[image: image1.wmf] 

[image: image2.wmf] 


Video games and on-line gaming advice
Much of the information in this brief guide is taken from the Byron Review “Safer Children in a Digital World”; DCSF 2008. The full report can be viewed on-line at www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/DCSF-00334-2008.pdf
Introduction
Video and on-line games have become very popular with children and young people, over the last 20 years. Two thirds of UK 5-16 year olds are said to have a games console (Childwise 2008). Some Young people are spending large amounts of time alone engaging in some kind of screen-based activity and this has become an increasing cause for concern for parents and educators.

It is difficult for researchers to establish incontrovertibly how much the use of these technologies impacts on a child’s development. This paper will summarise the ideas that have been developing in research and the suggested ways for parents to keep their children safe.

Concerns
The following concerns have been raised about young people’s use of games:

· The time spent on playing video games prevents young people from engaging in social or family activities therefore providing less opportunities to develop language and social skills.
· Young people now spend more of their time engaged in sedentary screen-based activities indoors. In one study 7% of teenagers were found to play more than 30 hours of computer games per week (Griffiths 2007).

· Children are sometimes exposed to material that is unsuitable for their age and developmental stage.

· An increasing number of young people seem to be developing a dependence on games which is accompanied by increased levels of psychological and social stress. In a German nationwide study of 13-14 year olds for 3% of the boys, this was accompanied by lower school achievement, increased truancy, reduced sleep time and limited leisure activities (Grusser, Thalemann and Griffiths; 2007)
· Does exposure to violent imagery influence children to become more aggressive in real life? There have been a number of high profile cases where violent acts by young people have been linked with intense use of violent video games or other media (eg the death of Jamie Bulger in 1993; The Columbine School Massacre in 1999).
· Young people’s mood is affected as the arousal levels created by some games may have the same impact as prolonged high stress levels. This could have cumulative and detrimental effects on the developing brain.

· On-line games are potentially never ending and therefore could be more problematic.

Ideas from research
Positives

· Young people who play no more than one or two hours per day are more likely than those who do not play to have a wider circle of friends, engage in physical activities and do their homework (Phillips et al; 1995)

· Video game playing can provide an escape from everyday stresses when players are immersed in enjoyable play (Wood, Griffiths and Parke; 2007)
· About a third of on-line gamers make good friends in the game (Cole and Griffiths; 2007). One boy with Asperger’s syndrome said “If it weren’t for the relationships I formed on-line through my first games, I honestly can’t be sure I’d be here today.” (Byron; 2008)
· Some evidence has been found for cognitive benefits from game-playing eg

· improved visual attention, reaction times, spatial perception, strategic thinking, planning and hypothesis testing (Durkin and Barber; 2002)

· faster information processing and thinking (Taylor; 2006)

       It is not clear whether these skills transfer well to other real life situations.

Negatives

· A link has been found between playing violent games and real violence in adolescent boys with a history of violent socialisation (Kassis; 2007).
· Children are exposed to race and gender stereotypes (Gee; 2003)

· Games created since 1995 contain much more graphic and realistic violence; more research is needed into the possible effects of this.

· The interactive nature of games may make any negative effects stronger than with eg TV as there could be greater identification with the aggressor and more imitation. (Gentile and Anderson; 2003)

· Repeated “shooting of enemies” could have a cumulative impact in terms of a learning effect (Goswami; 2008)

· There is evidence of desensitisation to violence in adults who play violent video games (Carnagey, Anderson and Bartholow; 2007)

· “Younger people have more difficulties separating pretence from reality, especially scary pretence so content is potentially more frightening for younger people and is likely to have a more significant impact on their ability to process it without distress.” (Harris et al as in Byron 1991)

· When played to excess, video gaming can, for some young people, be addictive (Griffiths; 2008)

Advice for parents
1. Help your child to set limits on their game playing time. Some children may need staged warnings eg “You have 10 minutes left; you have 5 minutes left etc”. Most video games enable the user to save the stage that has been achieved and pick it up later, so there is no need to “get to the end of a level” before stopping. It is important for children to have a balance of activities in their leisure time involving outdoor play, social time and a variety of different activities.
2. Check the age guidelines for games that you buy and do not allow your child to be exposed to age-inappropriate content. Younger children are less able to differentiate between reality and fantasy, are still developing critical evaluation skills and are therefore more vulnerable to harm from violent, frightening, sexual or highly emotive content. (Byron 2008). Monitor and supervise your child’s video game play so that you can set appropriate boundaries and ensure they remain safe and happy.

3. Encourage games that are educational rather than violent.

4. Encourage children to play games as part of a group rather than alone.

5. Follow manufacturer guidelines for safe use eg

· the child should sit at least two feet from the screen
· the room should be well lit

· the screen should not be at maximum brightness

· stop playing at least an hour before bedtime to allow relaxation processes to begin.

6. It is better to keep game consoles, computers and TVs out of the child’s bedroom and in a family 

 shared space. This makes it easier to monitor and supervise activity.
7. If necessary prohibit game-playing and reintroduce it on a part-time basis when appropriate.
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