all I had left. I boarded a plane and moved into an ashram.


That was a revolutionary change for me. In the ashram, I learned that the thoughts in my mind could be controlled. For years I had been struggling to overcome my thoughts, my desires. My mind was constantly thinking about gaming—I was reading about it, talking about it, thinking of trying a new strategy when I went to bed. I was getting distracted when I was walking to class; I was watching videos while I was eating. The idea that I could control my thoughts, rather than my thoughts about gaming being in constant control of me? That changed everything.


I was so taken by these revelations that I decided I wanted to join the group and become a monk, but my teachers there rebuffed me. Becoming a monk was about renouncing your life, they explained. But I had earned nothing thus far, and therefore I had nothing yet to renounce. You’re just escaping, they told me. Go become successful first, they said, and come back when you’re ready to renounce that success.


So, I headed back to school. In the end, I ended up graduating with about a 2.5 GPA. Something about that number being written in stone—I am a below-average student, and for the rest of my life, I will never be able to change that—threw gasoline on the inner fire that my time in India had ignited. Within eight years of flunking out of college, I would start teaching at Harvard Medical School.


Controlling Your Mind


You don’t need to send your child to an ashram in India to “cure” their gaming addiction. But it might help for you to understand why the mindset shift I underwent there changed me so profoundly. According to yogic shastras (ancient texts), the thoughts in our mind can come from two places: our sensory organs and the memory of our sensory organs.


Think about, say, basketball season. If you’re surrounded by people talking about last night’s game, or you’re watching a sports network or listening to sports radio, all these inputs on the subject will populate your mind with thoughts. As your mind gets populated with these thoughts, you will likely engage in talk about basketball even more.


We see this working in both positive and negative ways. For example, a child who is constantly exposed to a certain language will use the same language; they are learning. But the same thing is at work in, for example, children who have experienced trauma. When a child is told day after day that they are worthless, they start to internalize those thoughts. That’s also learning, but it certainly isn’t healthy or productive.


The challenge you now face is that the game developers are colonizing your child’s mind with the games themselves, conversations and discussion forums about them, Twitch streams, YouTube shorts, and endless TikToks of gameplay. It’s no surprise that your child is constantly thinking of gaming. They simply don’t have the power to resist.


Pay attention to the games your child plays. Look at the sounds, the sights, and the colors projected when things happen. For every level they conquer, they get a bright trophy and a satisfying sound. It’s so gratifying, sensorily. And so the game sinks even further into your child’s mind. This is what you’re fighting against—a tide of thoughts in your child’s mind. But what you need to do is stop fighting—instead, you need to decolonize their mind.


That’s why I advocate for small progress—at whatever cost. It’s not just the gaming you have to restrict; the more you can shut down or slow down the massive amounts of sensory input they get from gaming—Twitch, YouTube, whatever, it’s all the same—the more progress you can make. The less sensory input your child receives, the more they will rediscover their healthy selves.


That’s why my Healthy Gamer program works so well: By building an alliance and working a little bit at a time, the mental colonization of your child’s mind will diminish. As the mental colonization diminishes, they will actually be more willing to speak to you, and they will be more willing to live in a healthy way.


I’ve worked with thousands of gamers who describe waking up from the “fog” of their gaming years. They say they didn’t feel mentally alert during those years, and I certainly know what they mean. I felt the same way. It wasn’t until I learned how to control my thoughts, to fill my brain with things other than gaming, that I managed to wake up.


But wake up, I did. After my college graduation, I decided I wanted to become a psychiatrist—equal parts shock and relief for my striving, immigrant parents. Though I had to apply to medical school three times before gaining entry (my undergraduate grades had done me no favors!), I ended up in Boston, training and working at Massachusetts General Hospital and McLean Hospital, both of which are Harvard Medical School teaching affiliates, where I also served as a faculty member.


In med school and in residency, I had the amazing opportunity to learn from some brilliant teachers, people who taught me a lot about psychiatry, yes, but also just about human beings; they helped me figure out how I might be able to spend my life helping people. Not surprisingly, given my track record of struggling with gaming, I was deeply interested in how to help people who have problems with video games.


One of the things I discovered in psychiatry residency, however, was that none of the brightest minds in psychiatry—renowned experts in the field—were able to help me with the gaming issues I had struggled with for so long. For the most part, addiction specialists and child psychiatrists and depression experts and cognitive behavioral experts had no data or experience with these issues. And the more people I asked, the clearer the reason for this became. The most gifted, exceptional minds—the rightfully revered leaders—in the field of psychiatry are all in their fifties, sixties, and seventies. Guess what that means? The majority of them have never even played a modern video game. The glitchy Gameboy of our youth didn’t change itself daily to lure us further in. Pong was fun, but there was only so long you could watch that bouncing ball!


It stands to reason that if you’ve never played a modern video game, you just don’t know what the experience is like. And why gaming is so damn addictive. And why it’s so hard to convince yourself to turn it off, even when you know it’s causing problems in your real life.


So instead of trying to learn more about this pervasive problem from my teachers, I started talking to gamers themselves. Using the emerging technology to meet the gamers in their natural habitat—in Reddit chat rooms, streaming on Twitch, even gaming alongside them, chatting over headphones while we played—I was able to talk to gamers in situ, if you will. I talked to kids from all around the world, from the Middle East and South Korea, rural Canada and urban America, and lots of places in between. I wanted to try to understand them better, so I asked them all kinds of questions about their experiences and, fundamentally, why they played video games in the first place. I heard from a lot of young people who were having the same kinds of problems I’d once struggled with—trouble with their schoolwork and their sleep, tension with their parents, problems figuring out how to just put their controllers down. But the problems seemed even more troubling now—the technology was and is evolving so quickly that a lot of them are in deeper than I was in the early 2000s.


Many of the gamers I spoke to told me that, at their parents’ urging, they had finally relented and gone to see a psychiatrist or therapist. Often, they had received a diagnosis—maybe a mood or anxiety disorder—and been started on medication. Then they went home, took their pills, and just kept playing their video games. For the most part, I understood why. They might indeed have been depressed or suffering from anxiety—but left untreated was the fact that they played too many video games. They were addicts.


I had been just like them, staying up all night, sleeping through my exams, procrastinating until the last possible minute on every single assignment. This I understood! This I could help fix. I’d found my purpose.


In 2018, I posted a message on Reddit explaining that I was a psychiatrist interested in video game addiction. If you have any questions, I said, contact me. The post hit the front page of Reddit, and thousands of questions and comments started pouring in. That’s when I realized a lot of people needed help.


Next, I started an online chat server to discuss issues of gaming addiction, and tons of people showed up. I started to get thousands of calls from people who wanted to come see me in my private practice, but I had no capacity to handle the influx of requests. I got some help organizing my efforts, and soon thereafter started Healthy Gamer. I built a coaching curriculum and trained a few coaches, added moderators, hired some people to help turn my Twitch streams into a YouTube channel—and we took off.


These days, with a team of gifted coaches, I help people and organizations with emerging mental health challenges in this increasingly digital world. In creating accessible, inclusive, and affordable mental health resources, Healthy Gamer aims to empower the internet generation to achieve balance and happiness in their lives.



How to Use This Book



My Healthy Gamer program is designed to help foster independence. I encourage restraint, not restriction. Over the past few years, we at Healthy Gamer have helped millions of gamers develop restraint themselves. The strategies I offer in this book have taught countless parents how to help their children develop confidence and independence. Not only does my program help parents teach their gamers how to practice restraint, it also helps parents encourage their children not to develop an unhealthy relationship with gaming in the first place.


When video games are used for enjoyment, not escape, that makes a healthy gamer. Using games to encourage social connection, not enable isolation—that makes a healthy gamer. Using video games to replace social support, or to shore up faltering self-confidence—that leads to unhealthy gamers.


Here, in book form, my aim is to take my firsthand knowledge of being a gamer, my years of helping gamers (and their families and partners) at Healthy Gamer, and my training as a psychiatrist, and use it all to help you and your child build a healthy, balanced life. Most important, I am also a parent of two lovely girls who love video games. Much of this book comes out of my experiences of raising two children in a technologically invasive world.


My approach is to equip you with a new set of fundamentals for parenting in this technological age. While—as you’ll learn below—I do have a suggested timeline for working through the components of my plan, every family is unique, so you should not expect to be “done” after a set period of time. Instead, you should work through the components at your own pace and understand that the conversations you’ll be having with your child are never “one and done.” I aim to help you change the dynamic with your child, and that’s a lifelong change.


My program for raising a healthy gamer has three components, the first of which is to educate you, the front line of defense against video game addiction, and the person who loves a gamer enough to read this book. I can appreciate that you probably just want to get started with changing your child’s behavior, but before you can do that, you need to understand why they are behaving the way they are. That’s what part one is all about—three chapters dedicated to helping you understand how games affect your child’s neurochemistry and psychology, as well as advice on getting your own mindset ready to take on the issues at hand.


Part two focuses on talking to your child about the steps you hope to take together. The chapters in this section include one to help you assess your child’s readiness for change, as well as outlining the steps toward that all-important goal of building an alliance with your child. Building an alliance with your child is the most critical dynamic in this program, one that you will lean on heavily as you work through the tough patches in this process. To get there, we’ll be working on your communication skills to help you connect with and ally with your child, rather than going into battle against them. Once you and your child are on the same team, I will help you craft a plan to help them, including strategies for dealing with their resistance to it.


Part three is when and where you’ll start to act. The chapters here cover the process of defining and setting healthy boundaries around gaming and using positive behavioral strategies to enforce them. From that point onward, you and your child will work together to help set and keep them on a healthier, happier path.


Because gaming addiction or problematic gaming behavior often coexists with neurodivergent or mental health issues, part four covers those bases—with information about the “comorbidity” of gaming with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), autism spectrum disorders, depression, anxiety, and marijuana use, as well as suggestions for mitigating these issues with your gamer.


How Long Will This Take?


For most families I work with, this program works, but it does not amount to a quick fix. You’ll see throughout that I offer you a loose outline of when to introduce what with your child and, if you do the math, you’ll work out that it takes two to three months from the initial attempts you make to build an alliance to crafting a plan for implementing boundaries. I’ve recapped that week-by-week advice in appendix B here, but a lot of this will continue to be fluid.


Sometimes parents and children will need more time to work on trust building or will have to take more time when the child retreats into resistance and stops being a part of the process. Sometimes you will need to problem-solve around boundaries you’ve set, because things don’t always go as planned! Even more commonly, I find that parents themselves can get busy and undergo their own challenges, slowing down the process. On average, I find that the process of continual improvement, with small wins along the way, will help children “recover” from their gaming problem in six to twelve months.


All that said, I urge you to have patience and to take a long view. One of the things I learned during my time in India is that change is not created; it’s cultivated. Here in the West, we are all about creating things—we level mountains and build buildings. We are obsessed with outcomes—key performance indicators, closing stock prices, and thirty-day guarantees.


But in the Eastern mindset, it is all about cultivation. My own personal journey has been filled with failure, but that is part of the cultivation of who I am. Think about parenting as the cultivation of your child—you set them up in the right environment, one that will support their growth in the right direction, then you sit back and watch them flourish.


If you want your child to be independent, you can’t do all the work for them. You have to let them do the growing; much like the plants in your garden, growth is incremental, and sometimes they are going to want to grow in a slightly different direction.
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I find that the process of continual improvement, with small wins along the way, will help children “recover” from their gaming problem in six to twelve months.
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I know you are intimidated right now. This is a scary time for parents. But I can reassure you that no matter where you are in this challenging, wrenching, emotionally raw journey, you can do it. I promise you that every young person out there can be helped. I have seen thousands of gamers recover from unhealthy gaming behavior. Young adults, too. Most of them just need a little help. That’s what I’m here for. That’s what you’re there for. Together, we can do this.










PART ONE



Understand
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Understanding Games and Your Gamer





This section explores the basic reward mechanisms behind video games—and why they appeal to children—in order to equip you with an understanding of why these games are addictive. We’ll discuss some neuroscientific concepts regarding addiction, reward, and behavioral reinforcement. Neuroscience begets psychology, so once we understand the basic neuroscientific circuits, we’ll see how the brain informs the mind. We’ll discuss the basic psychological needs that video games fill: achievement, challenge, identity, community, and safety.


After you understand the basic needs that video games are fulfilling for your child, we can start to create healthier alternatives. Once your child’s needs are satisfied through other means, their obsession with playing the game melts away.










CHAPTER 1



What Makes Video 
Games So Addictive?


The Neurochemistry of Gaming Explained


When I am working with parents—parents like you, who have grown increasingly concerned with the direction their kids are headed—the first question most of them ask me is this: Is my kid addicted to video games? I mean, they know their child has a problem. Most of them have noticed some changes in their kids’ behavior, ones that worry them. Maybe their grades are slipping. They’re more isolated than they used to be. They’re a little bit more moody. But, Dr. K, is this actually an addiction? they ask.


There’s a lot of debate on the topic. In 2018, the World Health Organization (WHO) identified something called “internet gaming disorder.” But there’s another group of people who don’t think that gaming is an addiction in the same way as alcohol or opiates can be. And these two camps argue endlessly about which one of them is right. But, frankly, to me? It really doesn’t matter whether a group of psychiatrists agree on the terms of an addiction diagnosis. The so-called experts can battle that one out on the internet or in dueling research papers. This is about you and your kid.
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Whether a group of psychiatrists agree on the terms of an addiction diagnosis doesn’t matter. The so-called experts can battle that one out on the internet or in dueling research papers. This is about you and your kid.
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If their gaming is causing a problem within your household, if it’s causing a problem for their future, then chances are it’s a problem, right? Whether we label it an addiction or not isn’t actually the point. The real point is that they need to move forward, to a better, healthier relationship with technology, whether they cross the threshold of “addiction” or not.


And, of course, sometimes it’s not just children and teenagers we’re worrying about. Some people who walk through our virtual door at Healthy Gamer are concerned about their adult child, perhaps the twenty-three-year-old who’s living in their basement. Is that person not moving in the direction that they need to be moving in? Are they having problems at school or problems at work? Are they even going to school or work? Are they getting moody, or throwing temper tantrums, or just being generally disrespectful?


From an academic standpoint, the common factor for all mental illness—addictions included—is that it interferes with your life. No matter the substance, addiction means “an impairment of function.” And many of the kids and young adults I’ve met in the past several years certainly have an impairment of function.


Bottom line: If you think it’s a problem, it is a problem. You don’t need an expert to tell you that. You are their parent. That makes you the expert.


Neuroscience Helps Explain Why Your Child Is Changing


In order to help your child, it’s really important for you to understand a few things about why they are playing video games. I want to help you appreciate the vital underlying needs that are being met when they play video games. These needs are firmly embedded in the teenage brain, as old as time, and, for what it’s worth, totally normal. To start, it’s important to understand the circuits in the brain that play a part in why your child loves gaming so much.


Reward Circuitry


When you read about or hear talk of addictions, the first term you’re likely to hear tossed around is dopamine. Dopamine is what scientists call a “neurotransmitter,” which is a chemical signal one neuron uses to talk to another—basically, ways for our brain to communicate.


Dopamine happens to be one of the major neurotransmitters—but its effect depends on which neurons are involved. In the substantia nigra, a very small structure in our mid-brain, dopamine is used to help us move our muscles in a smooth and coordinated fashion. In Parkinson’s disease, for example, the dopamine-production neurons in the substantia nigra get destroyed, which is why people with Parkinson’s have difficulty with movement. This is why we give Parkinson’s patients dopamine as medicine.


But dopamine is mostly known for its involvement in reward and behavioral reinforcement because it is the primary neurotransmitter of our reward circuitry, a cluster of nerves located in the Nucleus Accumbens (NAcc) of the brain. Achievement, success, triumph, pleasure—these are all mediated by dopamine being released in the NAcc.


Dopamine is also involved in shaping behavior, because whenever we get that dopamine release in the NAcc, we “feel good”—and when we “feel good,” we repeat the behaviors.


A good example of this: Historically, calorie-dense foods have led to survival. When something increases our chances of survival, we have evolved to enjoy it. As a result, what we think of as “pleasure” is just our brain pointing us in a direction and saying, “Do more of this, because this is good for us.” Since this thing is good for us, we are going to crave it again. Then when we eat that thing again, we get a second release of dopamine, which makes us feel pleasure and reinforces the behavior. If eating a calorie-rich food leads to pleasure, or enjoyment, we tend to look for it again—this is anticipation. Dopamine governs all three of these responses—pleasure, reinforcement, and anticipation—all of which evolved to help us survive.


The problem is, in today’s world, one signal that governs all three things can get hijacked by video games. Game designers have figured out how to control our dopamine switch, offering us all that pleasure, reinforcement, and anticipation, but without contributing a survival benefit.


Dopamine isn’t the enemy here, not at all. Even in our modern world, dopamine can help us learn and grow. A helpful analogy is the process of learning to play a piece of music. The first time you sit down to try to play it, you may struggle a little. You make a mistake, you make another mistake, but, eventually, if you keep at it, you’ll learn how to play the piece properly. The satisfaction that you get when you succeed after failure is also mediated by dopamine. The harder something is, the more we feel challenged, the more dopamine gets released when we succeed. When something is challenging, and we fail at it a few times before we succeed, that success feels especially good, and that kind of success-seeking behavior gets reinforced.


Game designers have gotten especially good at figuring out how to maximize that dopamine release in the brain. They know that if the game is too easy, people get bored and leave. If the game is too challenging, they’ll quit, because the dopamine release isn’t worth the effort. So, game designers titrate the difficulty to optimize dopamine release—thus reinforcing the behavior, and maximally increasing anticipation.


Recent research shows this—that the reason video games are addictive is not necessarily just because they provide a reward, but because they actually deny you the reward for an extended period of time. Like learning that piece of music—we actually want to play and fail over and over, because when we finally succeed, it feels really good.


The tricky thing, though, is that our brain has a natural tendency to achieve homeostasis, or balance; for this reason, our brain can start to develop tolerance for particular things. The first cookie you eat is very tasty; the second one is pretty good, too. But after you’ve polished off three or four more cookies, you probably can barely even taste them, let alone enjoy them.


That’s exactly what we see with video games—eventually, with hours of play, the dopamine circuits can develop physiological tolerance. Tolerance is the principle of our brain balancing things to keep them within a “normal” or healthy range. If anything rises above that range, we’ll modulate the high external signal by adjusting the volume and turning down the signal. Think of it like a music player and a set of headphones: If the volume is too high to listen to comfortably, we can turn down the volume to keep the experience enjoyable.


What happens with video games is that our dopamine signals get jacked up, then our dopamine receptors downregulate—literally turning down the “volume” on the dopamine signal. We essentially are removing receptors from our neurons, so that even a ton of dopamine release leads to a “regular” amount of enjoyment.


Now the problem is that if we stop playing video games and read a book, we’ll get a “normal” amount of dopamine signal, but with our downregulated receptors, the total “volume” is too low—thus making reading feel not at all fun. Our brain is physically less capable of enjoying reading when we game too much.


You may have observed this in your child even when it comes to gaming itself. For the first hour or so that they’re playing video games, they’re having fun. But by the time they’ve been playing for four hours, they’re not having fun anymore—they’re just zombies who’ve stopped smiling and laughing and talking. Furthermore, anytime you try to get them to do anything besides the video game, they just feel bored all the time, and they resist it with all their strength, right? That’s because of the dopamine tolerance—if they’ve been playing endless hours of video games, it is going to take some time for them to get acclimated to enjoying other activities.


The Amygdala


Well, if it isn’t even fun, why do kids keep going back to it, over and over again? Why do they keep playing? Games are addictive not just because they feel good, but also because they diminish bad feelings. All addictive substances share two properties—they not only give pleasure, but they also take away pain.


Cue our discussion of the amygdala. The amygdala is a big player in our limbic system, the part of the brain that produces emotions. The amygdala is in charge of what we might call our “survival emotions,” the ones that are active when we are in danger, like fear or anxiety. These emotions are vital for our ability to predict and respond to danger.


Our survival emotions used to be activated for short bursts in the wild—say, if we saw a tiger or a snake. But in today’s world, they tend to be chronically elevated—for adults, we feel stress when it comes to paying our mortgage, or seeking a promotion, or our plans to retire. In kids, they get activated by academic stress, bullying, and social media.


In the past, when the danger went away—i.e., we ran away from the snake or the tiger—the fear shut off. But nowadays, the problems we face are more chronic—even if you pay your mortgage this month, you still have to pay it next month. Kids, for their part, have to worry about tests and bullying pretty much every day.


Neuroscientific evidence shows that video games suppress the emotional circuitry. Essentially, gaming suppresses or shuts off the amygdala, providing us with temporary relief from daily stress. To be fair, this is true of just about any form of recreation. If you’ve had a hard day at work, going to a bar to have a couple of drinks or watching some TV to unwind also helps suppress the negative emotions stemming from your stressful day.


But any activity that successfully suppresses our negative emotions also has the tendency to be addictive. After all, if we’re feeling bad, or stressed out, or ashamed, or afraid, and we can engage in some kind of behavior that temporarily makes those feelings go away, that behavior can be very reinforcing. All of those problems simply fade into the background, and we’re just focused on the one thing that feels good.


This is exactly what’s going on with video games—functional MRI (fMRI) studies (which spotlight levels of brain activity) have shown that if we’re experiencing fear, anger, frustration, sadness, or any other negative emotion, and we then start to play video games, our amygdala begins to calm down. Our emotions get suppressed. That is why gaming is such an “effective” coping mechanism.


I remember this very well from back when I was at my worst in college. I knew that every day that I skipped Spanish class contributed to me falling further behind. I knew that even if I went to class, my grades would still be awful, and my Spanish was getting worse. I couldn’t fix the problem, and I knew it, and I felt awful about it. The only solution? Make the pain go away through gaming.


I used to go to sleep at 4 or 5 a.m., because if I went to bed earlier, all the worry and fear I carried with me—that I was ruining my life—would flood into my mind and I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I would game to the point of absolute exhaustion, so that the second my head hit the pillow, I would just pass out. That’s how badly I wanted to keep the negative thoughts at bay. Then I’d wake up after having slept through class once again. Class was over? Oh, well. I’d boot up the game, start playing, and the cycle would begin anew. Run from bad feelings, game more, fall further behind, repeat.


Your child might know that they are screwing up their life—or at least starting to head down that path. But they know that if they turn off the video games, they’ll have too much time to think about the science test they just failed, or how disappointed you guys are going to be that they lied and skipped karate class all week long. They keep playing so they don’t have to think about all that negative stuff.


To make matters worse, once your child has started outsourcing the regulation of their emotions to video games, their capacity to deal with negative emotions without gaming shrinks. And as their coping capacity shrinks, the emotions they’ve been burying in gaming in the first place start to leak out in other ways. This is why your kids may be throwing temper tantrums or getting frustrated too easily. You may also see other strange, but related, behaviors that you don’t realize are tied to emotions—like isolation, withdrawal, sarcasm, or cynicism.


Bottom line: When your child seems really addicted to gaming, the issue is not simply a dopamine rush anymore. It’s a dependency on the emotional regulation that video games provide. The more the gaming behavior suppresses the amygdala, the more of an escape gaming will be for your child.



The Frontal Lobes



This leads us to the third circuit of the brain that’s important to understand: the frontal lobes, which basically govern maturity. A fifteen-year-old is more mature than a five-year-old, and a twenty-five-year-old is even more mature. But what does this capacity for maturity actually mean? A five-year-old can’t regulate their emotions; they can’t plan ahead, nor can they delay gratification very well. Teenagers can be a little bit more responsible; they can handle some amount of delayed gratification, and they can usually focus on what they need to focus on. A twenty-five-year-old has a pretty high level of impulse control and ability to delay gratification—for the most part, they can wake up every day and get themselves to work.


That’s our frontal lobes at work, helping out with impulse control and emotional regulation; our frontal lobes control the amygdala and the limbic system. They don’t always work perfectly, of course—as each of us knows all too well. There are times when you feel stressed out and get frustrated with your kid. Sometimes that frustration gets the better of you, and you lose your temper and yell. But other times, you manage to rein in that frustration and exercise a little bit more control. When that happens, that’s your frontal lobes activating.


The problem with video games is that they’re so engaging, we don’t need to force our mind to focus. No one gets distracted playing video games—game designers take care of the focusing part for you. As a result, your focusing capability in your frontal lobes atrophies. Gamers lose the ability to control their mind, to force it to focus. Then, when they try to do something in the real world, they can’t focus. Studying feels nearly impossible, because their brain has gotten so dependent on highly engaging entertainment to keep it focused on one thing.


If your child plays a lot of video games, they have started to rely on the games to regulate their emotions, which means they have stopped strengthening their frontal lobes. Gaming is essentially the opposite of meditation in terms of the effect it has on your frontal lobes. People who game too much essentially put the development of their maturity on hold. Brain scan studies bear this out. Gamers tend to have underdeveloped frontal lobes compared to non-gamers. Fact: From a neuroscientific perspective, gamers are actually more immature than non-gamers.


The Hippocampus


The last brain architecture concept that we need to understand as parents of gamers is the hippocampus. Very closely connected to the amygdala and our other emotional circuits, the hippocampus is worth calling separate attention to because it is believed to be the place where memories are made and stored and, therefore, is the center of learning. As video games suppress the amygdala, they also suppress the amygdala’s ability to access the hippocampus. As a result, gamers have a hard time learning from their mistakes.


Usually, if we do something and are hurt by it, we don’t do it again, because negative emotions are powerful influencers of behavior. Think of it this way: You eat at a restaurant five times, and you love it—you’re a big fan. Then you go a sixth time and get a miserable case of food poisoning. Even though you really liked the restaurant before, that one bad plate of food will make you very reluctant to go back. I see this same aversion to what’s learned through negative emotions when I work with patients who have struggled with infidelity. You can be married to someone for fifteen years, and all it takes is one act of infidelity, that strong sense of betrayal, and the way you interact with your spouse might change forever. This one event might even change how you interact with future partners.


Negative emotional experiences trigger our brain to learn—mistakes are the greatest teacher. But gamers short-circuit this pathway by suppressing their negative emotions through video games. Once we disable our negative emotions, our learning circuitry becomes inactive. Gamers aren’t learning from their mistakes, because whatever that failure was—small or large—they aren’t feeling the pain of it. They might fail a test or procrastinate up to the very last minute, and they can swear to you that they want to change, but the next day, there are no changes in their behavior. And it isn’t that they don’t understand or feel regret, in the moment. They aren’t lying. Despite having a lengthy talk in which you both seemed to agree, the conversation doesn’t seem to have been saved to the hard drive. They don’t incorporate what they’ve learned into long-term memory. In one ear and out the other.


Even though your child actually does understand the changes they need to make, that part of their brain—the one that rewrites the code—has been shut off by video games. Basically, their amygdala’s ability to access the hippocampus and teach them something gets compromised.


The not-so-virtuous cycle continues. Video games suppress the circuitry governing negative emotions and disrupt the learning circuitry, but playing games also causes the brain to release dopamine, remember? And that makes your child feel better. When a child fails a test because they were playing too many video games, but the dopamine-addled part of their brain tells them it was fun to do so, they’re going to wake up the next day to play games again and never learn their lesson.


This is why it seems so confusing for you. Despite all your best efforts, your child just doesn’t seem to be getting it. It’s not sinking in. In the past, they’ve learned from their mistakes, but, now, their brain circuits are being disrupted by technology—their development has been hijacked by the game developers.


And these game developers aren’t stopping with just their neurochemistry—they know your kids have psychological needs, and they’ve figured out ways to hijack those, too.
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