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Introduction

Shortly after I married my husband—the week after the 
honeymoon, in fact—he changed from the love of my life 
into a bad roommate. All of a sudden I lost the luster of “new 
wife” and found myself competing for his attention with a 
digital elf. I didn’t even get sixty days before my warranty ran 
out and I was the housekeeping nag. How could this hap-
pen? I knew when I married him that he made video games 
for a living and that he played them as research for his work. 
But that’s not the same as playing all the time as a hobby, 
right? Suddenly his company went into crunch time to get 
a game out, and when he would get home after fourteen- to 
sixteen-hour days, he would take his cold dinner straight to 
a computer monitor and park himself there with his back to 
me. He went to bed long after I was asleep and got up long 
after I’d left for work. I wanted a picture of him for my desk 
at work (one not in his wedding tuxedo), but I couldn’t get 
enough face time to take a new one. Frustrated, I took a pic-
ture of the back of his head one evening. Seeing the flash in 
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his monitor, he turned and asked incredulously if I had just 
taken a picture of the back of his head. I told him I wanted to 
have a picture for work, and the back of his head was all I rec-
ognized anymore. He laughed and turned back to his game.

“Welcome to being a game widow,” he said.
A game widow, I quickly discovered, is a woman whose 

husband might as well be dead to her because he is constantly 
engaged with video games. When I first heard this term, there 
was no information online or in the bookstore on what this 
problem meant or how to cope with it. I had to figure it out 
for myself what to do. It was either that or annul my mar-
riage, because a lonely marriage is not an option for me. First 
I talked with other spouses at my husband’s company par-
ties, and because those conversations raised more questions 
than they answered, I decided to quietly sneak in on some 
professional game conferences. After all, it’s better to know 
the enemy before you engage them, right? However, the cool 
people I met and talked with at these conferences introduced 
me around, and before long I found myself behind the smoke 
and mirrors show witnessing the reality of what it means 
to make and consume video games. I started to understand 
that although there were many professional groups who were 
experts in their own area of video game production and cul-
ture, those groups did not really communicate well with each 
other. After almost six years of marriage to a game designer, 
thousands of hours of experimental game play, and hundreds 
of conversations with developers, researchers, academics, psy-
chologists, and medical personnel, I consider myself ready to 
pass on the most important parts of what I’ve learned to you.

Sure, there are already a lot of voices out there talking 
about video games, but you need to read this book first. 
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Why? Because discussion about game media in this country 
is divided into camps, and most of those are either very much 
against video games as an evil to be avoided and fought, or 
they tout games as the salvation of everything from education 
to social relationships. Everything you read and hear about 
video games comes from very biased sources. It’s as if our 
entire education about electronic entertainment is coming 
strictly from commercials and sound bytes. "is isn’t helpful 
to friends and family members of gamers who need to under-
stand the whole picture. It’s impossible to have meaningful 
conversations in which you can truly listen to the perspec-
tives of others without that whole picture – let alone work 
toward solutions to issues with gaming.

Before you decide that video games are evil or that our 
schools should be transformed into cyber cafes, you need to 
understand why games are so compelling that real life has 
trouble competing. You need to have a clear picture of the real 
dangers of video game play to balance against the rewards, so 
you can be an informed user. You need to understand that 
the real future of video games is not the technology gadgets 
being invented, and how to stay current with the entertain-
ment industry news and debates. Most importantly, you 
need to know your options in dealing with gaming behavior 
ruining your relationships, and how to take back control of 
your life. "is book is a shortcut to understanding the real 
issues of gaming. What I will tell you here can help save your 
relationships, prepare you for the future, and give you the 
power you need to navigate the new digital age with grace 
and confidence as a spouse, parent, gamer, and consumer.





1

ONE

Why Am I Losing Out to an Elf?

In the beginning, it was easy to understand video games 
while watching over a player’s shoulder. "e first games were 
simple and easy to learn, and the rewards were straightfor-
ward. But as game developers designed more complex games 
to provide a more exciting and immersive experience, this 
ability to understand the games without playing them com-
pletely dissolved. Currently, if you don’t regularly play video 
games and read game magazines, web sites, and blogs, you 
are on the outside of the information loop. It’s almost impos-
sible for non-fans to find out what the video game experience 
is like, why it’s so absorbing that real life can’t compete, and 
why players (called gamers) have mood changes and even 
personality changes during and after playing.

When discussing video games, it’s important to realize 
that they aren’t just for fifteen- to thirty-five-year-old males 
anymore. Video games have successfully made the leap from 
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consoles and personal computers to mobile phones, game 
systems, and personal data assistants. In doing so, they’ve 
spread to males and females of every age. Some game genres 
attract a mostly female audience. And grandparents have 
started buying games for themselves as well as their grand-
kids. "ere are even video games designed for babies, who 
can’t even speak yet. Millions of people play at home, dur-
ing work and school hours, and any other place they have 
time and access.1 In 2006, Americans alone spent close to 
$13.5 billion on console, portable, and PC game hardware, 
software, and accessories, up 18 percent from 2005.2 And 
there are millions of homes that have game equipment and 
software. In fact, 33 percent of American homes in 2007 had 
a video game console.3 

Millions of gamers equal millions of people wonder-
ing what’s so absorbing. And it isn’t just wives and parents 
like me who feel the need to know. Because people of all 
ages, both sexes, and almost all nationalities play, there are 
people of all ages, both sexes, and almost all nationalities 
wondering what’s going on. Even those actually playing 
the games themselves would love to be able to understand 
and explain clearly what draws them over and over into the 
video game world. If you bring the subject of video games 
up with people you know, you’ll discover that practically 
everyone is linked to a gamer in some way, and they may 
even play sometimes themselves. And each person, gamer 
or not, has some question or concern about how games are 
affecting their lives.

Why does it seem that video games are more compelling 
than real life?
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DESIGNED TO BE BETTER THAN REAL LIFE

"ere is a simple answer to why elves, gangsters, and digi-
tal environments are grabbing and keeping people’s attention 
away from real life, and it isn’t just mature content or imma-
ture players. Forget the content for a moment—the focus on 
concerns about violence and sex has distracted us all from the 
real grabbers of the video game world. After all, if sex and vio-
lence were the main attractions, the majority of sales would 
be those rated for mature players. But point-of-sale infor-
mation gathered by the NPD Group, Inc., and cited by the 
Entertainment Software Association shows that 45.2 percent 
of sales actually go to video games rated E (Everyone), which 
is equivalent to the G (General Audience) rating for movies.4 
Content concerns need to be addressed, but the real reason 
video games are more attractive than real life is because they 
are technologically coded and socially engineered to attract 
and hold the gamer’s attention. "ey are made to appeal to 
the gamer not just because they are fun but also because the 
games feel as though they can fill deep human needs. 

At the Game Developer’s Conference in 2005, Rich 
Vogel, the then vice president of production at Sony Online 
Entertainment in Austin, Texas, gave a lecture in which 
he described how massively multi-player online games, or 
MMOs, could be designed to attract and hold gamers’ atten-
tion. MMOs are exactly what they sound like: huge online 
game worlds. Players create game characters, called avatars, 
to represent themselves in the game. "e avatar then moves 
about, interacting with other players as well as non-player 
characters controlled by game code and the items and envi-
ronments in the game. 
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Mr. Vogel advocated using what he called “the Glue” 
to draw the general public to MMO playing in addition to 
experienced gamers. Why? Because online games are sub-
scriber-based. If Sony has more players subscribing and if it 
can keep them interested in the game, the company makes 
more money. As Mr. Vogel put it, “When you develop an 
MMO, it’s all about keeping your subscribers, right? "at’s 
what it’s about. Keeping people paying your monthly fee.” 
He added later in the talk, “"e Glue is the long-term health 
of your game.” I refer to the individual factors of the Glue as 
“sticky factors.” "ese factors aren’t new to game design, but 
they are the tidiest shortcut to understanding the powerful 
allure of gaming. "e six factors of the Glue are:5

1. Unique persona 
2. Achievement
3. Ownership
4. Relationships
5. Immersion
6. Dynamic
Each factor requires a little description for those who 

have never played an online game. "e best way to do this is, 
I think, to introduce Roger and Justine, a fake couple who 
play Forever World, which is my imaginary example of an 
MMO.

Unique Persona
Roger has been playing Forever World for three years. He 

is a lower-middle-class accountant with all the usual respon-
sibilities that go with having a job, a house, and a marriage. 
It’s going to take him thirty years to pay off his mortgage, and 
he may never get more than minimal promotions at his job 
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since he works for a massive firm and has a standard educa-
tion. He doesn’t stand out of the crowd, because he’s rather 
shy and prefers to just work instead of socializing with his 
co-workers. Now that he’s married, he’s not sure what comes 
next in his life.

When Roger first started playing Forever World, he 
designed and named an avatar to play in the game with. He 
named his avatar Navarre because he saw a movie once with 
a character he admired in it by that name. Roger is six feet 
tall, has brown hair and brown eyes, wears glasses, and has 
an average, skinny-white-guy physique. But Roger designed 
Navarre to be a dark, heroic figure with long black hair, 
bright green eyes, dark skin, and the build of a champion 
wrestler. Over time, Roger has added prominent tattoos 
down Navarre’s bare arms and has also added flashy clothes 
and jewelry.

Roger’s wife, Justine, started playing Forever World after 
she married Roger. She works as a shift nurse at the local hos-
pital, and her shifts are sometimes at odd hours. She wants 
a family someday, and now that she’s married, she’s decided 
not to go back to school to advance her career. She often has 
time off when Roger is at work, and she plays to pass the 
time and to engage in a private world of adventure she and 
Roger can share. Justine is five feet, five inches tall, has brown 
eyes and brown hair that she dyes with blond streaks, and 
is a little heavier than she’d like to be. Justine designed her 
avatar, Blondell, to be tall, platinum blonde with blue eyes, 
tanned, and muscularly skinny with all the right feminine 
curves. Unlike Justine, who wears scrubs at work and sweat 
suits at home, Blondell wears body-hugging designer outfits 
that make the most of Blondell’s looks.
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Roger moves his avatar around in Forever World, run-
ning across vast landscapes, exploring caves, and visiting 
medieval-style towns. Anything Navarre says in the game is 
actually typed by Roger in a chat box. Roger decides where 
Navarre goes, what he does, what he says, and who he is. 
He is the soul of his avatar; Navarre is Roger, and Roger is 
Navarre. It is the same with Justine and her avatar Blondell. 
By entering Forever World, she and her husband shed their 
average selves and put on new appearances and new person-
alities. Roger says that Navarre is more extroverted than he 
is, and Justine says that Blondell is flirtier than she is. But 
they also feel that they are more themselves in Forever World 
than they are in real life. When they “become” their avatars, 
they can escape themselves and explore acting and speaking 
in ways they would never do in person. Safe behind the mask 
of anonymity, Roger and Justine can experience an alternate 
life. Not only do they look and behave differently with their 
avatars, but the other players in the game also treat them dif-
ferently than real acquaintances do. "e other players only 
know the appearances and behaviors of Navarre and Blondell 
rather than Roger and Justine. 

If you think the idea of identifying with and even thinking 
of yourself as a video game character is ridiculous or child-
ish, you may be under the impression that you’re limited to a 
preprogrammed cartoon character—a scantily clad female or 
an over-buffed, scruffy man. "is may be true of some games, 
but most of them are continuing to offer the player more 
opportunities to personalize their avatar in fine detail. In the 
real world, we make ourselves different by dyeing and cutting 
our hair, using contacts to change our eye color, and chang-
ing our clothes and jewelry to create different “looks” and 
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to make different impressions on people. We go to the gym, 
tattoo ourselves, and undergo cosmetic surgery for more rad-
ical changes in our appearance. We rarely think of changing 
our real appearance as strange, and we even celebrate these 
changes. In the video game world, you can not only change 
superficial things to make yourself unique, but you can also 
change your gender, race, and species. 

More than just projecting themselves into a new physi-
cal appearance, though, Roger and Justine project themselves 
into new people. "rough their avatars, they aren’t just better 
looking. "ey are “better” people. "ey can take on personal-
ity traits and act in ways that they never would in real life but 
that they admire in others. "ey can engage in risky behavior 
with all the thrill of real risk while remaining safe at home. 
"ey can even escape physical handicaps like deafness, paral-
ysis, and asthma that limit them in the real world. A large 
percentage of people who play MMOs claim that they do 
things in video games that they never would in real life. Why? 
Because through an avatar, you can not only escape your real-
life appearance but also your real-life personality, social class, 
and the consequences of your choices. Roger doesn’t have to 
worry about the dress code and appearance expectations he 
has to conform to at work, and Justine doesn’t have to visit 
the gym to continue enjoying the admiration of others.

Achievement
When Roger logs off of Forever World, he feels like he’s 

really accomplished something worthwhile, which is some-
thing he doesn’t feel when he leaves his job every day. He 
can’t wait to get back to the game, because he knows exactly 
what he needs to accomplish next in a series of small goals, 
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and he knows how long it’s going to take to achieve the next 
big goal. When he plays Forever World, he gets something 
out of it every time. Navarre has built up power, wealth, and 
many other things that players in the game envy. For exam-
ple, the Rare Hummingbird of Flashiness that hovers around 
Navarre is not only pretty and attention-grabbing, it’s pres-
ence also advertises that Navarre is one of only a few players 
ever to defeat the Elusive Swamp Witch, who only appears 
in the game once a year. "e witch can only be defeated by 
a team of players, and afterward, a hummingbird follows 
the avatar of each team member on subsequent journeys. 
Even if a player is new to the game and has no idea what the 
bird represents, they notice it, they think it’s cool, and they 
quickly discover how rare it is and that it can’t be had for 
charm or money.

"ere isn’t anything like this experience in Roger’s real 
life. "ere’s no road map with big goals broken into smaller 
goals that have guaranteed rewards for success. In Forever 
World, he gets something every time he accomplishes some-
thing, even if it’s just the skin of the rat he killed that he can 
then sell in the marketplace. On top of the monetary and 
other rewards, he also gains attention, a cool reputation, and 
invitations to join other players to go after even bigger goals 
than the ones he can achieve alone. When he finishes work 
in real life, nothing changes. He still gets the same paycheck 
whether he does average or exceptional work. He isn’t sure 
how to garner attention or win a promotion. He just has to 
keep working and hope for a lottery-style advance in his career 
that may or may not happen. When he tells people he’s an 
accountant, they either say “Oh, okay” and move on, or they 
make a joke about accountants being boring. After five years 
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of working for his firm, he doesn’t have anything to show for 
his work except a small percentage of equity in his house. He 
feels like he disappears in the suited crowd and wonders if he 
even matters. Forever World helps him forget real life, quickly 
and predictably gives him the reward and achievement he feels 
he deserves, and provides the meaning he craves.

Likewise, when Justine logs on to Forever World, she 
doesn’t feel like a housewife anymore. Justine may never 
advance in her career, but Blondell has new accomplish-
ments every day that Justine can take credit for. In Forever 
World, the level of difficulty and risk increases the further 
into the game a player gets. When Justine first logged on, 
Blondell was assigned tasks that were pretty pathetic: killing 
rats, fetching things, etc. But they were challenging because 
Justine was still learning how to master Blondell’s controls. 
As Justine gained experience playing the game and had an 
easier time completing assignments, the tasks got incremen-
tally harder and took longer to do. Every time Justine goes 
on an adventure through Blondell, her skill and talent are 
pushed to the limit. 

Justine can do her work at the hospital in her sleep 
and rarely feels challenged. She keeps thinking she should 
go to school, but her variable shifts and the likelihood of 
having a family in a couple of years makes that seem like 
an impossible goal to complete. In Forever World, though, 
there’s always a new achievement to be made. "ere’s always 
recognition. Justine can feel a sense of accomplishment and 
growth through Blondell’s success. Even though Roger and 
Justine are at completely different skill levels, there is enough 
challenge and reward designed to fit their experience to keep 
them both happily questing for the next prize indefinitely.
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Ownership
As Roger and Justine play Forever World, they collect 

items, real estate, pets, and money. Ownership in video games 
is just the same as ownership in real life. "rough Navarre, 
Roger has amassed quite a pile of goods—a fully furnished 
seaside estate where he can entertain or spend time alone on 
private pursuits, an art gallery, and in addition to the hum-
mingbird, he has a large pack of dogs. Roger has enough to 
feel quite wealthy in a digital way. Paying off a mortgage on 
a virtual house gave Roger an incredible sense of relief and 
achievement. Even if it isn’t real, it’s his, free of debt. 

Justine doesn’t have any real estate yet, but she has a pack 
full of items that she has won on her quests and that she 
has bought in the Forever World markets. Some of them are 
useful for future quests, some of them show off her accom-
plishments, and some of them she keeps just because she’s 
proud she made them. Like the pies she baked and the staff 
she carved. She can’t bake or carve in the real world, but she 
can in Forever World. Justine sometimes wants to sell the 
staff to make more room in her pack, but she can’t bring her-
self to part with something she spent so much time creating.

Both Roger and Justine have wondered how they could 
ever part with these types of things if they had to leave For-
ever World. It would feel like an incredible sacrifice, similar 
to losing part of their lives or to their house burning down 
without insurance to rebuild it.

Relationships
Roger and Justine have friends in real life, but it’s really 

difficult to find a convenient time to get together because 
of Justine’s shift changes and Roger’s commute. After they 
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got married, Justine noticed that her single friends didn’t call 
much anymore. Being married put her into a different uni-
verse from her single friends, and because she doesn’t have 
children, she’s also in a different social universe than her mar-
ried friends with babies and toddlers. Her single friends don’t 
want to hear about being married, and her friends who are 
moms seem to just go on and on about their kids and their 
parenting woes. Roger has had the same friends since college, 
but just like Justine’s friends, they are all in different stages 
of life than he is right now. He and Justine only get to see 
friends twice a month or so. Both Roger and Justine crave 
more social contact than they get.

Once they log on to Forever World, however, the sched-
uling hassles and age, family, and other differences disappear. 
"ere are no kids hanging on the ankles of the avatars in 
Forever World. No one knows if you’re married or have kids 
unless you tell them. And there’s no reason to talk about real 
life when there’s an adventure going on. You can schedule 
with real-world friends to meet and play in the game, but you 
can also make new friends and join groups who are playing 
at the times that are most convenient for you. Even animal 
relationships are easier online. You may have to pick up dog 
poop in the real world, but you don’t have to clean up after 
your virtual pet. Or if you do, you’re insulated from experi-
encing the unpleasantness of bending over, fooling with the 
bag, inhaling the smell, and feeling the warm lump. You just 
click and drag that poo away or cast a spell to cause it to 
simply disappear.

Roger and Justine originally planned to play together 
in Forever World, but because Roger’s character is so much 
more advanced than Justine’s and because Justine is playing at 
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such odd hours, it’s hard to make that happen. Roger doesn’t 
want to hold Navarre back, and Blondell just isn’t power-
ful enough to go on the quests Navarre goes on. So they’ve 
drifted apart in Forever World. Roger has joined a guild—a 
formal group of players who organize regular events within 
Forever World and who share similar goals. Justine is willing 
to play with whomever she chances upon but actually tends 
to hang out with a few regular friends she has met at various 
times in the game. 

But there’s more to Roger’s and Justine’s social relation-
ships in Forever World. Roger’s guild not only goes after 
bigger prizes together, but they also gang up on powerful 
players who are making a habit of ruining the game for oth-
ers. "ese spoilsports are called griefers. Sometimes they are 
just bullies, using their powerful avatars to pick on less pow-
erful avatars or exploiting programming glitches to annoy 
others. "ey bring an unwanted reality to the game, and 
Roger’s guild takes a vigilante approach to dealing with it. 
Sometimes griefers also create guilds, and the online gang-
land experience adds to the thrill of Roger’s gaming. 

Justine is not just playing with other avatars; she’s also 
getting to know the players behind them. At first it was a 
little side comment here and there from another avatar that 
gave her a window into who was behind her avatar friend. 
"en as they got to know each other better, she started chat-
ting with the other avatars about real life every now and then. 
And before she knew it, she was covering Fantasia so that her 
gamer, Anna, could leave her computer for a minute to help a 
sick toddler, and a fun, passing flirtation with Pheros became 
a more intimate friendship with Troy, Pheros’ gamer. She 
now spends more time talking with Anna and Troy than she 
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does with Roger, and she tells Troy things she would never 
tell Roger.

Because of the appointments and friendships Roger and 
Justine have with other players in Forever World, they often 
log on even when they don’t particularly feel like it. Roger 
feels an obligation to his guild, and Justine worries about 
being there so Anna can take care of her little girl while she 
games. If Roger doesn’t show up to guild activities, he might 
miss out on opportunities to get good loot and gain levels 
for his character (i.e. get more powerful), and he might lose 
his membership or even be harassed by the group. Without 
her chats with Troy, Justine is convinced she’d lose that sense 
of connection and excitement that staves off her loneliness. 
Roger and Justine choose to socialize online even when they 
are both home instead of spending time with each other.

Forever World offers Roger and Justine the chance at 
every kind of relationship that can be formed in real life but 
with the added excitement of not really knowing, or having 
to know, the person controlling the avatar they’re relating to. 
Roger can belong to a dangerous vigilante group, and Justine 
can believe that Troy is her perfect soul mate.

"e content of MMOs can’t be rated, because what 
happens in the game is entirely controlled by real, live, 
unpredictable people. Roger and Justine have run into 
almost every kind of person in Forever World. "ey know 
avatars run by children, the elderly, persons with disabili-
ties, and citizens of almost every continent. "ey know gold 
farmers—avatars who collect easy kills or items by standing 
over spots in the game where creatures or items regularly 
appear, or “spawn.” "ey know avatars that have married 
other avatars in the game, and they even know avatars that 
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have married multiple avatars. "ey know where to find 
cybersex for game gold. "ey know how to buy almost any-
thing in or for the game that can be purchased, whether it’s 
specialty appearance software, game items, or even avatars 
more powerful than they have time to make Navarre and 
Blondell. "ey even know how to hire someone in a third-
world country to play their characters twenty-four hours a 
day, seven days a week while they’re on vacation or at work. 
"is way, Navarre and Blondell can continue to gain levels 
even when Roger and Justine are busy. 

Immersion
Geographically, Forever World seems to go on, well, for-

ever. It takes a character on foot in the game so long to run 
over fields, plains, hills, and mountains to get to some adven-
tures that Forever World has several transportation shortcuts 
like flying beasts and magical teleportation. With more 
memory power in the technology to run on and with larger 
teams of designers, artists, and writers creating video games, 
the internal worlds that avatars run around in are no lon-
ger claustrophobic. But Forever World doesn’t just stretch on 
forever in two dimensions. "e sky changes with the hours of 
the day, and the horizon appears far away. From the back of 
the flying beast in the game, the ground looks small like the 
surface of the real earth does from the window of an airplane. 
"e landscape in the game is so wide and the city and cave 
layouts so complicated that you quite literally need a map to 
find your way around. 

More than space, immersion in an MMO is all about 
having interesting and realistic environments to explore 
and play in. Whether the game is about farming, military 
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maneuvers, or exploring a castle—the plants, buildings, 
walls, and other items along the way are made to appear just 
interesting enough to interact with or to ignore, but always 
interesting enough to give a sense of realism. Roger and 
Justine not only feel like they have entered another world 
when they log on, but they also feel like they actually live 
there, taking side trips in between game quests or ignoring 
the quests entirely. "ey can decide to make the entire expe-
rience about whatever they like, even if it’s just standing in 
the marketplace selling goods all the time or just running 
around looking at people. Forever World is made to feel like 
real life, thanks to the rich environment they play in.

Dynamic
As Justine and Roger have discovered, it’s impossible 

to get tired of Forever World. Not only is it big, realistic, 
and complex in social, material, and emotional ways, but it 
also changes all the time. "e designers didn’t just make the 
game, throw it out there, and leave it alone. "ey continue 
to make regular changes to keep players interested and to 
provide continual surprises. New plants, new terrain, new 
architecture, new character outfits, new rewards—before 
the gamers know it, they’ve explored their way into a dif-
ferent game than the one they started. Forever World 
evolves over time just as the real world does. Video games 
give a whole new meaning to armchair tourism and virtual 
life. Better sometimes than the changes made by design-
ers of the world, the players themselves create new ways 
of playing and using the environment. Forever World has 
hundreds if not thousands of players who are creating new 
programs inside the existing program to move characters in 
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innovative ways, to produce new surroundings to socially 
interact in, and to make new social structures to join. Roger 
and Justine aren’t just playing the same game month after 
month and year after year. "ey are literally living an alter-
nate, fresh life in a rich virtual world. "ey feel that they 
are missing out when they are logged off in the same way 
that people who invest heavily in their work feel that tak-
ing a vacation would put them off track or the way a parent 
leaving children feels remorse about missing out on growth 
milestones and precious experiences.

With all the possibilities, the crowd in Forever World is 
never dull, and thus the game never ceases to have a dramatic 
pull of gamer-created content that no game company would 
ever have enough employees, time, or money to manufac-
ture. "e only creatures the game company has to create 
movement and scripts for are the game characters and ani-
mals controlled by code, such as Roger’s dogs and the Elusive 
Swamp Witch and the rats, wraiths, and dragons the play-
ers pursue for pets or points. "ese creatures behave like the 
animatronics characters at a theme park, performing their 
part in scheduled cycles or along preprogrammed lines. But 
their predetermined actions don’t ruin the spontaneous feel-
ing of the game because non-player characters are so vastly 
outnumbered by characters controlled by real people.

!
"e six sticky factors defined by Rich Vogel are not just 

used in MMOs—in fact, online games are the ones most 
likely to have most or all six of the sticky factors. Using 
relationships, unique characters, achievement, regular 
change, rich environments, and a sense of ownership sin-
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gly or together is the best way to grab gamers on any PC, 
console, or mobile game. Console games typically have a 
set path along which certain accomplishments have to be 
made in order to continue playing, like a cattle run with 
puzzle gates. But the game doesn’t feel like being herded 
down a pre-tailored path. "e environment looks and feels 
wide open, even if the character in the game can’t move 
everywhere the player can see in the surroundings. "e 
story line bonds the emotion of the player to the success 
and failure of the characters in the game. Success is achieved 
by making the next level, earning points and possessions, 
and hearing the end of the story. And each new level is 
more challenging than the last or has new surroundings or 
music, giving a sense of change even when the game stays 
the same. Mentally removing yourself from a video game is 
like suddenly snapping out of a high-stakes adventure. Even 
a casual game in which the player is doing nothing more 
than organizing colored dots taps into sensations of regular 
change, achievement, and ownership. Finishing or winning 
may rack up points or simply create a sense of keeping busy, 
feeling smart, or relieving boredom while waiting in line 
somewhere. 

It’s easy to see why video games are not just games any-
more. Unlike the original two-dimensional ones, today’s 
games can be played in a whole new way, at a whole new 
level of depth. Many are lived instead of played. Television 
still has its place as sit-and-watch entertainment, but video 
games are sit-forward-and-act entertainment. "ey are inter-
active, which is why millions of people have become gamers 
and why it’s so tough to compete with video games for the 
attention of those who play. 
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During the question and answer period at the end of 
his presentation, Rich Vogel said to his audience of MMO 
designers, “People divorce your games. "ey don’t just leave; 
they divorce your games, okay?” His point was leaving a video 
game world permanently for any reason has the same emo-
tional wrench for a player as leaving a spouse. Players have an 
intimate connection to, and sometimes dependence on, their 
games. "ey carry with them the emotionally engaging and 
satisfying experience of gaming even when they aren’t play-
ing. Video games really can be “the other woman,” helping 
people forget their troubles for a time and filling every need 
they would otherwise turn to a close family member or friend 
for.
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TWO

Are Video Games Really Addictive 
or Deadly?

Mention “addiction to video games” or “deaths caused by 
video games” in a room full of game publishers and develop-
ers, and you’ll get a sudden, tense silence. Ask this question 
in any audience, and you get a verbal brawl. Ask one person, 
and they seem to engage in an inner debate with themselves 
rather than offering a definitive opinion.

"ere are fewer topics of debate hotter than whether 
video games are dangerous, addictive, or deadly. News pro-
grams have been airing stories with scary titles on video 
games for several years now, and politicians, naturally, are 
trying to pull some of that attention for themselves. So how 
can you sort it all out? At this point in time, the question 
of danger and addiction can’t be scientifically answered in a 
way that everyone agrees on. Some medical and counseling 
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professionals believe video games affect the brain, and some 
even say they have an addictive factor just like gambling 
and sex do. But the video game industry counters by point-
ing out that passion for a hobby is definitely not the same as 
an addiction. So which is it? And how will we know when 
there’s a definitive answer? What are the real risks of video 
game play?

ADDICTION

"e video game industry has several reasons for main-
taining that games are not addictive. Aside from the 
obvious economic reasons for this denial, industry lead-
ers and spokespeople rightly point to gamers who have 
no problems with addictive behavior in relation to their 
play. To support this claim, they cite a 2005 survey taken 
by the Entertainment Software Association showing that 
the majority of gamers are well-rounded and healthy 
individuals.6 Game-industry reps regularly find fault in 
any study indicating games are addictive or damaging; they 
criticize the credentials of the researchers or the mechanics 
and methods of the study. "e main contention on this 
side of the disagreement is that anyone who develops a 
problem related to video game play would develop addic-
tive behavior anyway due to a predisposition to addiction, 
or an “addictive personality.” Dr. Mark Griffith’s Journal 
of Substance Use article entitled “A ‘components’ model 
of addiction within a biopsychosocial framework” is cited 
to support the idea that the individuals playing the games 
have preexisting problems and that their problems, there-
fore, are not caused by video game play (a chicken versus 
egg argument).7
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On the other hand, the medical and counseling pro-
fessionals have several reasons for asserting that, in their 
opinion, video games are addictive. Aside from their eco-
nomic reasons for saying so, such as increased business from 
a specialized clientele and the notoriety that comes with 
taking a provocative stand, they point out the increasing 
numbers of gamers and their families seeking counseling 
for game-related behavior issues. "ey cite the seemingly 
supportive research of Dr. Paul Grasby from 1998, Michael 
Bozarth in 2000, and Sabine Grusser and Ralf "alemann 
in 2005, among others.8 Many of the clients seen for video-
game-related problems have additional issues with substances 
and behaviors that are acknowledged to be addictive. How-
ever, some have only the compulsive video game behavior 
to explain their symptoms, which are suspiciously similar to 
the symptoms of addiction. 

Unless you or a family member has recently been 
through a high-school health class or an addiction-recovery 
program, you may need a short refresher on how addiction 
works in the human body. A drug is taken into the body 
somehow—injection, eaten, smoked, etc. "e drug hits the 
brain and floods it with dopamine (among other chemicals), 
which is a pleasure-inducing chemical that exists naturally 
in our bodies. "e amount of dopamine is so high or lasts 
for so long that the dopamine receptors are overwhelmed, 
and the person experiences a high. "e body responds by 
creating more dopamine receptors to handle the flood and 
to return to a normal mental state. "e person then recov-
ers into a regular level of stimulation. However, there are 
now so many dopamine receptors that the body mistakenly 
interprets the natural level of dopamine as being low even 
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though it is the same amount that existed before the drug 
was taken. As a result, the person experiences a depression. 
To relieve this feeling, they take more of the drugs that gave 
them the high. But now they have to use more and use 
it longer to get the same rush, because the body contin-
ues to produce more dopamine receptors. "e addict has 
to continue using the drug at higher and higher doses just 
to feel “normal.” "is is obviously an over-simplification of 
a complex biological process, but for the purpose of a brief 
understanding, it will do.

So how could video games be addictive? Gamers don’t 
snort digital gold or inject their avatar into their actual body. 
Counseling professionals like Dr. Dave Greenfield, Dr. 
Hilarie Cash, and Dr. Kimberley Young believe games are 
a process addiction that is similar to engaging in overeating, 
gambling, or pornography. A process addiction is the abuse 
of the naturally existing chemicals in the body—dopamine, 
adrenaline, etc.—to get a high by engaging in only the most 
exciting parts of a normal human behavior. "ey theorize 
that this method of stimulating the dopamine levels in the 
body leads to addictive video game play.

How does this work? "e same way drugs work, but 
instead of putting something into the body, a behavior is 
used (or abused) to stimulate dopamine production. Repeat-
edly participating in only the most exciting part of a behavior 
supposedly has the same effect that repeatedly doing drugs 
has. It accustoms the brain to high levels of dopamine so 
that without constant thrill-seeking, the addict feels bored 
or depressed.

So the question actually becomes, does video game play elevate 
dopamine levels in the brain the way drugs and gambling do?
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Some studies seem to suggest, or even establish, that 
video games do give the player a dopamine high and are 
therefore addictive. However, these studies have been 
quickly criticized, if not ballyhooed, by the video game 
industry. Apparently, these same studies have also been 
either unconvincing to medical and psychological organiza-
tions or simply ignored by them. As a result, game addiction 
is not a recognized diagnosis by either the medical and psy-
chological communities or by the insurance companies who 
pay for the majority of medical and psychological treatment 
in this country.9 

Parents, siblings, relatives, and friends of obsessive gam-
ers, whether or not there is an official, professional diagnosis 
of addiction, can’t help but recognize the eerie similarity 
between the symptoms of drug use and behavioral addic-
tion to video games. "ere is real concern that video games 
are addictive and that gamers might need professional help, 
especially when those symptoms are interfering with fam-
ily, school, and their professional lives. Dr. Alan I. Leshner, 
the Director of the National Institute of Drug Abuse and 
National Institutes of Health says in his article “"e Essence 
of Drug Addiction” that the core definition of an addiction 
is “uncontrollable, compulsive drug seeking and use, even 
in the face of negative health and social consequences.” He 
also points out that the medical and counseling communi-
ties have a long-standing debate over whether addiction itself 
is connected to the drugs in the body or is all in the emo-
tions of the addict.10 Some of the addiction symptoms seen 
in addicts, familiar to the families of gamers, are listed in 
the body of the lexicon of alcohol and drug terms published 
by the World Health Organization under various terms such 
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as addiction, alcohol, alcoholism, alcohol-related disabilities, 
amphetamine, craving, drug, dependence, opioid, hangover, 
etc. "ey include:11

Psychological Symptoms
"  Compulsion to take the abused substance
"  Difficulty in stopping or altering substance use
"  Willing to use almost any means necessary to get 

the drug of choice 
"  Strong tolerance
"  Withdrawal syndrome occurs when use is interrupted
"  Expression of denial and other distortions in judgment
"  Anxiety, guilt, irritability, and extreme sensitivity
"  Aggression, grandiosity, hypervigilance, agitation 
"  Impulsivity, suspiciousness
"  Depressed mood
"  Needs frequent doses to feel good or to avoid feel-

ing bad
"  Euphoria, pain relief, and a false sense of well-

being

Health Symptoms
"  Fatigue
"  Headache
"  Raised or lowered blood pressure
"  Eating more than necessary
"  Suppression of appetite
"  Insomnia, sleep disturbance, and increased dreaming
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Social Symptoms
"  Diminished involvement in other activities and 

responsibilities
"  Decreased ability to engage in physical, social, or 

economic activity 

Game widows will also feel a sense of déjà vu when read-
ing World Health Organization lexicon entries about binge 
drinking, relapse, cross-dependence on other substances, and 
dependence syndrome. Binge playing right after a new video 
game is brought into the house or while on a holiday from 
work is common for gamers, as is suddenly picking up long 
hours of play after a long break from the game. Many obses-
sive gamers use drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes while playing 
or engage in other thrill behaviors like porn, gambling, and 
extreme sports when not at the joystick. But most familiar 
is the entry under dependence syndrome: “A strong desire 
to take the drug, impaired control over its use, persistent 
use despite harmful consequences, a higher priority given to 
drug use than to other activities and obligations, increased 
tolerance, and a physical withdrawal reaction when drug use 
is discontinued.” Replace the words “take the drug” with 
“play video games” and “drug use” with “game playing” and 
you have a disturbingly accurate description of an obsessive 
video game fan.

So do only those with previously established medical or 
psychological issues have problems with being addicted to 
video game play? I asked Dr. Hilarie Cash about the “addic-
tive personality” argument, and she said there was no such 
thing as an addictive personality. Going on, she explained 
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what is probably meant when someone refers to “addictive 
personality” are the risk factors, or predispositions, for sus-
ceptibility to addictive behavior. 

So what would put a person at risk of becoming an 
“addicted” gamer? "ere is no official list of predisposing fac-
tors that make someone likely to have a problem with video 
games, but based on patterns I’ve observed in thousands of 
interviews I’ve conducted and case studies I’ve read in online 
support groups, I have put together a list of risk factors that 
seem to pop up regularly. I’ve noticed that people are likely to 
have problems putting down the joystick if they:

"  Use, or have used, drugs
"  Engage in gambling, pornography, or other thrill-

seeking behavior
"  Struggle with a mental health concern, especially:

#  Depression
#  Alcoholic family member
#  Autism, especially Asperger’s

"  Experience stress related to social or financial dif-
ficulties, especially:
#  Transition or change 
#  Unrealistic expectations
#  A permanently hectic lifestyle
#  An alcoholic or addicted family member

"  Harbor a cultural belief that a short attention span 
and/or dependence on constant entertainment is 
desirable, cool, or makes you superior to others 
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Are obsessive gamers healthy individuals who just love 
games, are they addicted to the games, or are they people 
with mental health disorders who are using the games to 
cope? Only a trained mental health professional can even 
begin to sort it out. For now, because research results in this 
area are preliminary, journalists, politicians, game industry 
representatives, as well as opponents to video games will all 
grasp at each seemingly new significant piece of research 
to either tear it apart or put it on a pedestal, depending on 
which side of the debate it seems to support. As you read new 
findings in this area, keep an open mind. Whenever someone 
starts speaking or writing authoritatively on this subject, bear 
in mind what they have to gain—just as you should when 
being subjected to advertising. "e question of addiction as 
related to video games is not a question of mere curiosity; it 
is one of medical, political, business, and cultural significance 
that must be responsibly and respectfully approached case-
by-case, and not with wild generalizations unsupported by 
solid research data.

DEATH

Whether or not you believe video games are addictive, 
you have to wonder about people who die playing them. In 
the five-year period between 2000 and 2005, three deaths 
related to video games in the U.S. were reported. Two were 
children, and one was an adult. "ree deaths in Korea related 
to video games have also made the U.S. press, two of which 
were adults, and one, a child.

Of the adults, Shawn Wooley’s video-game-related 
death is the most famous, most cited, and only adult death 
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in the United States in that five year period. His mother 
found him dead in his Wisconsin apartment at twenty-one 
years of age in November 2001. He had been diagnosed 
with depression and schizoid personality disorder, and after 
months of withdrawing from his job, his family, and all 
other responsibilities, he committed suicide while logged 
on to an online game.12 "e other two adults, from Korea, 
died seemingly straightforward deaths after excessively 
long hours of play. Kim Kyung-jae, twenty-four years old, 
collapsed at an Internet café in Kwangju, South Korea, in 
October 2002 after playing for eighty-six hours straight. 
He had taken breaks from the game only to buy cigarettes 
and use the bathroom.13 Lee Seung Seop, age twenty-eight, 
reportedly died in August 2005 of an exhaustion- and dehy-
dration-induced cardiac arrest in a very similar situation in 
Taegu, South Korea, after fifty straight hours of play at an 
Internet café.14 

As for the video-game-related deaths of children, two of 
them died as a result of neglect by parents who were absorbed 
in video game play, and one died as a result of abuse by a 
parent who was disturbed during his online play. Brianna 
Cordell, age three, died in Arkansas in August 2003 after 
being left alone in the car to swelter to death while her 
mother was inside playing.15 An unnamed four-month-old 
girl in Inchon, Korea, died in May 2005 while her parents 
were gaming at an Internet café. "e unsupervised four-
month-old baby rolled over onto her stomach and died of 
suffocation.16 "e third child, Tony Lamont Bragg Jr., died in 
Florida in July 2000 as a result of abuse injuries: fractured ribs 
and collarbone and a punctured heart. His father, annoyed 
that his child’s crying was interrupting his online game, beat 
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the nine-month-old and put him in a utility closet where he 
was later found dead.17 

Clearly, the actual video game and the equipment upon 
which those games were being played did not directly cause 
these deaths. Shawn Wooley died of a gunshot wound. "e 
two Korean gentlemen neglected their health needs and died 
as a result of self-abuse. "e children died of suffocation, 
heat exhaustion, and inflicted abuse injuries. Millions of 
people play online video games regularly, and yet these are 
the only cases of death reported to the public in any way 
related to gaming during those five years. However, one can’t 
ignore what appears to be a common contributing factor: 
extreme focus on online video game play. "ese, and other 
news stories of this kind, have caused more than one person 
to raise an eyebrow and express concern.

As human beings, we feel compelled to question our risk 
whenever someone else is involved in a horrific incident. "is 
is why traffic slows while drivers rubberneck, why ladies gos-
sip about neighborhood misfortunes, and why we all watch 
the news when we catch a whiff of local danger in the news-
room teaser. Someone else has suffered, and we want to know 
if we might be at risk too. If so, what can we do about it? 
Should we be involved? Details fascinate us—we might learn 
vicariously from the tragedy of others. 

Are you or your family members at risk of dying when 
playing long hours online? We are all fond of statistics 
that show our probability of dying of any given disease or 
accident, so let’s calculate the odds for online-video-game-
related death using a method similar to that of the National 
Safety Council to get a general idea.18 In his presentation at 
the Game Developer’s Conference in 2005, Rich Vogel of 
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Sony Online Entertainment said that the U.S. market size 
for MMOs is on average 2.5 million players.19 Since his pre-
sentation, that audience has increased to over ten million, 
but during the time in question, 2000 to 2005, it was 2.5 
million players, so we’ll use that figure. 

Assuming that 21 percent of online gamers have chil-
dren, the total number of children of adult online gamers 
between 2000 and 2005 was 2.6 million.20 In calculating the 
yearly odds of a child dying of video-game-related causes, 
this number of children is divided by the number of deaths 
over the five-year time period. "erefore, an American 
child’s chances of dying due to abuse or neglect related to 
an adult’s online gaming is about 1 in 1.3 million. Accord-
ing to the National Safety Council’s 2004 statistical charts, 
this is roughly the same chance children have of dying from 
exposure to excessive natural heat. According to this calcu-
lation of probability, a child is just as likely to die as a result 
of a firearm discharge or as a result of drowning where the 
intent of the supervising person is undetermined as they are 
to die in the care of an adult online gamer whose intent is 
undetermined.

Using the same method described above, adult online 
gamers in the U.S. have an approximately 1 in 12.5 mil-
lion yearly chance of death related to their online play. "is 
is comparable to the chances of dying in a flood caused by 
forces of nature. If you are an online gamer, you are more 
likely to be killed in an operation of war or even legally exe-
cuted than you are to die while your game is running. With 
those yearly odds, an American has many more common 
causes of death to worry about than video game play. I’m 
not a statistician, but I doubt that more accurately and pro-
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fessionally derived numbers would change the comparative 
rarity of death related to MMOs. 

So be extremely skeptical when news stories try to scare 
you with “Killer Video Game” headlines.

Of course, this isn’t to say the risk isn’t there. It’s clear that 
if you hit your kids when they annoy or interrupt you while 
gaming or regularly leave them unattended while you play, 
your kids fall into a special risk category. Also, if you suffer 
from mental health conditions or spend long hours without 
sleep, food, or water while hunched over your game, you are 
at an increased risk as an adult. 

So, before you next sit down to play, ask yourself if you 
are in good health, both mentally and physically. Can you 
honestly say you have no mental health issues with social 
withdrawal symptoms, no heart conditions, no chain-smok-
ing, nothing that sitting alone, very still, and in a hunched 
position for hours might make worse? Will your doctor con-
firm that at your next visit? And do you spend more than 
four to five hours in an online game in a given stretch? Do 
you get real exercise between gaming sessions? Do you have a 
life-saving nag in your house bugging you to take breaks, eat 
something, and get some sleep now and then? "ese kinds 
of concerns seem obvious, but many gamers don’t consider 
them seriously, if at all, before sitting down to play. However, 
if a life-insurance policy existed for online gamers and their 
children, those who fit these risk factors might not get the 
cheapest policy.

Bear in mind, then, the next time someone starts talking 
about people who die from video game play that video-game-
related deaths are extremely rare given the millions of people 
who play them worldwide. "ey are so rare that when the 
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news story announcing the death of Lee Seung Seop came 
out, my husband reported that one of his co-workers laughed 
and scoffed, “Fifty hours straight? "at’s nothing.”

REAL RISKS OF GAMING

Given current research and my personal experiences, I 
believe that video game play can be used as an addictive behav-
ior and in rare cases can be a contributing factor to physical 
abuse of self or others that results in death. No matter how 
you debate the causes of the problems resulting from excessive 
and obsessive game play, the consequences of it are real, wide-
spread, and need to be dealt with by both those who play and 
those around them. So much focus has been given to the argu-
ment of whether or not video games are addictive and whether 
players are psychologically dependent to the games or merely 
having fun that the real issue here is being completely over-
looked. Whether or not video games are found to be physically 
or psychologically addictive, there is a significant percentage of 
the gaming population showing the same symptoms of addic-
tion that alcoholics, compulsive gamblers, and drug users do. 
"e real issue is not the diagnosis, it is the emotional, physical, 
and other costs being exacted on the players, their families, 
and friends, and it is an issue that must be dealt with now. 
Real people suffering real pain cannot wait patiently for fur-
ther research and debate.

Figuring out if you or someone you know has a prob-
lem with video game play is simple. Go back to the list of 
addiction symptoms. Your gamer probably has a problem if 
they continue to play “even in the face of negative health and 
social consequences,” as Dr. Leshner puts it. If you have either 
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multiple symptoms of substance abuse or one symptom to an 
alarming degree, it’s time to stop thinking that others might 
have a problem with video games but not you. It’s time to 
reconsider the use of video games for entertainment if your 
teenager is sullen, easily angered, and more tired than is nor-
mal for that time of the day after playing a video game, puts 
off friends’ invitations to other activities to play, or throws 
a fit when you tell him his game time will be shortened. If 
your little girl doesn’t fight with her brother over any other 
toy but video games or has bad dreams about the game she’s 
been playing, there’s a problem. And if your spouse seems 
to have gaming under control but regularly uses video game 
play to change his mood or avoid thinking about something, 
there’s a problem. "e best indicator of gaming addiction is 
your sense of discomfort and worry about the changes and 
behavior you see in your gamer. You know that person better 
than a clinician, and you know when something negative is 
happening even if the signs of it are subtle. "e best time to 
address an issue with video game obsession is right after it is 
discovered, when the gamer has the best chance of being able 
to deal with the concerns without outside help. However, if 
you only become aware of the problem when your gamer 
becomes violent or abusive, immediate action is necessary. 
"e real value of a list of addiction symptoms or definitions 
is not in diagnosing yourself or your gamer but in recognizing 
when there is a problem. So many game widows are like the 
metaphorical lobster that climbed into a pot of cold water 
and never noticed the temperature rise until it was boiling 
to death. A list of behaviors and symptoms as a reminder of 
what’s not okay can validate what we already know: things 
are not okay.
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What can you do to deal with video game addiction and 
abuse? "e answer, which is covered thoroughly in chapter 
five, is complicated. If you need to, turn directly to that chap-
ter, and feel free to skip other information in this book until 
later. Many game widows and widowers have been tempted 
to break the game equipment—to respond violently and 
end the ability of the gamer to play—thinking this will solve 
the problem. However, the hardest part of knowing addicts 
or abusers is accepting that you can’t force them to change, 
quit, go to counseling, or even recognize they have a prob-
lem. "is is true even when the gamers are small children, 
although as a parent, you have more control over ending the 
game. Tantrums, anger, threats, and violence are no more 
convincing as an argument of persuasion for a gamer than 
they are for you.

It’s important to acknowledge a gamer can have problems 
stemming from video game play that don’t necessarily signal 
addiction and that need to be considered too. Chapter five 
will include concerns about:

"  Loss of time for more valuable activities and oppor-
tunities

"  Exposure to inappropriate game content
"  Exposure to aggressive language and behavior
"  Requirement of amoral behavior in game play to 

win the game (stealing, breaking and entering, 
aggressive and murderous action, etc.)

"  Vulnerability to online personalities, pres-
sures, and predators
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If your family is one where video game entertainment is 
responsibly used, and there are no problems, keep doing what 
you’re doing and be aware of the risks. And read chapter five 
anyway. Just like driving a car or owning a dog, responsible 
ownership lies in knowing the potential pitfalls and manag-
ing the potential for problems. 
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THREE

Is the Video Game Industry an Evil 
Empire?

It’s easy to assume that the video game industry is a unified 
empire out of the reach of mere mortals. It’s tough to get a job 
in the industry without an inside track. Even small studios 
seem to fall under the power umbrella of a mega-company 
game publisher. Spokespeople for the game industry only 
seem to speak publicly when they are summoned to a con-
gressional hearing, threatened with legal action, or needed to 
deny negative results from a medical or academic video game 
study. Any history available on video games either focuses on 
the technology or buys into the mythos of the magical, non-
quantifiable nature of the industry and its creatives.

However, if you understand how video games are made, 
you’ll discover there’s no ill will behind the smoke-and-laser 
show. "e game industry is full of good people trying to 
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make a living and struggling with issues of their own. "ose 
issues feed into the games they make, though, and then 
translate into your issues. Which is why you need to know 
what’s going on behind the show—so you can see how it 
affects what games get made, what games get sold, and why 
you might have just as much, if not more, power to decide 
what goes into the games than the people actually making 
the them.

HOW VIDEO GAMES ARE MADE

"ere are many complete and technical descriptions 
of how video games are made out there. "is is the short, 
very simplified version to give you a basic behind-the-scenes 
understanding of the business climate of the video game 
industry.

A smart, entrepreneurial person who likes video games 
decides they would like to make them for a living. "is per-
son gathers a group of people who are capable of doing this 
and takes one of two tracks. "e first method is to get a 
loan, make a game independently, and then publish it with 
or without partnering with an established publisher (i.e., big 
corporate game company) to get it out. "ere’s a high level 
of risk to the entrepreneur to do it this way, because if the 
first game isn’t successful, the game company is likely to go 
under. "e more common method is to go to the publisher 
first, be assigned a game, and make this game using the pub-
lisher’s money.

"e person putting up the money to make the video 
game gets to decide what kind of game it will be. "is might 
be an executive for the publisher or the small independent 
company, or the creative power might be handed to the pro-
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ducer on the project. Whether the producer gets to decide 
what game is made and gets to have total creative control 
or not, the producer is in charge of managing the output of 
the entire game. Under the producer, the designer has the 
job of doing just what the title sounds like—designing the 
game itself. "e designer, or a team of designers, decides how 
the levels will be organized and maps out how the game will 
look and work. Artists produce the look of the characters, 
items, and backdrop world of the game. Programmers build 
the code that controls the game and makes it work. Testers 
play the game over and over as it’s made and either fix bugs 
(the bits of the game that don’t work right) or return notes 
on problem areas to the right person for fixing it. A major-
ity of the time, depending on the size of the company and 
other factors, game developers don’t just stick to one role, 
they often take on tasks outside their job description. For 
example, a designer may also program code, and an artist 
may assist with level design. Crossing over and being able to 
do more than one job on a game is normal.

If the money for making the game is not coming from 
someone inside the game company, the investing publisher 
will regularly visit the company to supervise and check the 
progress of the game. "e game company will prepare dem-
onstrations of the game, called demos, to give the look and 
feel of the final game and show the progress and direction of 
it. "e investor will give instructions based on those demos, 
guiding the company to what the investor believes will be a 
more successful final game. 

Before the final game is published, a videotape of the 
content is sent to the Entertainment Software Ratings Board 
(ESRB). A group of randomly chosen people off the street 
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view the tape and give an opinion of what it should be rated. 
"e ESRB then gives the game company a rating for the 
game. If the rating is not what the publisher or the game 
developers wanted, they can change the content of the game 
and resubmit a new tape for review.

When everything about the game is final and approved 
by the investor, whether that’s the game company owner 
or a corporate publisher, copies of the game are made and 
packaged. Advertisements for the release of the game begin 
long before the game is final, and often the final game is not 
perfect—just as good as it can be made before the final dead-
line to get it out by the advertised release date. "e game 
copies are shipped to retail stores and put out on shelves on 
the release date. If the game does not sell a certain number 
of copies within a few weeks, it is either put on a back shelf 
or taken off the shelves to make room for new games that 
might sell better.

Once a game is shipped for publication, the process of 
making a new game repeats for the game developer as long 
as the game is successful enough to: (1) provide funding for 
the next game, (2) keep the relationship with the publisher, 
and/or (3) establish enough credibility to make a deal with a 
different publisher, based on a now-proven ability to make a 
successful game.

THE TOP RUNG—THE DECISION MAKERS

Because few of the video games published every year 
become popular best sellers, the risk of investing in the process 
of making one is really high. Sure, there are a lot of enthu-
siastic people out there convinced that their idea for a video 
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game would be very popular. But as an investor, how do you 
choose an idea that will actually sell well and make money? 
"e video game industry is not like the book industry in 
which near-finished manuscripts submitted by eager authors 
can be reviewed and the best one chosen. Video games are a 
leap of faith, because at best, there is only the idea, concept 
drawings, and maybe a short example demo to go on. Even 
if the idea comes from someone who has already designed 
a best-selling video game, there is no guarantee on how the 
final product will turn out. Just like producing a sitcom for 
a new season on television, there might be a good idea and 
formula, but whether the actual show is a hit depends on 
intangibles like the long-term creativity of the writing team 
and the ability of the actors to “click.” In the end, it’s a gut 
decision as much as a numbers game. 

In the beginning, video games were made in garages by a 
few guys. Now, teams working in cubicles in office buildings 
make them. Most successful independent game-developing 
studios have been bought by big publishers and now make 
games under the name and management of those corporate 
companies. Because publishers have to risk money on video 
games, they have corporate management teams to control 
that risk by making the decisions and supervising the devel-
opment teams in the studios they own or work with. 

Publishers control risk in several ways. For example, 
companies remake games that have been popular before. 
If a company has made a blockbuster game, it will make 
“blockbuster the sequel,” “blockbuster three,” “blockbuster 
the revenge,” etc. In other words, a company will simply re-
create the same game with new levels and characters. Other 
companies can’t make sequels to it because the intellectual 
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property belongs to the originating company. But they can 
make close imitators. "is copycatting results in game genres. 
Most new games are not completely unique; they are built in 
the image of successful predecessors.

Game companies also diversify if they have the money 
to do so. Instead of only having one studio working on a 
military game, they have three studios—one working on a 
military game, one working on a simulation game, and one 
working on a kids’ game. "is way, if the military game flops, 
the simulation game sells okay, and the kids’ game is wildly 
popular, the profits of the kids’ game cover the losses of the 
military game. "e company may not get a massive payday 
from these profits because the money has to cover the flop 
game, but the company is still in the black, can keep its 
employees, and can continue making games.

Another way to cover risk and make more money is to 
control what’s defined as property and keep control of as 
much as possible. "is is one of the reasons why there isn’t a 
universal console that will play any video game. "e company 
can corner a market by controlling the hardware required to 
play the software, the intellectual property rights for their 
games, the coding for making the games, etc. On the back 
end, they also control costs—an incredibly familiar strategy 
to just about everyone. Controlling costs means not paying 
higher salaries than they have to and not hiring more people 
than they have to, and keeping productivity up and expenses 
down. 

An additional method of minimizing risk is to use guar-
anteed attention-getters. Flashy characters and, for adult 
games, gratuitous sex and violence will sometimes cover for 
faulty plots, bad writing, and less than compelling game play. 
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"ese things also help grab more attention for a good or aver-
age game when outraged audiences give it free advertising by 
talking about it and spurring news articles about the uproar. 
And, as discussed in chapter one, the company can keep 
players playing by using the sticky factors of relationships, 
rewards, etc. Many large game companies also use test audi-
ences or focus groups to try out the success of games before 
they’re released. Gauging the initial reactions of players can 
give a company enough time to make changes to the game or 
the marketing strategy before investing in the final stages of 
production: distribution and advertisement. 

In the end, it all comes down to spending between $1–
20 million to produce a game. With most PC and console 
games in the latter category, anxiety is high about hitting 
enough sales to make the money back with some profit. Of 
course, every video game investor is in the business hoping 
to hit the jackpot with a best seller that will rake in $84 
million for a $1–20 million investment. But only about 20 
percent of games make a profit.21 "e publishers’ dream is 
to become that company that turns out hit after hit, roll-
ing in the cash. "e reality is grimmer: the investors often 
struggle just to make enough profit to stay in the black. 
"is is why the video game industry has shifted to massive 
corporations and away from small, independent studios, 
and the focus of the executives is to own the right team, 
pick the right (or safe) idea, assign the right managers to 
keep it on schedule and on target, and hire the right mar-
keting team to sell it to the right audience through mega 
retail chains. If they can make that blockbuster hit and 
milk it for a decade, they’ll have a dream investment with 
dream returns.



WENDY KAYS 

44

THE BOTTOM RUNG—THE GAME MAKERS

“Game developers” is the term used to refer to all the 
people who actually make video games. "ese are the pro-
ducers, designers, artists, programmers, testers, writers, etc., 
who work in the offices and cubicles and take a video game 
from imagination to reality. "ese are the dream jobs for the 
gamers who imagine that making video games for a living 
is basically being paid to play and talk about video games 
all day. "is perception is not contradicted by the people 
who make games, the schools advertising game-developing 
degrees of one kind or another, or the media. But reality dif-
fers slightly from the rock-star version of the job, due to 
the economic pressures put on these men and women by the 
decision makers up top who are risking their money on the 
developers’ creative skills.

"e first casualty of video game business reality is the 
idea that if you get a job in the industry, you’ll get a chance to 
take your own game idea to the shelves of a retail store. "ere 
are two main reasons for this. First, the majority of games 
are made in the image of successful games that came before. 
When a game developer signs on to work for a game com-
pany, the project is already determined by someone higher 
up on the corporate ladder. If it isn’t, it will be, and the game 
developer won’t get any real say in the matter.22 Second, only 
a tiny handful out of the over one hundred thousand people 
making games (who are not investing a cent) are trusted to 
be the visionary and to take an idea into development. "ese 
lucky few have specific credentials to merit this trust, and 
those credentials are very difficult to come by.23 Being hired 
into a creative industry as an artist only to make someone 
else’s vision and realizing the odds are against becoming a 
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decision-making visionary hurts the soul of a creative person 
who worked hard to get into the games industry. And recog-
nizing that the job is only slightly more creative than the one 
someone left in mainstream Corporate America can be even 
more painful. 

"e main job of a game developer is to make the same 
genres of games that have been successful before, but to 
make them different and “cool” enough to be successful 
again with the same demographic that has always bought 
games—males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four. 
For the majority of producers, designers, and artists in the 
game industry, there is only a narrow margin for personal 
creativity. A majority of the creative work any individual 
proposes for a video game is discarded in the brainstorming, 
design, and revision processes of making a game. Develop-
ing a video game as part of a team means that the majority 
of the ideas and plans ending up in the game come from 
someone else on the team. Even team ideas are often shunted 
aside when an executive reviews the demo of the project and 
makes changes based on legal issues, test audience feedback, 
or personal preferences. Most of the innovation in mak-
ing old games fresh has been focused on new technology, 
not new ideas. Making games faster, more complicated, 
and more realistic with more memory, and using advanced 
simulation formulas instead of new stories, new ideas, or 
new characters means less risk riding on the human creative 
element. For a game developer, this lack of total or even 
partial creative control is a brutal experience for an artist 
believing he have his dream job. It’s no wonder that most of 
the grumbling in the halls at video-game-developer confer-
ences centers on the lack of creative control. 
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"e second casualty of video game business reality is the 
myth that video game developers sit at ease in an office or 
cubicle, talking about and playing video games for a living. 
Because there is a push to control costs, the games need to 
be made on a tight schedule with a firm deadline. It may 
take anywhere from a year to three years to make a console 
video game, which seems like a leisurely schedule, especially 
to most developers at the beginning of the cycle. It’s at this 
point that most game industry employees relax, throw 
around ideas, and play the competitor’s video games as ref-
erence points for their own project. But once the first demo 
is due for review, the realities of producing original creative 
work on a tight schedule starts to get nerve-racking. Having 
creative ideas that just seem to come while relaxing is fun. 
It’s not fun to have a boss expecting to see three brilliant 
products to choose from by the end of the day while know-
ing that he has a personalized version of genius to cater to. 
By the time the middle of the game-development cycle rolls 
around, developers are working on their own portions of 
the game, trying to keep up with competitor games, and 
worrying about the executive reaction to the next demo. If 
it’s good, the deadline is still realistic. If it’s not, well, it’s 
expensive in time and money to change a game halfway 
through development.

Toward the end of the game-development cycle, the 
deadline for shipping looms. Getting the game done 
requires testers to work nearly twenty-four hours a day, 
and everyone else to work overtime on both weekdays 
and weekends, fixing bugs and adding finishing work.24 
It’s crunch time, and not in the sense that most indus-
tries know it: a few days or a week of intense overtime to 
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ship a product. Crunch time in the game industry can last 
for weeks and weeks—months of 80+ hour weeks—going 
home only to sleep and seeing family for only a few min-
utes a day and friends not at all. Since game developers 
are on salary with a game company, they aren’t being paid 
more for that extra time, and their per-hour wage drops 
from the skilled worker range to the unskilled worker 
range, no matter how much they make per year.25 Crunch 
time is not limited to just one company managing its time 
and resources badly; it is standard practice across the entire 
game industry.26 

But working overtime doesn’t just occur during crunch 
time. An increasing number of game developers are talk-
ing about quality of life and the desire for a work schedule 
that allows them to have a life outside of the job. This 
is because even in the relaxed atmosphere at the begin-
ning of a game cycle, there is pressure on the developers 
to demonstrate that they are dedicated employees. So 
they stay late if others do in order to avoid looking like 
slackers. Or they stay late to play competitor video games 
instead of going home to play them. Some employees play 
games during work hours and end up staying late to get 
their actual work done. High stress and long hours dur-
ing the entire game-development cycle translate into high 
turnover in the games industry. Some employees aren’t 
prepared for the grueling hours and demanding nature of 
the work and bail in under a year. Some love their work 
but want to get married, have kids, and stay married. So 
they’re forced to leave the game industry for a job with 
more regular hours. This turnover adds more pressure to 
those who stay.27
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"e fact that video game developers are considered vet-
erans with only five years or more of experience reveals how 
brutal the industry is. According to the Independent Game 
Developers Association, 34.3 percent of developers expect 
to leave the industry within five years and 51.2 percent 
within ten years.28 For every person who leaves, there are 
a hundred people wanting to take their place, supposedly 
supplying a never-ending stream of cheap labor. However, 
when experienced employees quit in the middle of a game 
cycle, a replacement must be hired quickly, resulting in 
not only a slowdown in the game production schedule, 
but also a lack of diversity in the industry.29 Companies 
hire friends and acquaintances of employees when ads are 
failing to bring in qualified candidates fast enough to fill 
a gap. Hiring those with immature skill sets also requires 
constant training, and veterans complain that they are per-
manently working with people who aren’t yet professional 
or who don’t have the full skill sets needed to do their jobs 
well.30 Often, the new recruits not only lack the polished 
skills needed to efficiently make games but also lack mature 
social and personal skills needed to get along smoothly 
with their teams and to exercise discipline in focusing on 
their work.31 

"e video game industry was born in garages and base-
ments, and thanks to the demands of keeping costs down, 
the process of developing them has stayed in the garage, 
even when the company moved to an office building.32 
Since the beginning, most game development professionals 
have been hired into the industry from other industries—
software development, obviously, but also from completely 
unrelated fields. Some of these cross-hires have been able 
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to introduce better practices, but they have been adopted 
slowly, if at all. Game developers experience such rapid and 
constant change in their professions that they cling almost 
religiously to traditions that have worked for them in the 
past. Included in these traditions are planning by the seat of 
their pants; buying into the idea that the eighteen to thirty-
four-year-old male market is the main, solid, and safe target 
audience; and adding coolness to the games with just some 
gratuitous slapping around and naughty reference material. 
In fact, one complaint of game industry recruiters look-
ing for new talent is the lack of original creativity of those 
wanting to be hired because they are so focused on what has 
come before.

Censorship is another big dilemma for developers, even 
those who are highly creative. On one hand, developers 
and the companies they work for demand the right of free 
speech to include sex, violence, and material disrespectful 
to religion, politics, and culture in their games. "ey want 
freedom from consumers, governments, civil action groups, 
and religious leaders who protest game content. On the 
other hand, they complain that their hands are just as tied 
by forces within the industry, from publishers who push for 
more kid-friendly ratings to boost sales or who resist con-
tent espousing more traditional values, civil responsibilities, 
and personal ethics. "e lines of battle in the debate over 
content are not clearly drawn, with the public wanting one 
thing and the game company employees at every level want-
ing another. Finding the right balance between creativity 
and safety from both the audience and the boss is a moving 
tightrope, and game developers walk it on too little time 
and not enough money. 
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THE RETAIL STORES

With pressure so high to make instant blockbusters, 
it’s hard not to wonder where all this stress came from. "e 
answer comes from Warren Spector’s contribution to a panel 
discussion at the 2005 Game Developers Conference and a 
2007 Gamasutra.com article listing the reasons that DVD 
Empire, a retail store, recently stopped selling games. "ere 
is only one way to produce and distribute video games to 
consumers, and that is to go through retailers. And retailers 
make only a thin margin of profit on every video game or 
console sold at full price.33

Did you know that those expensive consoles you plug 
your games into are not moneymakers for the game com-
panies who sell them? "ey are almost always sold at a 
loss. So why do game corporations sell them? To create a 
way for you to play only their games, unless you invest in 
another expensive console. It’s a way to get you to commit 
to one brand of video games. "e retailers who sell them 
only make a few dollars per sale on everything from those 
consoles to the games played on them. So the more games 
a store sells, the more profit it makes. But if they sell only 
game equipment and software, they have to sell a lot to stay 
in business. "is is why one retailer initially took a public 
stand against selling a controversial game and then ended 
up putting it out on the shelves a few months later. It was 
a blockbuster game, and the retailer was missing out on a 
share of the profits.

"e profit margin in video game retail is so narrow that 
selling video games has mostly shifted to the massive retail-
ers. "ey put new games out prominently on the shelves, 
but if one doesn’t sell well, they shift it to a lower shelf, put 
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it on clearance, or send it back to the publisher. As a result, 
there’s only a small window for a game to succeed, and only 
instantly successful ones stay on the prominent shelves.34 

!
It’s stunning to realize that game developers are caught 

just as thoroughly as game widows are in their relationship 
with the industry. "ey are just as emotionally tied to their 
work as people are to their spouses. Developers fear that try-
ing to fix their professional and product problems will either 
ruin their games or get themselves fired, just as game widows 
and widowers fear ruining or losing their personal relation-
ships by trying to change things. Veteran developers are a 
mix of genius and masochism, conjuring entertainment with 
mass appeal on an unrealistic time schedule under com-
mittee and corporate restraints. Educators have engineered 
hundreds of meetings with game developers and executives, 
trying to understand how they do what they do and to create 
educational programs to teach it. So far, all they can teach are 
technical skills and game industry structure. Perseverance, 
responsibility, and original creativity—the intangibles that 
make a developer truly successful—can’t be taught, and those 
with what it takes to truly succeed at making video games for 
a living are one in a million.

Far from being evil plotters sitting in volcano island hide-
aways plotting the misery of gamers, developers are men and 
women just as stressed out and unsure how to fix their game-
related problems as you are. It’s sad that consumers blame 
the developers and developers blame consumers for problems 
that arise in making and playing video games. "e problems 
both groups struggle with come from market forces that both 
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groups can deal with by identifying the specific problems and 
working together. But that can’t be done until we game wid-
ows understand what’s going on in the game-maker’s cubicle 
world and the developers understand what’s going on in most 
gamers’ homes. 
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FOUR

What Can I Expect in the Future?

Whenever anyone talks about the future of video games, 
the talk is all about virtual reality machines and games wired 
directly into our brains. "ere is a fascination with new and 
advanced technologies to make the game experience even 
more realistic and complex. However, I would argue that the 
future is already here. At least the bleeding edge of it. Gam-
ers, especially those playing massively multi-player games 
online, are already living in an alternate reality, and they 
use their imaginations to add all the reality and complex-
ity not literally available in the game. "ey can even add 
elements like swishy hair by programming the improve-
ment themselves. No fancy technology needed. "e future 
of video games is firmly wrapped up in the consequences of 
this virtual fascination—a future where games expand from 
influencing only tens of millions of players to affecting our 
entire society’s educational, legal, financial, and political sys-
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tems as well as the cultural behaviors that hold it together. 
"ese changes have already started catching the attention of 
the major news syndicates. 

Over the next decade, you will see the emergence of 
a greater impact by video games on your social network, 
your job, your finances, and your freedoms—even if you 
never pick up a controller. By the end of the century, I 
predict that video games will be recognized as a historical 
agent of change as profound as the changing weather pat-
terns affecting our globe. Video games are designed to give 
players a sense of personal growth and accomplishment, 
and players will be transferring ambitions and achieve-
ments across the digital divide whether they mean to or 
not. Some consequences of this will be good, some bizarre, 
and some disastrous, depending on how they unfold. If 
you think being surprised by the results of the domination 
of digital entertainment in your own home is shocking, 
just wait. "ose who stay out of the loop will one day be 
surprised by a barrage of issues they are not prepared to 
think about calmly, let alone make decisions about. "e 
following are just a few things to watch for that are already 
in a nascent phase and emerging fast.

ACADEMIC CHANGES

Video games are already moving into education at all lev-
els: as attention-getting teaching tools, substitute teachers, 
distractions from schoolwork, tools for academic studies, 
subjects of academic study, and possible career paths. With 
video games being introduced to children at younger and 
younger ages, by the time kids reach school, many have 
trouble paying attention to a single teacher handling a large 
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crowd of students. Because our education system is strug-
gling to keep up with the shortening attention spans of 
students in large classes with little funding, educators are 
considering introducing video games into the classroom. 
"e intention is to use games to improve the learning and 
memory of the subjects that require a “right answer” and to 
use them as a tool for teachers to help teach strategic think-
ing and planning, among other skills.35 "e next step is to 
improve learning overall by using virtual reality to make 
students feel they are each individually the direct focus 
of the lesson.36 "is would mean learning from a teacher 
who is not physically present in the room. From this it is a 
short step to taking classes in online virtual worlds, where 
students can attend classes by logging in as an avatar and 
learn from an instructor also represented by an avatar—an 
instructor who could be in any part of the world teaching a 
global classroom. 

Done correctly, with solid research backing each step of 
the process, this transformation of the educational process 
in one classroom or all classrooms could be truly revolu-
tionary, offering the equivalent of private education to any 
student, anywhere. But if untested games are pushed too 
quickly into the curriculum by learning-software developers, 
making the students the guinea pigs on which game-assisted 
learning research is done, unintended and unforeseen con-
sequences could cause more problems than are solved. For 
example, the first long-term study of the effects of television 
viewing on children, conducted by Jeffrey G. Johnson and 
his associates, shows that regardless of race, intelligence, 
and social class, children who view more television between 
the ages of five and eleven are at greatest risk for attention 
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problems as teenagers. Worse, those who viewed three or 
more hours of television per day were least likely to go to 
college.37 Because video games are the next generation of 
attention-grabbing, quick-scene-change entertainment, it’s 
hard to believe that the video game generation will have an 
easier time than the television generation. We need to be 
sure it’s not just any screen time that causes this effect, but 
television only, before we add video games to a classroom 
to “help” educate students already struggling with shorter 
attention spans. 

Video games are also changing, and will continue to 
change, campus life and work. As I’ve already noted, many 
students talk of playing video games for a living by mak-
ing them professionally, thinking this would be an easier 
career to shoot for. Community colleges and universities 
across the nation, recognizing this trend starting in grade 
school, have spent a lot of time meeting with video game 
professionals to create degrees that will attract and train 
people who want to work in the game industry. It’s not a 
stretch to imagine that as these institutions become aware 
of the industries built in and around the virtual world, 
they’ll one day add courses to attract people who want 
virtual economy jobs, too. The curriculum will expand 
because there’s money in this type of training. Within 
the century, we’ll see a whole new field of study popping 
up in higher education devoted to degrees in recreational 
technology.

Beyond teaching students how to make video games, 
however, university academics and their students are also 
interested in studying those who play video games and the 
effects of play. What used to be an excuse to play video 
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games—writing a research paper on the experience—has 
become serious study. More research, both qualitative 
and quantitative, is definitely needed. But the study of 
video games won’t be limited to just the games and play-
ers. Already, researchers are using online communities and 
virtual worlds to study psychology, social interaction, and 
medicine. Researchers can study online players like mice in 
a maze—mice they can survey and quote. Virtual worlds are 
contained mini-societies that are more available to researchers 
than similar real-world societies with the same properties.38 
Log on and you’re in the lab.

But all the campus focus on video games won’t be 
professional. "ere are already widespread problems with 
cheating and plagiarism as students who are bored in class 
and annoyed by long-term tasks try to bypass the heavy 
workload it takes to get a degree. Not to mention drop-
outs returning to their parents’ homes because they are too 
consumed by advancing in the virtual world to advance in 
the real one. Now that Disney and other companies are 
inventing MMOs for kids, grade school children are abus-
ing online games and parents are abusing the designers who 
created them.39 No one has any statistics on what percentage 
of kids wash out of school at various levels of their educa-
tion due to video game abuse, but it won’t be long before 
the enthusiasm for tying video games into education hits a 
parental and political speed bump. 

FINANCIAL CHANGES

"e video game culture is swirling with money—money 
paid by consumers to buy games and game-related mer-
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chandise, game world currency and goods traded for real 
dollars, monetary risks taken by the employers of gamers, 
and salaries and prize money being made by professional 
game makers and players. What used to be a minor enter-
tainment industry now envelops billions of dollars in game 
sales, peripheral game businesses, services and careers. All 
this money affects finances on the personal, business and 
economy levels.

Playing video games can be an expensive hobby for an 
enthusiast. In the past, all one needed to do was to buy the 
hardware and game software at the store, take it all home, 
plug it in, and play. Now, however, game purchases aren’t 
so simple. Game consoles and handhelds are hitting new 
levels of expensiveness now that they do more than play 
video games. Plug in that costly console, and soon you’re 
online, with a whole suite of choices for paying even more 
to play the game. "ere are not only expansion packs, cus-
tomizations, and virtual property to buy, but also other 
consoles to collect, memory and power upgrades, portable 
game players, and cell phones that support game software. 
"ere is a constant layout of money to keep up with the 
latest technology and game experience.40 Luckily, you don’t 
have to go to the store to buy all those things to add to the 
fun of the games and console you already paid for. You can 
buy them from the couch using your credit card. Forget the 
computer, modern consoles hook you into menus where 
you can get software downloaded instantly and directly. 
Unfortunately, all this hits the entertainment budget pretty 
hard, and many game widows I’ve interviewed mentioned 
that the gamer’s entertainment costs are taking money from 
the non-gamer’s entertainment fund. More money for the 
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video games equals less for offline fun and vacations. Virtual 
economies are appearing on family budgets and in family 
budget disputes.

"e high cost of playing makes many gamers look to the 
games to pay them back, and they turn to selling online char-
acters, gold farming, and game-related industries. "ere are 
individuals making millions of dollars selling virtual items, 
thousands of dollars on the video game tournament circuit, 
and a good salary developing video games.41 However, the 
chances of any one gamer succeeding on these career paths 
is equivalent to the chances of becoming a movie star or 
famous movie director. It takes hard work, great financial 
risk, patience, strategy, and luck. "ese efforts can further 
effect the finances of gamers. 

If your kid claims that doing homework isn’t neces-
sary because gaming is going to lead to a career in video 
games, be very skeptical. "e most successful game makers 
and virtual-item tycoons have a solid education and know 
how to think critically and use what they know to meet 
the demands of a complicated online market. "ey are real 
entrepreneurs and highly skilled workers, not grade school 
dropouts who just want an excuse to play. Kids are shoot-
ing themselves in the foot financially by quitting school 
and focusing on video games. "e most successful game 
designers, entrepreneurs, and companies are run by people 
with degrees that have nothing to do with video games, 
interests you’d never connect to video games, and lives out-
side gaming.

"e laws of economics are not negotiable. When a per-
son is breathlessly eager to sacrifice everything to work in 
a particular field and when millions are waiting to fill only 
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thousands of positions available in that field, the work they 
are able to do becomes less valuable unless they have rarer, 
more advanced skills than their competitors. "is is basic 
supply and demand. "e end product—the video game—is 
not less valuable, but the value of the time put in to making 
the game is worth less and less as more people line up to do 
the job. When a person is willing to work in an industry just 
for the chance to say they work in that industry, the employer 
doesn’t have to pay a good wage. In fact, that eager worker 
is easily replaced, and as such, is in a helpless position where 
there is little or no chance of negotiating a raise. Making 
video games at the entry level where long crunch time hours 
reduce a good salary to a low per-hour wage is a standard 
experience, and as the industry consolidates into fewer, larger 
companies, it doesn’t look like the situation will be fixed any-
time soon.

But the economic consequences don’t stop at the door 
of the gamer. Video games affect the workplace as well. 
A quick and easy way to endanger your job is to spend 
time online. More and more employers monitor the com-
puter use of their employees both at home and at work.42 
Employers say they are concerned about employees visiting 
hate or porn sites and just spending too much personal time 
on work computers.43 But employees aren’t just checking 
e-mail and ordering flowers online, they’re playing video 
games at work during and after work hours. And they’re 
missing work to play at home, and/or sleeping in after stay-
ing up late playing. "is adds up to hours and hours of 
lost productivity during time that employers are paying 
for. If you think it doesn’t bother your employer that the 
company is paying for time you use to play solitaire (even 
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for just five minutes now and then), you’re in for a shock. 
A 2005 AMA study found that 26 percent of companies 
monitoring employee use of the Internet fired employees 
for abusing it.44 "is should be a serious concern not only 
for gamers who use their company’s time and hardware to 
play, but also for those who can’t stop thinking or commu-
nicating about their games during work hours.

But gaming doesn’t just endanger your job. It impacts the 
health care bill your company is picking up as part of your 
benefits. Employers are already considering passing more of 
the cost of health care on to employees who are overweight 
or who are smokers.45 When and if playing video games is 
shown to make health conditions worse, or even cause them, 
gamers will be targeted as well. Insurers will take notice of 
game-related illnesses and/or added risks and take steps to 
protect their profits. Health care providers, especially men-
tal health workers, will lobby for adding video-game-related 
health problems to the definition lists used to bill insurers 
for care costs. It’s only a matter of time before organized 
research into the health effects of video gaming is done and 
before the debate over who covers the costs of the health 
consequences of gaming begins. Already, three or four cen-
ters dedicated to treating video game addiction have sprung 
up in the United States, and other countries like China, 
Korea, and the Netherlands are setting up treatment facili-
ties as well.46 It may become as acceptable to discriminate 
against gamers as it is to discriminate against smokers and 
people who are overweight.

More directly expensive will be the upwardly mobile 
cost of doing business for video game companies. As more 
people invest real money in virtual money and objects, more 
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people expect the company running the virtual world to 
protect them against financial loss. "is may seem crazy, but 
if people are spending real money to buy virtual money, it 
could be argued that there is a virtual currency exchange 
rate. If large amounts of real money are invested in virtual 
money and the virtual world disappears, this would have a 
financial impact on the investors. And it isn’t just gamers 
spending real money on virtual items, it’s also non-gamers 
buying virtual goods as investments and as gifts for gamers.47 
"e Federal Reserve does not cover virtual savings deposits. 
Should game companies do so? In a ludicrous extension of 
the scenario, could a virtual world crash one day and threaten 
a real-world economy?

LEGAL CHANGES

When money, ambitions, and accomplishments cross 
the virtual barriers between the game and real life, real prob-
lems occur that raise legal questions. Already, laws are being 
passed to deal with illegal downloading, hacking, online 
predation, and cyber bullying. As the online virtual world 
expands, so does the online criminal world. As organized and 
disorganized as real-world criminal behavior, online crimes 
have begun to occupy police and lawmakers in catching and 
bringing to justice those replicating every conceivable crime 
online. If it can be done offline, there is an online version of 
it in the cyber world. Everyone is familiar with the idea that 
playing video games involves killing, stealing, and breaking 
and entering as part of the game, and this is considered fun 
when “no one” is harmed. “No one” refers to NPCs or Non-
Player Characters. But what if the characters being killed, 
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stolen from, and busted in on are controlled by real people 
who object to being treated in this fashion? Everything from 
virtual cheating on spouses to virtual theft and virtual rape 
has been reported to real world police and lawyers as grounds 
for real action, and crime spills over into the real world when 
real people kill other real people over virtual relationships 
and property.48

As virtual crime continues to expand, lines will be 
blurred between the avatar and the player controlling it 
when searching out the responsible party and prosecut-
ing. Already, avatars have been named in lawsuits—made 
up characters are sued for the decisions of the real-world 
people who control the actions of those characters.49 How 
does one punish online crime? Delete the avatar or the 
game account? "e perpetrator can simply buy or create a 
new one under a false name. Serious crimes that spill into 
the real world obviously require serious punishment in the 
real world. "e punishment for real-life crimes against real 
people is clear, but what if the damage is loss of time spent 
on creating a character or item, or loss of virtual money a 
person paid real money to obtain? Can you be sent to jail 
for destroying something that didn’t really exist? Are pro-
grammed items properties? U.S. judge Richard A. Posner in 
early 2007 went online as an avatar to address an audience 
of avatars on the issue of law in virtual worlds. He said, 
“"e way law historically develops is from custom. I can 
imagine customs emerging from interactions among avatars, 
and then Linden codifying the customs, as laws, that seem 
best to regulate the virtual world.” He further stated that 
he could envision an “international law of virtual worlds.”50 
"e judge is envisioning Linden Labs, the makers of Second 
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Life, as the keepers and enforcers of this virtual law, but is 
this a reasonable or even realistic expectation?

"is brings up an even more interesting issue. What 
about the online accounts of someone who has died? Is an 
online auction account, or game account, property to be left 
in a will as having value, or should it be dissolved at death? 
Some judge someday is going to have to deal with the issue of 
whether or not an avatar is the personification of the gamer 
online and should therefore die with the creator or is consid-
ered a separate entity with a right to exist under the control 
of another. Virtual property is just as real to those who earn, 
make, and program it as any item in their real home and 
just as hotly defended when threatened. Property, owner-
ship, and the value of online objects will be just as divisive 
as real property within a decade, and inside this century, it’s 
not inconceivable that killing and suing over disputed virtual 
property may become a regular problem for real-world courts 
and law enforcement.

"ese disputes will not just be among players. Issues of 
ownership and responsibility will also be fought between 
game companies and consumers. If a company decides to 
shut down a virtual world, do they owe anything to the 
gamers who have built lives in that world? What if the vir-
tual economy crashes or the virtual money for real-money 
exchange collapses? Who owns not only the virtual property 
but also the intellectual property? And who is responsible for 
losses of that virtual or intellectual property? If the makers 
of an online world no longer wish to run that world, can 
they prohibit players from running that world or one similar 
to it based on intellectual property laws? Shutting down an 
online world would be equivalent to shutting down a small 
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city and evicting all the people who lived and worked there, 
with no ability to sell property or take anything with them. Is 
such an eviction recompensable under the law? Can someone 
get compensation or payback when virtual property is stolen 
or deleted? Even scarier, can a video game company be held 
responsible as an accomplice to gamers who commit crimes 
using their systems or for games that contribute to the death 
or health deterioration—physical or mental—of vulnerable 
individuals?

Just as virtual property will have to be defined under 
the law, so will online relationships. Already, cyber rela-
tionships figure in a large number of divorces. "e law will 
have to define cheating, neglect, abuse, and abandonment 
to include virtual behaviors that involve real spouses and 
children. Spouses consider cyber sex and cyber marriages 
cheating, but will the law? What is cheating? Spending more 
quality time with an online person that isn’t your spouse? 
What counts as quality time? What counts as cybersex? 
Flirting, chatting, using sexual vocabulary, viewing pornog-
raphy? If a gamer is found to be neglectful due to online 
gaming, that gamer might have difficulty with custody and 
visitation rights. Could cybercriminality also affect future 
custody battles? As we struggle to legally define what counts 
as a relationship recognized by the law as a union, we’ll also 
have to struggle with what counts as abuse of that union and 
as grounds for dissolving it. 

POLITICAL CHANGES

As the law wrestles with issues of virtual property, rela-
tionships, and crimes, politicians will use these issues to gain 
attention and spur campaign contributions. "ey will also 
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eventually use the virtual game world to campaign during 
elections. "ey will debate whether video games comprise 
free speech or if they can or should be censored. As the real 
issues of video game play get more attention, members of our 
government will be dragging more people in for hearings and 
spending more tax dollars on research to garner some of that 
attention for themselves.

Because the problems connected to video games that 
people experience spring, like heads of the Hydra, from 
many different sources, any attempt to regulate or police 
them at the governmental level is doomed to failure. But this 
wouldn’t stop individual politicians from dramatizing video 
game issues to drum up support for their campaigns or to 
acquire free attention from the media. "is attention seek-
ing will not add clarity to the debate. Nor will the actions 
of the government add clarity, for the government has held 
concerned hearings about the effects of violence in video 
games while at the same time using games to recruit for the 
military. Instead, the fear mongering in the name of concern 
and shameless exploitation of electronic entertainment will 
expand the micromanagement of the federal government to 
include computer usage and game playing.

SOCIETAL CHANGES

Educational, financial, legal, and political changes tied 
to video games naturally spur societal changes. Just making 
goods and services available for purchase online outside the 
video game universe has changed our culture. Imagine what 
having an online persona that may or may not look like your 
real self could do to change your world, especially if your 
accomplishments through that avatar are more noteworthy, 
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more emotionally engaging, and more profitable than your 
real accomplishments. Naturally, having a population deal-
ing with an expanded sense of identity and ownership is 
going to cause interesting changes in how we relate to one 
another—or in how we fail to relate.

"e first major societal impact of so many people taking 
their lives online, through games, purchases, communica-
tions, and businesses, is the expansion of issues of identity 
and privacy, which are already a concern, not only for adults 
but for children as well. Whether or not you put your picture 
and profile online or start a blog or web site devoted to your 
personal place in the universe, there is information about you 
online. It may not show up in a simple search engine check, 
but given a few minutes and some knowledge of where to 
look, information about you that your city, county, state, and 
federal government feel is public can be found. You used to 
have to fill out forms and visit or write to government offices, 
but no more. Your personal information has gone online for 
anyone who wants to look it up. If you want that informa-
tion kept private, you have to put more work into getting 
your records offline than a searcher would take to find it and 
print it all out. Or sell it, publish it more publicly online, or 
use it for identity theft purposes and even harassment and 
stalking. Even if that information is hidden behind an avatar 
on a confidential account.51

According to Nick Yee, video games are also blurring the 
line between work and play. His point is that video games 
are hard work, and gamers spend part- and full-time hours 
achieving goals in the name of fun. And as employees work-
ing either from home or at the workplace take work time to 
play video games on work computers, work and play time are 
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confused. For some employees, there is no change in loca-
tion or schedule of set hours that define what is work time 
and what is play time.52 In fact, as the claim of video games 
as tools of education is pushed further into the mainstream, 
more resumes may sport game achievements for non-game-
industry jobs as proudly as Eagle Scout or real-life community 
leadership achievements. Work has already gone online in 
the form of recruiting, and not the army kind. Non-game-
industry companies are holding recruiting sessions in virtual 
worlds, inviting promising real-world candidates to log in as 
a virtual avatar of themselves for a chat with the company 
human resources or recruiting officer avatar. Real-world busi-
nesses are also advertising in video games and opening virtual 
branches offering services online.53 Reuters even has a news 
correspondent who has a beat in the virtual world and whose 
avatar looks exactly like him in real life.54 "e serious games 
market is comprised of companies that make video games to 
train real employees. It seems now that companies and their 
employees will also be leveraging games to network and cre-
ate virtual office space.

Video games are also entering the health care arena. It’s 
long been known that playing video games can cause seizures 
in particular individuals, and researchers have exploited 
this to quickly induce seizures in test subjects.55 Now, the 
immersive experience of video games is being studied as 
pain relief for children.56 Academics, as mentioned before, 
are using virtual worlds to study the spread of disease. Video 
games are being touted as exercise and physical therapy.57 
Playing video games is even suggested as a way for surgeons 
to reduce their mistakes during surgery by 37 percent and 
speed their procedure times by 27 percent.58 As video games 
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are blamed for causing or making some health problems 
worse, gamers may find themselves balancing the health 
pros and cons of playing.

Online behavior and experiences in video games already 
affect real world behavior and will continue to do so. 
Research done by Nick Yee has already shown that people are 
affected by their online persona. People behave differently 
in real life based on how their avatars look and how they 
are treated online.59 Studies have also suggested that people 
who play racing games are more aggressive and risky driv-
ers on the real roads.60 No research has yet been able to link 
video games as a cause of violence in players, but this hasn’t 
stopped many from noticing that people who engage in vio-
lent acts play violent games. Parents and spouses definitely 
notice aggressive and abusive talk doesn’t end when the video 
game does, and examples of intellectual and verbal bullying 
by players extends even to the bookstore shelves.61 Insecure 
and immature gamers use their game prowess as an excuse to 
be disrespectful to others, and this trend of gladiatorial con-
versation is considered cool. "is kind of contempt is shown 
not just to those who don’t l33tspeak (i.e., speak an online 
language), but also to fellow gamers.

Admiration for the elite video game players, known as 
cyberathletes, is so great in South Korea that their fan clubs 
include up to seven hundred thousand members in a country 
of ten million. "ey are bigger than sports athletes, musicians, 
and movie stars. In the U.S., there is at least one cable channel 
dedicated to all things video game, and it probably won’t be 
long before game tournaments are broadcast here the way they 
are in South Korea. Game widows could easily find themselves 
staring at the back of the head of a spouse staring at the back 
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of someone else’s head on television. Video game tournaments 
are big business worldwide and have hefty cash prizes for the 
top players. It may seem like a nerd niche interest similar to 
civil war reenactors or Star Trek fans, but if South Koreans 
can turn so wholeheartedly to video game players as entertain-
ment, our culture very well could, too.

!
"e changes and consequences I’ve brought up here—

societal, financial, legal, political, and academic—are only 
the beginning; because of human ingenuity, it is guaranteed 
that new ways to use, abuse, and exploit video games will 
be found. Reading such a rapid-fire list can be overwhelm-
ing, even when you’ve already been introduced to some of 
the game mechanics that make such changes possible. If it 
is disorienting to consider the influences already touching 
us from the game world now, imagine still being out of 
the loop and having to orient to changes in ten or twenty 
years, as the consequences of game play ripple out to touch 
us all, whether we want them to or not. Video game com-
panies will, at some point, be forced to change the games 
and how they police them to mitigate risk factors, respond 
to lawsuits and criminal prosecutions, and protect both 
their intellectual property and profit margins. Players and 
non-players who claim that going into an online world to 
experiment is safe, because there are no consequences, will 
soon be battling consequences they could not have imag-
ined. Real reputations will be affected, real harm will occur, 
real social behaviors will change, and real money will be 
spent and risked. We need to expand our focus beyond the 
irrational fear that video games are training our children to 
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be violent monsters and look at the actual results of game 
playing as they are unfolding. If we fail to do so now, we 
will end up reacting to the impact that a growing virtual 
community is having on our world, instead of proactively 
deciding what place virtual worlds have in law, politics, cul-
ture, academia, and the workplace. We need to understand 
how players engaged by the sticky factors of game design 
are reacting to their experience and how that reaction, both 
online and offline, affects us. We need to decide soon how 
to handle our personal relationships and electronic enter-
tainment in our homes. If we do not decide for ourselves, it 
will be decided for us.





73

FIVE

What Can I Do?

It is really easy to feel terrified by the challenges video 
games pose at this time or to feel helplessly trapped under the 
thumb of an established industry. It is tempting to just say 
that video games are evil and that the easiest way to handle 
our problems is to get rid of them entirely—throw out our 
consoles and games, fight to get them out of schools, quit 
working in the games industry, etc. "ere are many who 
lobby for this. However, demonizing video games is lazy. 
It’s also shortsighted—the equivalent of refusing to own 
and drive a car in the early twentieth century because of the 
high odds of having an accident. "e digital entertainment 
industry is young—only thirty years old—the same place in 
movie history when sound was just being introduced and in 
automobile history when the first safety feature, turn signal 
lights, were first added to the front and back bumpers. "ere 
is still time to learn and make changes in how we make and 
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consume video game entertainment. Cars and driver training 
have evolved, and video games can too. How they evolve is up 
to the consumers and makers of the games, not the executives 
looking for a profit.

So how can we all get a grip on this situation and on our 
individual problems? Like most things in life, our troubles 
are linked to how we use or abuse the opportunities we have 
and the things we own. Video games are no different. When 
used mindfully, they present great opportunities for fun, 
learning, and growth. However, when abused or allowed to 
run our lives unchecked, they become a catalyst for destruc-
tion, just like any other activity taken to an extreme. If you 
know getting rid of video games is the only way to restore 
peace to your life, then that is what you need to do. But 
if you first want to try pulling back and managing this 
media more wisely, you could be part of helping change the 
industry for the better. "ere are a number of well-tested 
strategies and tools for doing so that will help you, collected 
from the experience of hundreds of game widows. Only you 
know your particular situation. After reading the sugges-
tions in this chapter, you have to decide what will and won’t 
work for you.

ONLY THREE CHOICES

As a game widow or widower, you have only three choices 
for dealing with problems when another adult is involved. 
Live with it, renegotiate, or leave. It doesn’t matter whether 
it’s a spouse, parent, adult child, or roommate you’re dealing 
with. If it’s an adult gamer in your life, you have to accept 
that you can only take control and responsibility for your-
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self, not the gamer. You can’t make adults change, and you 
can’t make decisions for them, except by force. And if you 
choose that path, you’re in for an unsustainable, depressing, 
and exhausting battle. 

For most, choosing between these three solutions isn’t a 
one-time, clear-cut choice. Just like the family and friends of 
people with other habits and hobbies that are destructive to 
relationships, game widows have gone through a combination 
of these options, or all three, if only in their minds. Most of 
the game widows I’ve talked with have cycled through these 
choices many times, inwardly and outwardly, never settling 
on a final resolution. 

Before you start this kind of mental cycle, and before you 
make a decision, take some time to stop what you’ve been 
doing and think about what you’ve read so far. In essence, 
your gamer is not entirely at fault for finding a game world 
more interesting than reality or even for losing control of 
time. Your gamer, ensnared by the sticky factors used by 
game designers, is probably completely unaware of the real 
amount of time spent gaming, thinking about gaming or 
strung out after gaming. Gamers aren’t likely to be ignoring 
those around them or playing out of spite. Also, think hon-
estly about your own needs and expectations. Write them 
down if you need to, and think about which ones are truly 
realistic—or even necessary to your happiness. 

Also, before you do or say anything more, find out what’s 
really going on with your gamer. "ere are so many reasons a 
person could become dependent on video games as more than 
entertainment. Is your gamer using drugs and/or alcohol and 
playing video games as part of a high-adrenaline lifestyle? Is 
this person avoiding the symptoms or consequences of men-
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tal illness or social stresses? Does this person have friends, 
colleagues, or other family members pressuring him or her to 
play? Or is your gamer just losing track of time? Try to view 
life through your gamer’s perspective. 

"en, when you are in that mindset—without personal 
agendas or emotional expectations of your own—ask your 
gamer to talk with you about what is so appealing about the 
game. Choose a good time for the gamer. "en really listen: 
don’t think about what you want to say or how much time 
his side of the conversation is taking. It’s going to be hard to 
listen in a caring way when you want so much to be heard, 
but be strong and put yourself aside. Don’t judge anything 
your gamer says. Just listen. And be prepared to have mul-
tiple talks of this kind. If the gamer wants to play while you 
listen, let them. Ask questions about the game being played. 

When you show honest interest in their game life, gamers 
will tell you what repeatedly draws them into video games. 
"ey may not say, “I have no one in my life giving me rewards 
when I succeed, and I need regular responses from people 
around me telling me when I’ve done well.” But they will tell 
you excitedly about all the things they’ve won, the high num-
ber of points they have, and how many levels or games they’ve 
beaten. "ey may not tell you that they are lonely and having 
trouble making or keeping good friends. But they will tell 
you about characters they like in the game and how many 
friends they have online, or repeat conversations or actions 
involving those friends as if talking about people they met 
and spent time with in real life. Listen to what your gamer 
tells you about the game, and you will hear what need it is 
filling. "is information will tell you what’s important to your 
gamer—what he or she needs and expects in real life. 
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When you’ve got a good idea of what’s going on with 
both you and your gamer, especially if you have a list you can 
see on paper, it’s easier to make the decision about what to do 
with your relationship. 

Leaving
Of course, if you’re being threatened or abused by your 

gamer, there is no choice to be made. It’s time to remove your-
self from the relationship and take any children out of the 
situation with you. Fear and domination are nonnegotiable 
and are not to be lived with or tolerated. No one should allow 
that line to be crossed. "ere is no excuse for that behavior 
and no excuse for putting up with it. In this case, your situa-
tion is clear-cut, and the only thing you need to do is decide 
who to trust for help and set a timeline for getting out.

Choosing to leave when there’s no physical or verbal 
abuse but rather neglect (another form of abuse) is common 
for game widows and widowers at the beginning of a rela-
tionship. Someone may start dating a gamer and mistakenly 
believe that video games are just another hobby and quickly 
discover there is no possibility of a relationship for that person 
outside of games. Or someone may have a friend or family 
member who is overly invested in gaming. When you only 
have to get over your disappointment (and maybe pack a few 
boxes) and move on, it’s easier to just go and find someone 
else to spend time with—someone more interested in human 
company than digital delights. 

!
It’s not easy to leave, though. Whether you met your 

gamer a month ago or have children and have been together 
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for years, there are social and often legal and financial entan-
glements. "ere is fear of stigma and of being lonely again, 
losing your savings to a spender, having to admit wasting 
your time, losing custody rights, and sometimes poverty and 
raising children alone. Whether there are children or not, 
leaving is a serious move, which is why most people who 
are not in an abusive situation consider trying to renegoti-
ate or live with their video-game-related problems before 
resorting to leaving. In fact, even those who know it’s time 
to go threaten to do it first, giving the “straighten up or I 
go” ultimatum, before deciding to leave. But no matter how 
tempting it is, don’t deliver that ultimatum unless you’re 
prepared to follow through immediately. If you threaten 
and don’t deliver on your promised threat, you lose all your 
credibility in the relationship. "en you’ll never get any-
where with any negotiation effort you make. If you’re going 
to leave, leave. If you’re going to try to negotiate a change, 
then negotiate—don’t threaten.

Negotiating
So how do you work out a new relationship agreement? 

"e best advice I ever heard on entering marriage is: “Never 
do anything in the first months of married life that you 
don’t want to be doing for the rest of your life.” In other 
words, if you don’t want to be in charge of mowing the 
lawn, don’t mow the lawn, ever, until it’s established as the 
other person’s domain. "e same thing goes for cooking 
dinner and other similar tasks. "is is the way most people 
organize who is responsible for what—informally. Which is 
fine, but remember that relationship agreements, whether 
status quo or agreed on, are renegotiable. You can agree to 
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change the “who does what and how” in your relationship. 
"ough I use my marriage as an example here, this advice 
can be applied to any type of relationship.

Bear in mind, the renegotiation process with my hus-
band wasn’t perfect or professional. But it’s based on sound 
principles of mutual respect. If you aren’t as brave enough to 
try our method, you can actually visit a professional nego-
tiator or marriage counselor together. We felt a professional 
was too scary and formal, so we did what we could on our 
own. "e negotiation process wasn’t a miraculous, overnight 
solution, but over time, it did work. So with that confession, 
I can confidently suggest our process, one-sided as it was at 
first. You can make your own choice as to whether you think 
this will work for you or if you need to develop a system of 
your own.

"e first step in our negotiation was my private investiga-
tion into what made video games so attractive to my husband. 
I did my homework, as I described in the previous section. 
I asked, I observed, and I learned about video games and 
his job in the game industry. As I went, I asked him if what 
I was learning was true, and we had “discussions” in which 
I forced myself to listen. I asked questions on certain topics 
only to get more detailed information on other things he was 
interested in, but I continued to listen (which was extremely 
difficult, because I wanted to talk about me so badly). 

"e whole idea was that I wanted to understand what 
he was saying when he talked to me. I was tired of nodding 
and pretending I understood when he used game slang and 
technical terms to tell me what he was doing at work or how 
he felt about things. I knew if I couldn’t understand him and 
what he needed we were never going to fix anything. I also 
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knew that if he didn’t feel honestly understood and listened 
to, he wasn’t going to be willing to negotiate. 

Once I had a pretty good idea of what he was talking 
about, I asked him if we could sit down and work out how 
we could both get what we wanted. We picked a neutral, 
comfortable place to talk, away from the computer and tele-
vision. I told him this was just a brainstorm time, with no 
ideas thrown out, judged, or even made faces at. We would 
consider every possible solution we could think of. We laid 
out all our problems with each other and started to work on 
ways we could make the problems stop.

To succeed in negotiating, I had to let go of the past and 
my hurt feelings. When he said he wanted me to leave him 
alone and not be such a nag, it hurt. But if I had gotten angry 
and defensive and said something hurtful back, he would have 
left the table, and I would have had to start all over again to 
get him back. I knew it would be harder the next time to 
convince him to negotiate if I ruined the first attempts by 
freaking out and attacking him. He would just feel as though 
I ambushed him and would think a “fixing things” talk was 
really a “wife getting time to yell at him” trick.

So I made a personal rule that I couldn’t talk about him 
as the problem, just the problem itself. I pretended our 
problems had magically appeared out of thin air—with no 
one to blame. I had to act like we were a team going after 
a common enemy, even when he wasn’t playing along and 
when he started treating me like the problem. If he said I 
was the problem, I had to suck it up and apologize, even if I 
didn’t feel like I was the problem. "is was the only way to 
keep us both calm so we could fix things instead of attach-
ing blame. Instead of focusing on the past or the messy 
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present, I kept directing the conversation to the future we 
wanted and how to get there. I even had to swallow my 
pride and let him take the lead sometimes so he could know 
this was a joint effort he was part of and not just me acting 
like a dictator making all the new rules. Humble pie was 
expensive emotionally, but I was willing to give up my righ-
teous anger to get my happy life with my husband back.

At first, our discussion didn’t result in that many new 
rules. We adopted just the three ideas we both thought were 
best—the ideas most likely to work and be least painful for 
us to try. "e first thing we agreed to was that he would indi-
cate on a calendar the times that he would be gaming so I 
could know when he was going to play and when he was 
going to be free. "at way, I wouldn’t have to interrupt to ask 
(i.e., bother) him about it. I could schedule something else 
to do during that time without worrying I’d miss out on an 
opportunity to have his attention. "e second agreement was 
to set a regular date (no video games, game magazines, hand-
books, handhelds, etc., just the two of us out of the house) 
on the calendar. I was guaranteed some quality time with 
him to look forward to once a week. "e third agreement was 
that there would be no mealtimes in front of the computer. 
Breakfast, lunch, and dinner would be eaten at the kitchen 
table. "e only exception would be if our favorite TV show 
was on or if we were watching a movie on date night, and 
then dinner would be on the couch together. 

After the first super-painful negotiation session, my 
husband seemed happier. He went straight to the calendar 
and started writing up all the time he wanted to spend play-
ing video games. I joined him, and we decided on what day 
of the week our date night would be. We then gave it time 
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to see how these agreements worked out for us—and we 
got a surprise. We discovered that when my husband put 
his game time on the calendar, he realized how much time 
he was actually spending on video games. He had insisted 
that it wasn’t that much and that I was exaggerating about 
being lonely. When he wrote what he thought was reason-
able on the calendar and then found he wanted to game 
outside those scheduled times as he had always done, he 
realized that he was letting his game time run longer than 
he planned on a regular basis. He is an intelligent person 
and couldn’t avoid the realization that he was spending far 
more time absorbed by video games than he thought. "is 
bothered him and started him thinking about other things 
he wanted to do with his time. I also discovered it was easy 
to leave him alone while he played. I not only knew when 
I’d have time with him, but I also got extra time when he felt 
he was spending too much time gaming and came to find 
out what I was doing. If he ran overtime, I could point to 
the calendar schedule in his own handwriting for backup.

"e third surprise was that eating at the table took a few 
pounds of weight off us both without a new diet or exercise 
changes. "is was a shock for both of us. I’d been eating in 
front of the television, and he had been eating in front of 
the computer. Feeling better both mentally and physically 
encouraged us both to sit down and see what other rules 
might work for us. We had tested our new ideas, and because 
we both stuck to our agreements instead of sneaking around, 
we both felt relief, and wanted more.

In the next phase of the negotiation, we quickly discov-
ered that we didn’t have objective definitions for things like 
“quality time.” We also had concerns that weren’t easily com-
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municated and ended up trying to draw diagrams for each 
other to illustrate our concerns. He wanted to know exactly 
what ruined a date with him and what made it great, which 
was really impossible for me to describe in any kind of effi-
cient way. I didn’t know—only that I’d know it when I saw 
it. He kept drawing overlapping circles to show that he was 
afraid of my life eclipsing his and strangling our life together. 
He needed personal, private time. We discovered that we 
individually lacked certain communication skills needed to 
even understand what the problem was, let alone fix it. It was 
a surprise to us that rather than rehabilitating our relation-
ship, we had to habilitate it. 

We thought we were doing so great when we were dating 
but realized during our talks that it took a different set of 
skills to get to know someone than to maintain a relation-
ship. "e expectations of dating were different than those of 
marriage. Without realizing it, our relationship had changed, 
but we hadn’t changed along with it. Instead of getting back 
to the dating relationship that worked so well, we had to 
put together a marriage relationship that worked well. To 
do this, we both had things to learn and some growing up 
to do. I had to acknowledge that our troubled relationship 
wasn’t all one person being a jerk and the other being righ-
teous and innocent. I had to compromise and change just as 
much as he did.

"e final stage of our negotiation was to just keep com-
ing back to the table. We’d agree on things that needed to 
change, work on learning and changing, and then come back 
to each other regularly for updates. We started giving each 
other a sort of relationship report card—not as a final grade 
for failure or success, but as a measuring tool in the process. 



WENDY KAYS 

84

When we checked in formally, we could check our progress 
from last time, see if our goals had changed, and make sure 
we understood what the other person really needed. We don’t 
have a formal schedule for this, but it just seems to happen 
every fall between my husband’s birthday and our wedding 
anniversary. Honestly, I thought we were getting close to the 
perfect relationship and life together right before we added 
our son to the family. "at threw us a whole new set of prob-
lems, but we have hope. We have a way of working out our 
problems without fighting and throwing blame around. "e 
system still works for us, even though we realize now that 
job, life, and family changes will keep us renegotiating all 
our lives. 

"is works for us. It worked slowly, and the first year 
was hell. But it got better, and the truth is that although 
we still have challenges and regularly get angry, lonely, and 
frustrated, we’re actually really happy now. Happier than 
most couples we know, in fact. But what if this isn’t work-
ing for your relationship? What if the other person is greedy 
and refuses to compromise an inch or consider your needs? 
What if your gamer won’t even talk to you honestly about 
what they do online or how they feel about their needs? 
When negotiation is failing, or fails, it’s time to consider 
either going to a professional who knows how to play 
relationship negotiation hardball, or consider your other 
options. If you want to try hardball yourself, try these tac-
tics I learned from both personal experience and from the 
down-to-earth advice of Roger Fisher, Bruce Patton, and 
William Ury in Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement With-
out Giving In:
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"  If your gamer attacks your ideas as stupid, control-
ling, etc., invite the criticism and ask for advice. 
How would your gamer approach or solve your 
problem if he or she were you?62

"  If your gamer demands everything for themselves 
and nothing for you, look past the attack at the 
reason for being so grabby. What’s the real con-
cern? Deal with the real concern, and ask your 
gamer to imagine what would happen if he or she 
really did get everything and you got nothing.63

"  If your gamer goes off topic or starts picking 
you apart, be silent and wait. Let your gamer 
blow off some steam. Apologize for any mistakes 
you’ve made or harm you’ve caused, and then 
repeat the original question or request. If your 
gamer starts ranting again, wait patiently, apolo-
gize, and repeat. Keep it up until he or she has 
to answer or acknowledge the original question 
or request.

"  If your gamer gets violent, don’t react or fight back. 
Leave, or if the situation is truly destructive and/or 
dangerous, call the police and press charges. 

If you suggest counseling and your adult gamer won’t go, 
you can’t force it. Don’t try. Most adults will only go to coun-
seling when they either hit rock bottom and have nothing 
to lose or they recognize they have a problem before hitting 
bottom. If your gamer doesn’t recognize a problem, he or 
she will resist talking to a professional. Also be very careful 
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about staging an intervention, and definitely consult a pro-
fessional before gathering family and friends to hold one. If 
your gamer has a gaming problem because they are self-medi-
cating or avoiding the consequences of a problem like autism 
or a social or learning disability, not only would an interven-
tion be inappropriate, you could actually harm your gamer 
and make the problem worse. I know from personal experi-
ence the consequences of coming down hard on someone 
for whom intervention is not appropriate. So before you go 
for professional measures, be absolutely sure you understand 
your gamer’s full situation, and find the right professional for 
the job, especially if you need a skilled diagnostician and not 
just a counselor.

If you can’t or won’t leave, and negotiation has failed, the 
only option left is to live with a bad relationship. If this is 
your choice, you’re not alone. However, you may feel you’re 
stuck with the most depressing option. But take heart. "e 
timing and circumstances may be better for a successful 
negotiation later on. And there are ways to ease the pain 
of your situation in the meantime. As I said, most really 
bad relationships turn around only when the other party 
either hits rock bottom or suddenly wakes up to recognize 
the problem one day. "e World Health Organization lexi-
con calls this “spontaneous remission” and notes that some 
groups refer to this as a “natural recovery”—one accom-
plished without the help of therapy or a support group.64 
You can’t expect that one day your gamer will suddenly do 
this, but nothing should kill that hope or affect the love and 
respect you show them if you choose to end negotiations 
for the present and live with your situation until the timing 
is better.
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Living With It
"e only way to survive living with a bad relationship 

is to show love and respect for your gamer and take steps to 
live more peacefully with your situation. Accept that now 
is not the time for change, and stop nagging. Stop asking 
and suggesting and hovering. "e first step to peace is to 
stop expecting them to do anything but what they already 
do. Be polite and kind, and let them do what they want 
when they want. When they actually do something nice 
for you, or are helpful or loving, praise them lavishly and 
sincerely. When they disappoint you, either state simply 
and briefly that you feel disappointed, or if you can’t keep 
it simple and brief, don’t say anything. Regardless of their 
actions, tell them how much you love them every day. "is 
will be brutally hard, but if you do it, you’ll soon find you 
feel better about yourself, if not about your relationship.

"e second step to peace is to stop doing things for 
gamers that they should be doing for themselves, and stop 
depending on them for things that have consequences for 
you. Exclude them from the family chores that affect every-
one else, like taking out trash and vacuuming. Leave them 
in charge of only the chores that have consequences for 
them, and them alone—their own laundry, their own food, 
and their own hygiene—just like a roommate. If they fail 
to cook or do laundry or pick up towels then, it only affects 
themselves, instead of disappointing and angering others. Let 
them live their own life, and if that means in their own filth, 
don’t intervene. Stop being the maid, the cook, and the laun-
dress. Focus on your own universe and let the gamer focus on 
his or hers. "is seems really harsh, but if you’re protecting 
your gamer from the consequences of irresponsible behavior, 
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you aren’t actually helping, you’re hurting—you’re enabling. 
In other words, you’re delaying or completely preventing the 
opportunity for someone to hit bottom or realize there might 
be a problem. Necessity is the mother of invention, and if the 
necessity never arises, there’s no need to invent a responsible, 
independent adult life. "is is especially true of adult chil-
dren dependent on, and taking advantage of, parents for free 
room and board.

"e third thing you need to do is to get a life outside the 
relationship with your gamer. Quit hanging around staring at 
the door to the basement or at the back of your gamer’s head, 
and get going. Run your own personal schedule in the house, 
independent of the gamer’s schedule. If you conduct your life 
independently, you won’t be going hungry or ending up late 
for a movie, waiting for the infamous and inevitable “five more 
minutes” to finally end. If you aren’t waiting on your gamer, 
you can cut down on the stress, disappointment, and anger 
when five more minutes turns into an hour or when your 
gamer doesn’t come home or show up on time. Plan to do 
other things with your time instead of waiting around on the 
couch. And build relationships with reliable real-world people 
to share that time with. Get out of the house and be your-
self. Don’t get dragged down into doing nothing just because 
you’d rather spend time with your gamer than anyone else. 
You are more than the wife, husband, boyfriend, girlfriend, 
parent, child, etc., of this gamer. Sure, it’s depressing to plan 
a life separate from the person you’d like to be spending time 
with. But it’s more depressing to waste your life waiting lonely 
and depressed on a couch in front of the television.

"e final step in living with this kind of separate rela-
tionship is to get some support. Develop a small circle of 
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friends who understand your situation and can be support-
ive when your spouse isn’t there to help in times of need or 
crisis. Don’t tell everyone what’s going on, just the necessary 
few at times when it’s actually pertinent. Go to counseling or 
get a personal coach if you need that extra help emotionally 
with moving on while your gamer sits in one spot. If you 
have people you can talk to about shared interests and rely 
on in times of crisis, it’s easier to let go of the bitterness and 
anger, be cheerful, and quit dwelling on the negative aspects 
of your life. "ere’s no need to wallow in your difficulties, 
make them dramatically darker in your mind, and drag oth-
ers down into the pit of depression with you. It’s impossible 
to build a truly supportive and uplifting social group if you 
suck the happiness out of everyone you talk to and if you talk 
about only one subject—yourself. "ere are plenty of people 
who enjoy wallowing in misery, but wallowing together is 
not supportive. It’s depressing and pointless.

Sometimes, when you’ve been stuck for a long time in 
one perspective, it’s hard to remember how to build a life or 
to learn how to build one for the first time. When you are 
in a bad relationship, find ways to protect your assets. Not 
just your financial assets, but also the things that are best 
about you and your life. Protect your time to do the things 
you love. Actively look after your health and emotional well-
being. Keep your kids engaged in good activities, outings, 
and schoolwork. Join community groups to maintain or 
upgrade your neighborhood. Find causes that interest you, 
advance your career, and continue your education—formally 
or informally. If you’re wrapped up in an active business, 
social, and community life and if you have goals with rewards 
to look forward to, you’re not going to have much time to 
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look back in regret. And you’ll be in much better shape to 
help your gamer build a life when he or she emerges from the 
video game cocoon, or to move on if it becomes clear your 
gamer has made a conscious decision to live a virtual life with 
no room for you.

CHILDREN WHO GAME

"ere is a lot of advice out there for parents of kids who 
game. It’s more acceptable in our society to talk about tak-
ing control of the games and the screen time for kids than it 
is for adults. After all, a parent’s job is basically to set safety 
boundaries and teach children how to grow up into respon-
sible adult citizens of the world. But it’s one thing to tell 
someone to “be the parent” and advocate rules and supervi-
sion when it comes to kids’ media, and another to actually do 
the job. It’s a tough job. It’s so much easier to be the friend 
instead of the parent, to have the hours of personal time that 
media babysitting gives us, and enjoy relative peace and quiet 
instead of angry protests. But many of us have learned that 
the path of least resistance when it comes to parenting—let 
alone video games—can actually cause more headaches for us 
than they solve.

Being the parent means setting up well-tested rules for 
households of kids who game:

"  Review and preview all video games before pur-
chasing

"  Supervise video game play
"  Limit time of play, including both when and how 

long
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"  Keep games off-limits for kids who throw tantrums 
about the rules

"  Make sure the adults follow the same rules as the 
kids

We’ve all heard the horror stories of parents who didn’t—
or don’t—follow these rules. But even parents who do follow 
the rules can run into trouble with kids sneaking around, 
lying, and generally behaving like an average kid or teenager 
testing the boundaries between privileges and responsibility.

But rather than telling you how to parent, which you 
already know how to do, I’m going to tell you how to com-
pete with video games for the attention of your kid—and 
win. Why? Because aside from the risk your child runs of 
behaving like an addict or of suffering a shortened attention 
span and not attending college, there are other consequences 
of video game play parents might choose for their children to 
avoid. "ese were listed in part in chapter two: loss of time 
for more valuable activities and opportunities; exposure to 
inappropriate content, language, and behavior; vulnerability 
to personalities and peer pressures more mature than they are 
prepared to handle; and practicing amoral tactics in the con-
text of game play in order to win. Because video games are so 
much more entertaining, engaging, and rewarding than real 
life, a strategy is necessary to counteract their enticements—a 
strategy that will work just as well for adults as for children 
and teenagers.

Any parent who has pulled their kid away from a video 
game is familiar with the empty hole of time left and the 
ensuing tantrum when boredom sets in. It seems like no mat-



WENDY KAYS 

92

ter what you do, it’s not as interesting as the video game. You 
are made to feel not only like the bad guy, but also like the 
most boring person on earth. "is happens even before the 
video game is actually turned on, let alone off—if the charger 
is missing, for example, or something else thwarts game time. 
A crying, disappointed child doesn’t know how and doesn’t 
have the maturity to call on the resources of optimism and 
imagination. You have to teach your child how to create self-
entertainment of the most compelling kind. 

But how? Remember the sticky factors listed in chapter 
one? If video games are fascinating because they are engi-
neered to meet basic human needs, you can design activities 
and opportunities to meet these needs, too. In other words, 
fight fake sticky factors with real sticky factors. Unique per-
sona, achievement, ownership, relationships, immersion, and 
dynamic can all be made into your tools. Talk to your little 
gamer about the games. Find out what your child likes so 
much about the game world. "en in addition to, or in place 
of, the negotiation process you’d go through with an adult 
gamer, help your child find ways to meet those needs for 
progress, reward, and importance in real life. 

To help you get started, I’ll give you a few questions to 
spur ideas. You can start with helping your child develop or 
express a unique persona. What is it that makes your kid feel 
special and different—in a good way—from everyone else? 
And what creates a positive feeling of belonging to a unique 
group? What can you do to help your child express individ-
uality and importance as a member of your family and/or 
favorite group more openly? "e answer might be anything 
from buying a blue hair extension that clips on a ponytail to 
training for and taking responsibility for learning a new tal-
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ent. Finding a way for your child to become a more unique 
individual leads naturally to achievement. Have a discussion 
not only about what your child wants, but also about who he 
or she wants to be as a grown up. Not just in profession as 
an adult, but what kind of person your kid wants to be next 
year, in five years, in ten years. Who does your child want to 
be in fifth grade? In high school? As a senior in high school? 
Sometimes it is easier for children to express what they don’t 
want than what they do want. Always avoid the impulse to 
tell your child what to be; instead, help your kid through the 
process of figuring it out by asking questions that help create 
specific and realistic goals.

In pursuit of the goals children decide on, they need to be 
allowed and encouraged to be in charge, especially of lessons 
or things needed to get to that goal—to have personal prop-
erty that they manage, organize, and store without unwanted 
outside influence. "is might be a savings account, sports 
equipment, clothing, etc., but whatever it is, being in con-
trol—even if it means mismanaging and failing—is hugely 
important. Ownership of their own destinies and their own 
possessions is very important. Too often, I think, we forget 
to let our kids get in a little over their heads and fail. We 
forget that falling down is part of learning to run. But that 
sense of danger, of being in total control of something that 
is personally important, is what feeds a child’s deep personal 
need for growth in real life. If you take ownership of your 
child’s possessions, work, and goals, either to ensure success 
or shorten the time it takes to achieve, you remove not only 
ownership, but also the achievement. If the chance of failure 
isn’t there, the excitement of the risk and the thrill of success 
won’t happen.
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As they fight to achieve their goals, they will build rela-
tionships with others naturally, both with other kids trying 
for the same goals and with other mentors besides you like 
coaches, teachers, and activities leaders. "ese friends and 
enemies will lift and challenge them, encourage and sabo-
tage them, teach and mislead them. Of course, you will 
supervise their ultimate safety as they navigate their way in 
public life, but again, let them engage in relationships that 
push their social skills to the edge of their abilities. Work 
hard to learn the fine line between when it’s appropriate to 
manage their social difficulties for them and when to give 
only sought-after advice. "ere is nothing more important 
to kids than their relationships outside the home, free of 
Mom or Dad’s influence. Relationships, too, have a kind 
of ownership aspect to them, which can be ruined through 
micromanagement.

By working with children to make goals and growth in 
general more understandable and manageable in real life, you 
essentially turn real life into a game with real stakes. Will 
that blue ponytail wisp do what is anticipated? Will they be 
able to save enough for that skateboard? Will they master the 
slam dunk? Will they get the grades needed to get the degree 
needed for that dream job? When you step in to help turn 
desires into goals and then step back to let the outcome rest 
with them, life stops being a warm bath where everything is 
taken care of and where the only challenge is a game. Orga-
nized guidance also can remove fear and success hurdles too 
mature for a kid to handle alone that would make escape to a 
safe game seem tempting. Real life is naturally immersive and 
dynamic. Once you help children see that they can control 
the outcome of big goals by managing smaller ones and that 
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reaching for dreams is not just for adults, that gaping hole 
where something exciting belongs is filled. 

Now, a word of caution about introducing challenge 
into your kid’s life. I am conservative about exposing kids 
to new ideas and activities. And I mean conservative not in 
the political or cultural sense, but rather, in the sense that I 
am slow and thoughtful about what I feel is appropriate to 
introduce. It’s true that kids today are introduced to mature 
knowledge and activities sooner than previous generations (at 
least, we like to imagine so). But unless it’s necessary knowl-
edge—like understanding danger issues—I think it’s better 
to let the adult world wait until the child is ready to join it. 
Wait to introduce your child to sex, violence, adult fantasies 
of wealth and power, and even pressure to engage in dark 
and disrespectful humor and imagination as entertainment. 
"ere is plenty to keep a child’s imagination busy without 
introducing mature themes or behaviors before they are 
becoming adults naturally. How do you know when it’s time 
to talk about or introduce more adult concepts and activities? 
When the child brings up the subject or when you see an 
uncomfortable reaction to adult conversation or activities.

Why do I advocate caution? Because I remember how 
full my intellectual life was as a child just learning the basics 
of social and civil skills without adult content and humor. 
Intrusions of mature thought were often more disturbing 
than entertaining. I find this is true for most children as well 
as adults looking back on their childhoods. As an example, 
when I was in second grade, I found one of my father’s 
college yearbooks. In flipping the pages, I caught sight of a 
guy in an informal group-picture holding—with his eyes—
ping-pong balls that had black marker dots on them. I’d 
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never seen this trick before, and to me at seven years old, 
the visual of a man with eyes popping out of his head was 
horrifyingly frightening. I avoided that book, the room the 
book was in, and when we moved out of that house, I never 
wanted to move back, even when I learned about the whole 
ping-pong eyeball humor thing and understood better what 
I’d seen. "at experience has followed me into adulthood as 
an irrational fear of eyes that aren’t “right.” When I talk to 
other adults, they can trace their adult fears to exposure to 
things like this college yearbook picture—seeing and hear-
ing things they were too young to understand. Children are 
sometimes not ready to deal with more mature material and 
images, even when they’ve supposedly reached an age where 
they claim they can or developmentally “should.”

So when I talk about being careful and conservative about 
what you expose young children to, or what you encourage 
them to try, I’m not talking about inappropriate in terms of a 
religious or political judgment. I’m talking about inappropri-
ate, period. Material that will cause fear, confusion, or stress 
to a child, who with or without adult supervision or expla-
nation is not ready to deal with mature subjects and visuals. 
Many parents think of their children as miniature adults, but 
they are not. Some parents also console themselves that very 
young children are “too young to understand,” and therefore, 
they don’t worry about exposing them to adult material. "ey 
imagine mature content will not affect the child at all because 
they won’t notice or understand it. But they do. One parent 
I interviewed about her gamer husband told me about how 
her little two-year-old would scream and cover her eyes dur-
ing the violent movies and games her parents would watch. It 
was only after she’d told me about her child’s reaction that she 
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realized her baby could understand and was being affected at 
an early age by inappropriate material. Be a guardian of the 
children in your lives. Don’t rush the end of innocence and 
the onset of jaded cynicism, even if you think your child was 
born eighty years old.

"ese are simple, common-sense rules I’ve adopted that 
you can add to or modify in order to fit your particular fam-
ily. Weigh the benefits and risks of video game play for your 
family, and decide what will work best for you. Do it away 
from a flickering screen and when you haven’t just come off 
a spat about games. Fighting virtual sticky factors with real 
sticky factors and laying down the parental and family laws 
will work, but only if applied when cool and clear-headed. 
Sure, you’ll get a lot of backtalk at first, but if you stand firm, 
that will pass. If you’ve never dealt with backtalk before, and 
the prospect scares you, I recommend the book “Backtalk: 
4 Steps to Ending Rude Behavior in Your Kids” by Audrey 
Ricker, PhD, and Carolyn Crowder, PhD. If your teenage 
or young adult child is big enough to hurt you and responds 
to the new rules with severe property destruction, physi-
cal abuse, and/or threatens violence with a weapon, I again 
advocate removing yourself from the situation, calling the 
authorities, and if appropriate, pressing charges. You need to 
be able to recognize that, in circumstances like these, protect-
ing your child from intervention by an officer will only do 
your child, and your family, more harm than good.
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SIX

How Do I Find Updated Information

Sometimes you just need information, quick. You’ll need 
to sort through the new games constantly appearing for 
sale and find updated video game research and major game 
industry news. You’ll also want to access updated slang and 
instant message dictionaries. "is chapter is my shortcut to 
the best statistics, stories, and explanations available so you 
have additional tools to use when trying to understand and 
work in a knowledgeable way with your gamer. 

FINDING CURRENT INFORMATION

The Game Ratings System and How It Works
Ratings are an important tool, and not just for parents. If 

you haven’t taken time to learn the Entertainment Software 
Ratings Board (ESRB) ratings, this is your most important 
and basic first step to knowing what kind of content comes 
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in the game with the flashy picture on the front and no plot 
description on the back. 

You need to know first that none of the ratings are the 
same as the ones used with movies. "ey are printed in very 
small print in the bottom corner of the actual game package, 
and they are often covered by a price sticker. "ere are also 
secondary rating explanations in even smaller print on the 
back of the game to explain why it has the rating it does. So 
if the price sticker is in the way, flip the game over and scan 
carefully.

"e ESRB rating you’ll see on the front of a game pack-
age will be one of the following:

"  EC = Early Childhood (appropriate for everyone 
over the age of three)

"  E = Everyone (appropriate for everyone over the 
age of six)

"  E10 = Everyone (appropriate for everyone over the 
age of ten)

"  T = Teen (appropriate for everyone over the age of 
thirteen)

"  M = Mature (appropriate for everyone over the age 
of seventeen)

"  AO = Adults Only (appropriate for everyone over 
the age of eighteen)

"  RP = Rating Pending
"  Game Experience May Change During Online 

Play
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"e ESRB calls the secondary explanations on the back 
of the box “content descriptors.” "ese further clarify why 
the game has a specific rating. If you want to read about each 
of the possible descriptors that may appear, they are available 
on the ESRB web site (www.esrb.org). "e ESRB also has a 
ratings explanation brochure in English and Spanish avail-
able online. Because video game ratings are not the same as 
movie ratings and aren’t generally known, stores supposedly 
post explanations, too, but I’ve only infrequently seen tiny 
stickers on checkout stands. By the time you’re standing in 
line, you don’t have much time to learn about the ratings and 
review your game purchase anyway, let alone read tiny print, 
so take time to go online for a more leisurely review before 
you shop for your next game.

Other than pointing out that you should take game rat-
ings as seriously as you take movie ratings, I’m not going to 
delve into each one. But I will discuss the ratings RP and 
“Game Experience May Change During Online Play.” "ese 
ratings should be red flags and should catch your attention 
immediately. When a rating is pending (RP), you can’t know 
what the eventual rating will be. "e game could be kid-level 
entertainment or adults only. You have no idea what level of 
maturity the content in the game may be. Keep this in mind 
when you buy a game with RP on it.

"e other rating, “Game Experience may Change During 
Online Play,” is applied to games networked online. "ese are 
usually massively multi-player online games, or MMOs. As 
demonstrated in chapter one, MMO characters (avatars) you 
see and interact with in the game are controlled not by pre-
programmed scripts made by game designers but by actual 
people playing the game. "e designers can’t control the 
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behavior and language of these real players. So if you choose 
to play an online game with the rating “Game Experience 
May Change During Online Play,” your game experience 
can go from E to AO in a heartbeat. For this reason, these 
games are considered appropriate only for adults eighteen 
and older. Some parents allow underage kids to play MMOs 
if they stick close to their parent in the game. However, this 
can be equivalent to parentally supervising the introduction 
of your kid to adult bullies and call girls if you aren’t an expe-
rienced player and have a close group you trust to play with. 
After all, your child is controlling an adult avatar—and even 
if there were a sign announcing a child player, that could 
attract predators as quickly as peer protection.

It is extremely important to understand that the ESRB 
does not enforce game ratings, and neither do most stores 
where video games are sold. Unlike the ID checks required by 
state and federal law for people buying alcohol and cigarettes, 
video games of any rating can be purchased legally without 
having to show proof of age. Stores may or may not have an 
ID policy, and they may or may not have clerks who actually 
enforce that policy—if it exists. If an underage kid wants to 
purchase a game rated for adults, it’s easy for them to get it. 
And if you’re an adult purchasing a game with a mature rat-
ing, no one is going to point it out to you, so pay attention.

Knowing and checking the game rating is the most basic 
way to monitor games you and your children purchase and 
play. "e ratings will tell you a little bit about the content of 
the game as far as sex, violence, etc. But if you want a little 
more information, such as how the game is played and what 
the gamer will experience while playing, you’ll need to do 
more than visit the ESRB web site I’ve mentioned above. 
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Game and Parent Reviews
You probably wouldn’t waste your money on a movie 

before you’d read some reviews or talked to friends. So don’t 
buy a game before you see what the game reviews are like. 
Video-game-oriented news sites post reviews of new games, 
often on the same day of release, if not before. Plus, parental 
review web sites are useful for non-parents, too. Check the 
opinions of people who have played the game you’re inter-
ested in, or read the reviews, if you want to save some time. If 
you’re considering a game that’s been out a while, buy a book 
of published reviews and/or ratings. "ese reviews will cover 
features of the game in addition to detailing how racy or tame 
it is. "e web sites are easy to find using any web browser 
search engine. Just type in the name of the game and the word 
“review.” As of the printing of this book, my favorite recom-
mendations are: ParentPreviews.com and GamerDad.com. 

Online Walkthroughs and FAQs
If you’re concerned about what it takes to win a game 

ethically, how hard it is to reach a save point, and/or want to 
see a blow-by-blow description of how any particular game is 
navigated, there are walkthroughs and FAQs published online 
less than a day after games hit the stores. To find them, type 
in the name of the video game and “FAQ.” Walkthroughs 
include solutions to the game puzzles, what you have to steal 
or win for later successes in the game, and information on 
where the secret items and extra game experiences are that 
would be impossible for a novice player to find. Looking up 
walkthroughs will ruin the game for you if you want to play 
it for fun. However, if your goal is to find out the details of 
what it takes to succeed, this is the best way to do it. FAQs are 
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walkthroughs plus extra game information like lists of goods, 
prices of objects at various in-game stores, and collections of 
character sayings. Walkthroughs and FAQs reveal what mind-
set and ethics (or lack thereof ) it will take to progress in and 
win a particular game. As you search for walkthroughs and 
FAQs, you’ll also find cheats, which are game codes that allow 
a player to shortcut large sections of the game, become invin-
cible, or otherwise get powers and items they haven’t earned. 
While this sounds bad, many video games are designed for 
hardcore gamers, which leaves the average player struggling to 
finish or even progress in the game. Cheats can level the game 
down for the average player to enjoy.

If you don’t feel comfortable playing a game (or buying 
one for someone else) without knowing exactly what’s in it, 
this is the best way to find out how the game is designed to be 
played before you’ve already spent money on it. "e best site 
for FAQs is GameSpot’s GameFAQs.com

Game Slang and Chat Abbreviations
Because the use of game slang doesn’t end with the 

gaming session, you’ll want to check out vocabulary guides 
and dictionaries that tell you what it means. "ere’s a little 
booklet included in most video game boxes with a list of 
vocabulary specific to that game, but if you don’t want to dig 
through game boxes, or if you’d like to understand the live 
or chat conversations scrolling by on game screen, check out 
vocabulary guides online. Because slang is often specific to a 
particular game or genre of game and because it changes over 
time, you won’t find a complete listing anywhere. However, 
if you search by the game title and the word “slang,” you can 
usually find a pretty good sampling. My favorites are Nick 
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Yee’s MMORPG Lexicon at NickYee.com/Daedalus (click 
on “MMORPG Lexicon” in the upper left hand corner), 
NetLingo.com, the acronym dictionary on Aim.com, the 
IMglish dictionary on Buzzwhack.com, and SlangSite.com. 
"is last one covers more general slang terms than just video-
game-related terminology but really helps fit game slang into 
the wider world of slang use. 

Since most of the content of an online game happens 
in the chat window, you’ll want to know the language and 
abbreviations before you look over someone’s shoulder to 
see what’s going on, supervise a minor, or get online to test 
the game yourself. "e most important chat abbreviation to 
know is “POS”—Parent Over Shoulder—and all the varia-
tions (wife, husband, etc.) used to stop an inappropriate 
conversation until you aren’t paying attention anymore. I 
also like to be aware because often, the words that sound 
scariest, like “circle of hate” mean something harmless such 
as a “circle of personal space around a programmed character 
that if you walk into, you initiate a fight.” And oftentimes, 
the ones that don’t sound scary, such as “frag” and the other 
words for kill, are the ones that should get your attention if 
used in a regular conversation.

Statistics, Medical and Professional Research
"e statistics and the medical and professional research 

I’ve quoted in this book is a small sample of what’s actually 
out there. "ere are piles of professional journals publishing 
scholarly research and many consumer research groups pub-
lishing reports, but they’re rather thick reading for those of 
us with limited time and attention. I’ve found that the best 
way to keep up with the most relevant research on my issues 
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of interest is to take note of experts quoted on both sides of 
a debate and then look specifically for their original papers 
or reports if I have any further questions. More and more 
research documents are being posted online both by the 
researchers and the publishing journals, so a search online 
will often bring up the paper or article in question. 

For the truly lazy, but truly interested parties, I recom-
mend keeping up on virtual world issues by following the 
expert opinion posts on Terra Nova, a self-styled collabora-
tive blog featuring experts on online gaming. "ose who post 
generally keep to the non-technical, non-slang end of the Eng-
lish language. Reading along will help you become familiar 
with the current names in video game research and expertise, 
understand both sides of debates, and be entertained while 
staying current. For straight facts without interpretation, fol-
low the links from Terra Nova, game industry oriented sites, 
and other news and commentary posts to the original infor-
mation. Or start with the International Game Developers 
Association (IDGA), the Entertainment Software Associa-
tion (ESA), Entertainment and Leisure Software Publishers 
Association (ELSPA), Interactive Software Federation of 
Europe (ISFE), National Institute on Media and the Family, 
and other industry-watch web sites and follow their links. 
"is process usually leads right back to the work of those 
posting on Terra Nova or to market research companies like 
the NPD Group, but the process will take you down new and 
interesting information paths each time you go searching.

News Sources
You can also check traditional print and broadcast media 

for new information on games and gaming. Just don’t expect 
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them to cover information thoroughly or even accurately. 
After all, they have limited time to catch and keep your atten-
tion, and giving you full details might not be as interesting 
as picking out the most scary and titillating stuff and then 
moving on. But don’t discount traditional and game-indus-
try news sources entirely. Just remember that they’re giving 
you biased information, just like a commercial products 
company or political group.

Make sure you read both the enthusiastic information 
about a video game and the negative. Consider the source. 
"ink about what’s in it for the person speaking to say what 
they’re saying. Are they with a video game company? Paid 
by a video game company? Making money from the sales 
or by-products of the industry? Attached to an anti-media 
group? Hurt by the game industry and looking for revenge? 
If you want to find good, unbiased information on game 
sales or the people playing the games, look for the orga-
nizations without an agenda. "ese would be groups and 
individuals publishing the statistics, with little or no inter-
pretation. For example, "e NPD Group, a consumer and 
retail market researcher, regularly puts out entertainment 
industry information. "ey make money from selling infor-
mation they’ve already gathered on markets and buying 
trends, not by being hired to find data to back up what a 
specific industry wants to hear. In the Internet age, it’s easy 
to find out who funds any particular researcher if you’re 
willing to put in a few minutes of effort.

Please read the author profile sections of books and the 
“about us” pages on organizational web sites. You should 
also do Internet searches on the background, funding, and 
credentials of professionals speaking as authorities. Always 
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check and think twice before you take someone else’s opinion 
as fact and repeat it as your own. "ere’s no substitute for gut 
instinct, good common sense, and critical thinking skills.

Online Safety and Netiquette
I would hope that the Internet is now a familiar enough 

technology that issues of online safety and etiquette are as 
common as being careful of predators at the bus stop and 
being politically correct in public conversation. However, 
it bears repeating: the online community is just like the 
real world and carries similar rules for behavior and safety 
as going out in a strange city does. Just as you would never 
send a small child out in public unsupervised, you should 
never send a small child online without supervision. Send-
ing an adult online should have similar expectations that 
sending that adult to Las Vegas would. Some adults and 
children would be perfectly safe because they are either 
exceptionally responsible or have someone exceptionally 
responsible protecting them. Others will get into trouble 
of the mild kind, usually, and on occasion, the serious, life-
altering or life-ending kind.

Fortunately, some wise and web-savvy advice has 
already been published on the topics of online safety and 
netiquette. I recommend starting with WiredSafety.org, 
WiredKids.org, and SafeTeens.com for basic online safety 
rules. If you prefer a book, I recommend Totally Wired by 
Anastasia Goodstein. Totally Wired provides well balanced 
information and will give you not only a good overview of 
online safety precautions, but also a deeper understanding 
of what your kids are doing online when they aren’t play-
ing video games. "e subject of netiquette is well covered 
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in various sites online, but the best source is the online 
version of the book Netiquette, by Virginia Shea. Netiquette 
not only covers the basics of online communication that 
should be regular bedtime reading for parents and kids but 
also cultural concerns everyone should be aware of when 
going online, including professional, home, legal and phil-
osophical issues. 

Be aware that basic rules and a regular reality check in 
your house for the sake of online safety are important but 
will only keep gamers and web surfers safe when combined 
with responsible adult supervision. Kids are just as competent 
as adults, and sometimes even more competent, at hacking 
around software blocks and babysitting and spy programs you 
install. Don’t imagine for a minute you can use technology to 
do your job for you. "e best these programs can do is provide 
a backup for the time when even the most vigilant or well-
intentioned parent falls down on the job. "e worst they can 
do is give you a false sense of security, making you lazy about 
your parental duties.

Finding the right counselor
Not every counselor in the yellow pages is the right one 

to help you. Be wary about picking one. 

Look for those who:
"  Have an academic degree like a master’s or doctor-

ate
"  Are professionally certified or licensed
"  Have had a supervised clinical residency
"  Can listen deeply without judging
"  Show empathy, wisdom, and compassion
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"  Leave you with the feeling that you have a good 
relationship with them

Avoid those who:
"  Guarantee to solve your problem
"  Boast about their credentials
"  Have never played video games and/or have never 

had a problem with a family member
"  Doesn’t trust your assessment of the problem and 

doesn’t believe video game abuse can be a problem
"  Is overly concerned or moralistic about video games 

or your problem
"  Leaves you feeling pessimistic or uneasy after a ses-

sion
"  Pressures you to speak with a member of the press 

in an interview or for permission to publish your 
story

Remember that counseling is only useful for persons 
who recognize a need to change and are willing to do so. 
Dragging an unwilling adult or child to a counselor is not 
a quick fix for any problem. If you choose to force some-
one into counseling, you take the real risk of doing more 
harm than good. Be equally hesitant about organizing an 
intervention, where family members and friends gather to 
confront the gamer, whether professionally supervised or 
not. For some gamers with diagnosed or undiagnosed men-
tal health issues, intervention could be the worst option 
for bringing up the subject of problem gaming and could 
drive them further into the game for relief of a situation 
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they are in no way prepared or equipped to handle. What 
is meant to be helpful may appear to them as a sudden and 
vicious attack by every trusted person in their life. "is is 
not only unhelpful, it literally puts them in a situation of 
feeling there is no safe place to turn, even if they do feel 
they need help.
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Conclusion
If someone had taught me everything I know now before 

I married my husband, I might not have married him. I 
would have viewed video game obsession the same way I 
view alcoholism—as an incurable and insurmountable prob-
lem. I’m glad, though, that I didn’t, and that I worked with 
him through our problems. I doubt our marriage would have 
survived the addition of our son without the experience of 
working out the problems we developed while dealing with 
video game issues. "ere is hope for relationships where both 
partners are willing to swallow a little pride, sacrifice some 
selfishness, and put each other first. 

Right now, the video game industry is putting out games 
that aren’t family friendly. Forget content issues for a moment 
and think of design issues. As disgusted as we are with televi-
sion advertising interrupting our programs, at least it provides 
regular breaks in our attention to the screen—breaks in which 
we can assess our physical state. Are we tired or hungry? We 
can acknowledge the presence of others in the room and keep 
up with what they are doing. Even now, new technologies 
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are weakening the hold of live television by providing ways 
to record programs or pause them on demand. Video games 
provide no breaks. "ey remove players’ sense of time and 
ability to stay in touch with what’s happening around them 
outside the game. "is is not a problem for a half hour or an 
hour of play. But most games engage the player until another 
person breaks their concentration intentionally. "is sets 
that other person up as a target for the negative emotions 
that come when someone is interrupted from an intense and 
pleasurable activity. Without understanding the games and 
how they work, non-players become the default enemies of 
players.

"is is not a “beat them or join them” situation. When 
we, the spouses, parents, children, and friends of gamers 
understand why they love video games and how those games 
work, we can take back some power from the games. We 
can look over their shoulders and know when to interrupt to 
cause the least amount of frustration. We can know how to 
talk to our gamers about what they get from the games and 
can learn to provide for those needs in the real world and 
negotiate for better relationships and ways of managing rec-
reation time. And we can even discern when politicians and 
media sources are blowing a video-game-related problem out 
of proportion to cause fear and manipulate us.

We game widows may be on the periphery, or even out-
side of the game culture, but it doesn’t mean that we are 
powerless or stupid. In fact, we have more power than the 
developers making the games. "e power of the purse strings 
rests in our hands, since we ladies make the majority of pur-
chasing decisions for our households, including electronics, 
even in the supposedly equal twenty-first century. We are the 
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mighty consumer, voting with our wallets, lobbying strategi-
cally for change, and managing existing games wisely with 
our families for the entertainment of our loved ones as well 
as ourselves.

It took me years to work out a comfortable and happy 
relationship with my husband, but what I have now was 
worth every day of pain during the periods of negotiation and 
change. In the time my husband used to play video games at 
night, he is earning an MBA from a prestigious university. 
He is an excellent father and the engaging companion he was 
when I first decided to marry him. Does he still play video 
games? Yes. But he now avoids MMOs and limits his console 
and PC game time. He plays after his wife and son have gone 
to bed, but not so late or often that it interferes with sleep 
or homework. Five years ago I would have thought this was 
only a fantasy scenario. But now that it’s reality, I know that 
this outcome is possible for others, too.

As a game widow, I used to be worried about my hus-
band and myself. Now I’m concerned about broader issues 
and about other game widows. I believe that the design of 
video games is not the only predisposing factor to prob-
lem gaming. It is also the broken educational, cultural, 
medical, political, and family systems that create audiences 
desperate for a fantasy alternative to the grim feelings of 
powerlessness and constant stress of daily life. I think we 
can fix these problems and restore gaming to what it should 
be—entertainment. "e most potent agents for change are 
those with the best information and a compelling drive to 
solve the problems—not the industries and professionals 
whose first goals are fame, money, and power. "e efforts 
of consumers and friends and families of gamers would be 
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greatly helped, though, by partnering with concerned game 
companies and responsible professionals. However, the 
main responsibility lies with those playing the games and 
with the people who love them. We can’t wait anymore for 
“someone else” to save us. 

How can we turn the vast tide of a selfish and entitled 
society and an entrenched game industry? Easily, by focusing 
on ourselves first and on those we love. I know that whether 
you are a game widow or a game developer the change you’re 
looking for can be made. But you will have to make it your-
self, in little steps. Be patient, and stick to what you feel is 
right for you and your family. "e game industry is on the 
verge of a mighty change already, and so is our society. "e 
industry needs new audiences to fuel its growth and is will-
ing to change content and design to capture new markets. 
As a society, we are becoming aware that easy choices and 
shortcuts in the short term lead to painful global and per-
sonal consequences in the long term. If society can embrace 
recycling and alternate energy to impact the environment, 
sacrifice buying frills to save money for retirement, and avoid 
buying products from companies known to employ inhu-
mane sweatshops, we can certainly sacrifice some time to 
carefully choose and manage our entertainment. How our 
communities change and shape the future of video game 
content and design depends entirely on the small decisions 
made in our households. 

Yes, game designers and the companies that employ them 
have an ethical responsibility to those who play their games. 
But designers and product manufacturers are not babysitters, 
and people over the age of eighteen have the responsibility 
of taking command of themselves and their situation in life. 
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If an adult chooses to wallow in a mediocre life while liv-
ing mentally in a virtual one, that is up to them, regardless 
of the wishes and hopes of their parents, significant other, 
children, and friends. What they do not have the right to do 
is keep their loved ones emotionally hostage. Yes, there are 
those who have problems that make virtual worlds almost 
irresistible. But these people need help, not indulgence and 
excuses. I hope that by being brave enough to educate our-
selves, have the tough conversations, and change our habits, 
we game widows can pull ourselves together enough to join 
responsible game developers, educators, researchers, and 
health professionals in dealing with our concerns and devel-
oping the future of video games—and thus, recapture a real 
world worth living in. 
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Terra Nova
http://terranova.blogs.com/
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