
healbh

Does playing
video games
or computer
games turn you
into a zombie?



FOR MOST PEOPLE, ONLINE GAMING IS
JUST A HOBBY. FOR OTHERS, IT'S A DANGEROUS
-EVEN DEADLY-ADDIOTION.

If you play video games or games on your computer, read the
statements below. Circle "YES" if a statement describes you.
Circle "NO" if it doesn't.

•You tetl yourself you are going to game for only a few minutes, YES | NO
but you frequently lose track of time and play for hours.

•You have repeatedly tried to quit gaming and failed. YES | NO

•You have a sense of euphoria while you game. YES | NO

•You crave more gaming time. YES I NO

•You neglect your family and friends to game. YES | NO

•You feel restless, irritable, or unhappy when you're not gaming. YES | NO

•You lie to family and friends about your gaming. YES [ NO

•Gaming is causing you to have problems at school. YES | NO

•You feel guilt, shame, anxiety, or depression as a result YES | NO
of gaming.

•Your sleep patterns are changing (like staying up all night to game YES { NO
and sleeping during the day).

•You're developing health problems like backaches, weight foss, YES | NO
eye strain, and carpal tunnel syndrome.

•̂ You withdraw from off-line hobbies and social interactions. ^^^ I NO

T
hese statements come from Internet/Computer Addiction Services, an organization based in
Redmond, Washington, that helps people cope with compulsive computer use. Psychiatrists
say that if you answered yes to five or more of these statements, you might be a gaming
addict. An addict is someone who can't control his or her gaming. The person plays all the

time, even as his or her life, health, and relationships suffer.

Teen Gamers
Between 70 percent and 90 percent of teens in the United States play video or online games.

Some experts suggest that 5 percent to 10 percent of these teens are gaming addicts. The problem
has become serious enough for the American Medical Association to Issue a warning about the
dangers of gaming addiction.

"The problem is enormous," Dr. Hilarie Cash, co-founder of Internet/Computer Addiction Services
tells Choices. "But people don't think of gaming addiction as being real. And those who need help
with an addiction don't know where to get it,"

You might be reading this story and saying to yourself, "I play video and online games and they're
lots of fun. Yeah, sometimes I play for a long time, but there's no way I'm addicted, Besides, how
can it be possible to be addicted to a game?"

It is possible and it happened to Ruya Cunningham*, She got addicted to World of Warcraft,
an online game commonly known as WoW, played by 9 million people. At the time, Ruya was a 21 -
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year-old student in a small South
Carolina town. Most of her high
school friends had gone away to
college. Ruya was living with an aunt
and taking graphic design classes.
She was lonely and bored.

Drawn In
To fill her time, she began playing

WoW. The object of the game is to
take on the identity of a character,
inhabit a world called Azeroth, and go
on quests against trolls and dragons.
Ruya's character was a blue-haired elf,
and Ruya loved playing the part. "The
elf was everything I wasn't, everything
I wanted to be," Ruya says. "Her world
was as exciting as mine was boring."

Ruya spent at least 20 hours a
week online, lost in the Wol^ fantasy
realm. As she gave in to her obsession
of playing, Ruya's real life crumbled
around her. She quit her job, dropped
out of school, and cut herself off from
friends and family—all so she could
spend more time in Azeroth.

Ruya gained weight
and stopped cleaning
her room. She bit her
long nails and forgot to
wash her hair. Soon, Ruya
became deeply depressed.
"I know what people say:
'It's just a game,'" Ruya
says. "But it takes over
your life. The game
becomes an addiction."

Experts say the
most addictive games
are MMOGs—massive
multiplayer online games
like WoW and EverQuest.
In these games, online
users role-play as warriors,
wizards, or—in Ruya's
case—elves. Gamers are connected
to thousands of other players around
the world. They embark on quests,
go on adventures to slay monsters,
or collect treasure. As gamers move
to higher levels, the quests take as
long as 12 hours to complete. And
once you complete a quest, another
one to embark on shows up.

Getbing Hooked
"The games are designed to keep

you at your computer as long as
possible because you can't win,"
says Liz Woolley of On-Line Gamers
Anonymous, a group that helps
gamers overcome addiction. "There's
a large group of people who just can't
stop playing."

;us (below),
iputer games are

ed to draw you in.

For most gamers, fantasy worlds
like WoW and EverQuest are just
diversions from their regular life. But
for others, online worlds become a
distorted reality. Players can reinvent
themselves in the games. Shy teens
become fearsome wizards. Lonely
kids can lead bands of warriors.
But too often, Woolley says, young
players have trouble stepping
back into their real lives. "After the
excitement of being so powerful, they
look at their real lives and they think
they have nothing," she says.

Cash, a therapist, has counseled
teens who stop going to school or
hanging out with their friends to make
more time for their gaming. "Imagine
a kid who used to have friends, used
to love sports, and used to do things
with his family," she says. "Now his
grades are falling, he is totally out of
shape, and he's withdrawn. He can
no longer function in real life. All he
wants to do is play the game."

That's what happened to Ruya.
l/VolV consumed her life. "When I

8 CHOICES JANUARY 2008



wasn't playing WoW, I would get
fidgety," she says. "It's all I would talk
about, She linked the game to her cell
phone so other gamers could text her.
"I used to hate vacations because they
meant time away from WolV," she says.

Nob Fun
At the same time, it got to the

point where Ruya didn't enjoy playing
WoW. "It got boring, but it replaced
everything else in my life," she says.
"I needed to be in this other world
with other gamers. It was crazy."

Ruya knew she needed to stop
playing, so she abruptly uninstalled
the game and stayed off-line.
Her body responded by getting

bad headaches, a withdrawal
symptom. Worse yet, Ruya became
so depressed at losing her online
community that she tried to overdose
on pills. Thankfully, she failed when
her mother intervened.

As awful as that incident was, it
finally opened the door for Ruya to
get the help she needed to beat her
addiction. "My parents were there
for me," Ruya says. "They were great.
I always have trouble asking for help.
But it turned out I had more allies
than I thought."

Ruya also finally took a good look
at the person she had become and
was horrified. "Before this, I had a
job," she says. "I worked out every

day. I kept my room clean. I got
my nails and hair done. I took care
of myself. That all changed when I
became addicted."

Ruya, now 24, hasn't played WoW
in two years. But the game still affects
her. She sometimes feels the urge to
lose herself in the fantasy world. In
the real world, she has trouble making
eye contact and often stumbles over
her words. She says she's getting
better but is still not the person she
used to be before her addiction
overwhelmed her.

"At least I am a person now, not
an elf," Ruya says. "I'm working on
staying grounded in the real world."

—John DiConsiglio

*Choices changed Ruya's last name
for this article to protect her privacy.

There's a reason Liz Woolley is so in-
volved in trying to help people addioted to
gaming. Her son, Shawn, was a gaming

addict who became withdrawn and
stopped seeing his family. "He said
the people in the game were more
important than us," Woolley says.

Shawn died at the age of 21. He
was alone when his mother found
his body. She had to break down

the door of the room. The online game
EverQuest, the game he could not stop
playing, was on his computer at the time.

Woolley blames her son's death on the
game manufaoturers. "They are no better
than drug dealers," she says. "They make
these games to hook people. The games
they make ruin lives."

Game manufaoturers like Sony (which
makes EverQuest) and Blizzard Entertain-
ment (which makes WoW) have denied
that charge. And a spokesperson for the
Entertainment Software Association coun-
ters that adults need to take responsibility
for their purchases of video and computer
games. "Parents should supervise their

children to make sure that the games are
used appropriately," the spokesperson says.

What do you think? Below are statements
about gaming. Read each one and decide
if you agree or disagree with it. Then, on a
piece of paper write an explanation of each
of your answers.

Ilt is possible for teenagers to control
their online gaming habits so they don't

get out of control.

2 It is possible for parents or guardians
to monitor the gaming habits of

teenagers effectively

3Many online games never end.
Online game manufacturers should

have endings for games because players
often will not stop playing.

4Online games should have clocks
that tell users how long they've

been playing. A game should be
automatically disconnected after
a certain amount of time has passed.

5 Labels should be put on game
boxes warning users about the j

dangers of gaming addiction. \m
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