GAMING'S EFFECTS ON YOUNG BRAINS

RISK FACTORS & VIDEO GAME DESIGN

Video gaming is the most popular leisure activity in the world. Billions of gamers enjoy the
entertainment, challenge, and reward of video games.

Video games are used to teach skills such as math, reading, and problem-solving, and so youth are
often exposed to them early in their development. Most youth continue to game into adolescence and
early adulthood.

WHY 00 0UR BRAINS RESPOND SO STRONGLY TO VIDEO GAMES?

While most people enjoy video games, they are particularly attractive to youth and emerging adults.
When you're young, your brain is programmed to seek out new experiences.

Gaming draws you in because it's new and exciting. Games allow
you to explore different environments, create new identities,
and try things you could never do in real life. For some,
video games are a main pathway to social connection, skill
building and self-confidence. Certain gamers can even
get money and fame by hosting their own social media
channels or competing in e-sports (e.g., on Twitch or
YouTube).

The reward network of the brain lights up for winning
experiences including seeing your name on the leaderboard
or getting ‘followers’ on your social media channel. It's like the
rush of riding down a hill fast or flooring the gas pedal of a car.

WHAT TYPES OF VIDEO GAMES ARE THERE?

Though Tetris and Minecraft are still some of the best-selling video games of all time*, there are many types of
games on the market, including:

Shooter Strategy Roleplaying Puzzle

Fighting

“For more details on the types of games and references, see the Brain Connections Gaming Primer on our website. GAMING'S EFFECTS ON YOUNG BRAINS
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THE BRAIN GROWS WITH ALL KINDS OF EXPERIENCES
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can include friendships, learning, sports, managing conflicts, leadership, practicing a skill, coping with
emotions, music, movement, problem-solving, and dealing with the unknown.

Hooke AND HARMS

As much as games are fun and appealing, they also have risks and some people are more vulnerable.

Experiences such as conflict, loneliness, anxiety, attention deficit-hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), mood
and emotional issues, checking social media a lot, poor school performance, low self-esteem, bullying,
and long hours gaming have all
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TiMe HooKS

It's easy to spend a lot of time
gaming. Getting absorbed or
immersed in gaming is called
‘flow'. Flow is a trance-like state
where you become super
focused on the game, get into
extreme levels of play, lose
track of time, and disconnect
from your feelings, needs and
life outside the game. Flow
happens in gambling, too.
People lose track of the money
and time they spend on
gambling and the
consequences, including debt,
conflict, missed opportunities,
only feel real afterwards.

It's the top-down control
network in your brain that is
responsible for putting on the
brakes and shifting your focus
where it needs to go next. But,
in the brains of youth and
emerging adults, connections

Money Hooke

Certain games make it difficult
to progress unless you pay
money to improve your play.
Loot boxes and other

microtransactions can unlock
skills, weapons, characters, or

between the top-
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the reward |
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your attention
away from the
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not even see
why you should.
The outside world doesn't feel
all that important. In the game,
you are a legend. You have
control. That's hard to beat in
the real world.

If you try to break the gaming
flow, it can be uncomfortable,

equipment. But it's a gamble
since you don't always know
what you're going to get for
your money, and you can easily
end up spending more than you
can afford. These kinds of in-

game purchases are
linked to the
. development of

gaming and gambling
problems.

As another example,
gamers often invest
. in cosmetics (such as
skins) to customize
their avatars.
However, acquiring
skins - especially rare
ones - can cost a lot of

like being pulled out of a
dream. You might feel irritable
or sad. Anxiety flares as you
face what's been piling up in the
real world. It's hard to interact
with people face-to-face - it
feels simpler to escape back
into the game.

time and money, and there is
the risk of losing them when
servers shut down, games are
de-listed, or games have
permadeath (i.e., the character,
instead of being respawned, is
considered dead and cannot be
used anymore).

Games represent a significant
early entry point to gambling
for young people, which is a
cause for concern.
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WHEN GAMING BECOMES A PROBLEM

By the time gaming becomes a problem, it's like you're in a cave -
never looking out. The longer you're in the cave, the scarier the
outside can feel. You lose perspective and skills for day-to-day living.
Your urge to game is strong and your mood can worsen when you
aren’t gaming, to the point of depression. But, even when you are

gaming, your mood can suffer, especially if you are losing or other
gamers humiliate or harass you.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has a category in their
International Classification of Diseases (ICD) called ‘gaming
disorder’. The diagnosis is given when these harms are severe and last for
at least a year.
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CONNECT WITH THE WORLD OUTSIDE

The good news is that the brain is always changing
as it takes shape with different experiences. It
helps to get out of the cave, exploring and
connecting with the world around you. When you
take regular breaks from gaming and stay away

from games that have caused problems for you,
you can have more control, recognize when urges
take over and have the strength and ability to walk
away when you need to.

Taking care of your brain in this way will help your
brain to take care of you.
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Actity:
1. Why are loot boxes in games risky?

a. Loot boxes are a form of gambling.

b. You could lose a lot of money over time.

c. They're linked to gambling and gaming problems.
d. All of the above

2. Which of the following IGD criteria for gaming disorder is reflected in this statement:

You tell people that you’re not gaming when you are, and you aren’t honest about the amount of time and
money you spend gaming.

a. Loot boxes are a form of gambling.

b. You could lose a lot of money over time.

c. They're linked to gambling and gaming problems.
d. All of the above

3. Which brain processes occur as the brain is developing?

a. Building connections and Pruning

b. Elongating and Truncating

c. Bottom-up Control and Top-Down Reward
d. None of the above
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Goive FurTHer:
4. How would you know that gaming or gambling has become a problem for you?

5. How has gaming or gambling changed your values and how you spend your time?

6. In your life, what are some ways you can reduce gaming or gambling harms?

Taxke Home Meccace

Our brains like video games because they are fun and rewarding. Developing brains
need lots of experiences to grow and become efficient. Games are but one of those
experiences. Some people are more vulnerable to gaming problems. Also,

games are designed to keep you playing. You can easily end up spending more
money and time than you can afford, especially when there are gambling
features in the game. If you notice the signs of a gaming or gambling problem,
it’s important to take a step back, reach out for support and give your brain a
break by engaging in experiences outside the game.

" - AIN-Ma v
;‘I:\;;E!J:'rt"% imil gQreoQ Stlosephs g @D Y

Healthcare % Hamition eter Bo L YMCA Youth Gambling
7 N
!

P 1 Awareness Pr:)gum
Hamilton g o

This project was funded by Greo Evidence Insights (Greo) with funds provided to Greo by the social responsibility arm of the Ontario Lottery and Gaming Corpo-
ration (OLG), a Canadian crown (state-owned) corporation responsible for conducting and managing gambling in the province of Ontario, Canada.
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