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In al most ev ery house we’ve been,

We’ve watched them gap ing at the screen.

They sit and stare and stare and sit

. . .

Un til they’re hyp no tized by it,

But did you ever stop to think,

(What) This does to your beloved tot?
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—Roald Dahl

Ex cerpt from the Mike Teavee poem from Char lie

and the Choco late Fac tory as sung by the Oompa–

Loom pas



IN TRO DUC TION
THE TROU BLE WITH TECH

Cap tain Kirk was the man.
At least that’s what I thought as an im pres sion able fifth-grader

back in 1974. Watch ing Star Trek re-runs, I’d fan ta size about be- 
ing on the bridge with badass Cap tain Kirk and cool Mr. Spock,
trav el ing to worlds where no man had gone be fore; head ing at
warp speed to ex otic plan ets and con fi dently se duc ing green
women—what more could a red-blooded young boy want?

Then there was all of that cool tech! That com mu ni ca tor that
he’d so suavely flip open and com mand, “Beam me up, Scotty.”
Des per ate to be one of his crew, I made hun dreds of pa per ver- 
sions of that flip phone com mu ni ca tor while I was sup posed to be
pay ing at ten tion to my teacher, Mrs. Leg heart, as she droned on
and on about the Pil grims or frac tions or some such . . . but cer- 
tainly not any thing as ex cit ing as my Star Trek–in spired imag i na- 
tion.

I dreamed of a time when re al ity could catch up to my sci ence
fic tion–fu eled fan tasy, not re al iz ing the wis dom of the old adage
“be care ful what you wish for.” Be cause, yes in deed, the tech of
Kirk is here—but at a very, very high price.

Be lieve me, I didn’t want that to be the case; I wanted—I
yearned for—guilt-free tech. Un for tu nately, it seems that we, as a
so ci ety, have en tered into a Faus tian deal. Yes, we have these
amaz ing hand held mar vels of the dig i tal age—tablets and smart- 
phones—mirac u lous glow ing de vices that con nect peo ple
through out the globe and can lit er ally ac cess the sum of all hu man
knowl edge in the palm of our hand.



But what is the price of all this fu ture tech? The psy che and soul
of an en tire gen er a tion. The sad truth is that for the oh-so-sat is fy- 
ing ease, com fort and tit il la tion of these jew els of the mod ern age,
we’ve un wit tingly thrown an en tire gen er a tion un der the vir tual
bus.

C’mon—aren’t you be ing a bit dra matic? you might ask. But look
around you. Look at any restau rant that has fam i lies with kids;
look at any place where kids and teens hang out—pizze rias,
school yards, friend’s houses—what do you see?

The head-down, glassy-eyed zomb i fi ca tion of kids whose faces
are il lu mi nated by glow ing screens. Like the soul less, ex pres sion- 
less peo ple in In va sion of the Body Snatch ers or the zom bies in
The Walk ing Dead, one by one our young peo ple have fallen vic- 
tim to this dig i tal plague.

I had my first glimpse of this nascent global epi demic back in the
sum mer of 2002 on the is land of Crete. My new ly wed wife and I
had planned a trip to Greece—land of my par ents and an ces tors
—as an es cape from a hec tic life in New York.

Af ter the usual stops at Mykonos and San torini, we de cided to
take the ferry down to the more rugged is land of Crete and hike
sev eral hours down the an cient Samar ian Gorge to the re mote
coastal vil lage of Loutro. It is a mag i cal place: Stun ning, sun-
drenched Greek beach with laugh ing bathers splash ing around in
the clear est blue wa ter; a beau ti ful, tran quil place that time for got .
. . There are no cars, no con ve nience stores, no TV, no flash ing
lights—just tra di tional white washed houses and a hand ful of small
wa ter front inns and their beach front tav er nas.

Loutro is also known as a go-to fam ily des ti na tion. The seclu- 
sion of the traf fic-free vil lage makes it an ideal play ground for kids:
kayak ing, swim ming, climb ing of rocks, games of tag, leaps into
the wa ter—it is a kids’ par adise.



Dur ing our first day there, af ter hav ing spent the whole morn ing
at the beach, we stopped by one of the cafés for a frappe. While
there, I asked the waiter where the re strooms were and was
pointed to ward some steep stairs down to a dimly lit, low-ceilinged
base ment. Once down stairs, I could see an odd glow em a nat ing
from a cor ner in the dark ness. Squint ing to ad just to the dark ened
room, I was able to see the light source: it was Loutro’s ane mic
ver sion of an In ter net café—two old Ap ple com put ers on a tiny ta- 
ble in a cor ner of the de press ing cel lar. As I looked closer, I could
see the dark sil hou ettes of two pudgy Amer i can kids play ing video
games with their round faces il lu mi nated by screens just inches
away from their faces.

That’s odd, I thought; one of the world’s most beau ti ful
seascapes, where the lo cal Greek kids were play ing from sunup to
sun down was just a few feet away, yet these two were holed up in
the dark ness in the mid dle of a sunny af ter noon.

As I chanced into that café a cou ple more times over the week
that we were there, those two kids were al ways in that base ment
with their il lu mi nated faces. Not be ing a par ent my self yet, I didn’t
think that much about the pudgy kids with the glow ing faces and
wrote them off, rather judg men tally, I must ad mit, as prob a bly just
the un healthy chil dren of bad par ents.

Yet I never for got the hyp no tized ex pres sions of those boys
play ing in that hor ri ble cel lar while par adise was just over their
heads. Slowly, as with the drip, drip, drip of a faucet, I be gan to re- 
al ize that the hyp no tized, glassy-eyed stares were spread ing; like
a vir tual scourge, the Glow Kids were mul ti ply ing.

Is this just a harm less in dul gence or fad like some sort of dig i tal
hula hoop? Some say that glow ing screens may even be good for
kids—an in ter ac tive ed u ca tional tool.



But the re search doesn’t bear that out. In fact, there is not one
cred i ble re search study that shows that a child ex posed to more
tech nol ogy ear lier in life has bet ter ed u ca tional out comes than a
tech-free kid; while there is some ev i dence that screen-ex posed
kids may have some in creased pat tern-recog ni tion abil i ties, there
just isn’t any re search that shows that they be come bet ter stu- 
dents or bet ter learn ers.

In stead, what we do have is a grow ing moun tain of ev i dence
show ing that there can be some very sig nif i cant neg a tive clin i cal
and neu ro log i cal ef fects on Glow Kids. Brain-imag ing re search is
show ing that glow ing screens—like those of iPads—are as stim u- 
lat ing to the brain’s plea sure cen ter and as able to in crease lev els
of dopamine (the pri mary feel-good neu ro trans mit ter) as much as
sex does. This brain-or gasm ef fect is what makes screens so ad- 
dic tive for adults, but even more so for chil dren with still-de vel op- 
ing brains that just aren’t equipped to han dle that level of stim u la- 
tion.

What’s more, an ever-in creas ing amount of clin i cal re search cor- 
re lates screen tech with psy chi atric dis or ders like ADHD, ad dic- 
tion, anx i ety, de pres sion, in creased ag gres sion and even psy- 
chosis. Per haps most shock ing of all, re cent brain-imag ing stud ies
con clu sively show that ex ces sive screen ex po sure can neu ro log i- 
cally dam age a young per son’s de vel op ing brain in the same way
that co caine ad dic tion can.

That’s right—a kid’s brain on tech looks like a brain on drugs.
In fact, glow ing screens are such a pow er ful drug that the Uni- 

ver sity of Wash ing ton has been us ing a vir tual re al ity video game
to help burn vic tims with pain man age ment dur ing their treat- 
ments. Amaz ingly, while burn pa tients are im mersed in the game,
they ex pe ri ence a pain-re duc ing, mor phine-like anal gesic ef fect
and thus don’t re quire any ac tual nar cotics. While this is a won der- 



ful use of screen tech nol ogy for pain-man age ment medicine, we
are also un wit tingly giv ing this dig i tal mor phine to kids.

Iron i cally, while we’ve de clared a so-called War on Drugs, we’ve
al lowed this vir tual drug—which Dr. Pe ter Why brow, di rec tor of
neu ro science at UCLA, calls “elec tronic co caine”; which Com man- 
der Dr. An drew Doan, who has an M.D. and Ph.D. in neu ro science
and heads ad dic tion re search for the U.S. Navy, calls dig i tal “phar- 
makeia” (Greek for “drug”); and which Chi nese re searchers call
“elec tronic heroin”—to slip into the homes and class rooms of our
youngest and most vul ner a ble, seem ingly obliv i ous to any neg a- 
tive ef fects.

Mean while, China has iden ti fied In ter net Ad dic tion Dis or der
(IAD) as its num ber-one health cri sis, with more than 20 mil lion In- 
ter net-ad dicted teens, and South Ko rea has opened 400 tech ad- 
dic tion re hab fa cil i ties and given ev ery stu dent, teacher and par ent
a hand book warn ing them of the po ten tial dan gers of screens and
tech nol ogy. Yet here in the United States, clue less and some times
cor rupt school bu reau crats are push ing to put glow ing tablets—
yes, elec tronic co caine—into the hands of ev ery kinder gartener.

Why not? Tech in the class room is big busi ness, es ti mated to
top $60 bil lion by 2018. Yet what I also dis cov ered as I re searched
this book is that tech in the class room is also the story of greed,
scan dal and FBI in ves ti ga tions.

Even if our schools are let ting us down by not pro tect ing kids
from the dan gers of age-in ap pro pri ate tech, surely par ents are be- 
gin ning to see the prob lems as so ci ated with screens? Un for tu- 
nately, many car ing and well-mean ing par ents are ei ther sim ply
not tuned in to how dam ag ing screens are, or those who do sense
that there may be a prob lem re main in con ve nience-in duced de- 
nial.



Af ter all, it is dif fi cult to hear that some thing that so many of us
have come to love can some how be bad for us and even worse
for our kids. We’ve be come so de pen dent on the dig i tal babysit ter
or the so-called vir tual learn ing tool that we don’t re ally want to
hear that our handy-dandy smart phones and our won der ful, all-
know ing iPads can ac tu ally be dam ag ing our kids’ brains—say it
ain’t so!

But like it or not, it is so.
As one of the coun try’s fore most ad dic tion ex perts, I know ad- 

dic tion when I see it. And I’m see ing it in epi demic pro por tions in
the ob ses sive video gam ing, com pul sive tex ting and hyp no tized
stares of the kids I treat. In deed, in the past decade, I’ve done
clin i cal work with over a thou sand teenagers and have no ticed the
in sid i ous and ad dic tive ef fect of screens, which has led to a whole
host of clin i cal dis or ders and a dig i tally in duced ado les cent
malaise.

Yet as screens glaze chil dren the world over, par ents ei ther ig- 
nore the prob lem or just throw up their hands and sigh, “It’s just
the way kids are to day.” But kids haven’t al ways been this way; it’s
only been six years since the in ven tion of the iPad—and in that
blink of time, an en tire gen er a tion of kids has been psy cho log i cally
im pacted and neu ro log i cally rewired.

I’m fully aware that I may get some push back or even anger
from tech lovers and video gamers. But nei ther this book nor I am
anti-tech. Rather, this book is aimed at in form ing adults who care
about the so ci ety they live in while also warn ing and in form ing par- 
ents about the clin i cal and neu ro log i cal dan gers that ex ces sive
screen ex po sure can have on their kids.

I love my tech. I also love driv ing my car; I just don’t think that
my eight-year-old twins should be driv ing it yet. So fret not, video
war riors; my fo cus is tech ef fects on chil dren. I am not here to ad- 



vo cate pulling the plug on those of you past the age of con sent.
Al though you might want to think about get ting out doors a lit tle ev- 
ery now and again. To quote the great William Shat ner in his fa- 
mous Star Trek con ven tion par ody on Sat ur day Night Live years
ago: “Get a life!” And I don’t mean a syn thetic life or even a Sec- 
ond Life. I mean an hon est-to-good ness, walk ing-out doors,
smelling-the-roses, hav ing-a-girl friend, feel ing-the-grass-un der-
your-feet sort of life.

Please don’t get me wrong; I re ally do un der stand the ap peal.
I’m not just an ad dic tion ex pert, I’m also a re cov er ing ad dict—the
orig i nal mas ters of es cap ing re al ity. Truth be told, even though I
have been in re cov ery from my ad dic tion is sues for many, many
years, I find it in creas ingly chal leng ing to main tain a healthy re la- 
tion ship with my se duc tive lit tle smart phone.

Run ning a high-end re hab fa cil ity and treat ing many pa tients, I
ra tio nal ized that I al ways need to be avail able in case of client
emer gen cies. But the re al ity is that it’s hard for me to un plug—
even while on va ca tion. Like the car di ol o gist who smokes, I re al ize
that I’m not im mune to ad dic tive ten den cies creep ing back into my
life. And I’m also left won der ing: if I’m hav ing such a hard time
man ag ing my tech us age with my fully de vel oped adult brain, with
all of my train ing and ad dic tion re cov ery work, what chance does
an im pul sive eight-year-old have?

What ever we may think about tech us age for adults, a per son
doesn’t need to be an ad dic tion ex pert or a neu ro sci en tist—or a
Lud dite—to see the un de ni ably neg a tive ef fects of age-in ap pro pri- 
ate tech, both in the lat est re search and in the ev ery day re al ity of
plugged-in and tuned-out kids.

Yet as smart writ ers and witty blog gers de bate the pros and
cons of tech nol ogy, the ever-in creas ing ubiq uity of tech is do ing
real dam age to kids now.



As the late, great Yogi would say, it’s get ting late early.

—NK
Jan u ary 2016

Sag Har bor, NY



ONE

IN VA SION OF THE GLOW KIDS

LOST IN THE MA TRIX

It was al most ten years ago when I had my “Hous ton, we have a
prob lem” mo ment. Sure, I had first seen some dis con cert ing red
flags in Greece years ear lier, but up un til 2007 I was still bliss fully
un aware of the sever ity of the prob lem; I hadn’t yet fully grasped
just how neu ro log i cally dam ag ing and ad dict ing hyp notic glow ing
screens could be for kids.

All of that changed one cool af ter noon in Oc to ber of that year. I
thought that I knew a lot about ad dic tion—af ter all, I taught the
sub ject at a ma jor uni ver sity, was a pro fes sor of neu ro science on
the doc toral level and spe cial ized in the treat ment of ad dic tion in
my clin i cal prac tice. So I had seen all of the var i ous fla vors of ad- 
dic tion—or so I thought.

I also thought that I had seen ev ery thing when it came to work- 
ing with young peo ple. As the men tal health provider at a lo cal
high school, I had treated hun dreds of teenagers; I’d seen sex u- 
ally abused kids, drug-ad dicted stu dents, an ti so cial teens, gang
mem bers, an ar chists, pe dophiles, schizophren ics, Columbine-

style mis fits, cut ters, ob ses sive-com pul sives and ar son ists.* It was
all in a day’s work.

But I was en tirely un pre pared for “Dan,” a young boy who was
re ferred to me on that fate ful day in 2007.

As he walked into my of fice, he looked dazed and dis ori ented . .
. and ter ri fied. He slowly sat down, ner vously fid get ing in the chair



across from my desk, con stantly jerk ing his head as he kept fear- 
fully look ing around my of fice.

I asked him if he knew where he was; he didn’t an swer. He just
kept ner vously blink ing and look ing around, his head in per pet ual
mo tion.

“Dan, do you know where you are?” I asked once again.
Again, no an swer.
Af ter a long, un com fort able si lence, he abruptly looked to ward

my ceil ing lights and squinted, try ing to get his bear ings. Still blink- 
ing hard, he looked down again, his dark brown eyes fix ing on
mine. His face re flected the ter ror and con fu sion of peo ple who
see things—some times hor ri ble, some times mun dane—that the
rest of us can’t. I rec og nized that fright ened look; I had seen it
many times in my work with schizophren ics.

Al though this pale and greasy-haired 16-year-old high school ju- 
nior wear ing a weath ered Metal lica T-shirt didn’t have any his tory
of men tal ill ness or sub stance abuse, he’d been sent to my of fice
be cause he’d been act ing very strangely.

I asked him again, more firmly: “Dan, do you know where you
are?”

He blinked once more.
Then, fi nally, he looked straight at me and stam mered in a tone

of gen uine con fu sion: “Are . . . are . . . we still in the game?”
No, we most cer tainly were not.
“Dan” was my first en counter—in what would even tu ally be

many—of gam ing-in duced psy chosis (also called Game Trans fer

Phe nom ena1 [GTP] or the “Tetris Ef fect”2), a form of psy chotic
break that can oc cur when ex ces sive gam ing, of ten com bined with
sleep de pri va tion, blurs the line be tween what’s real and what’s
fan tasy. And, sure enough, Dan had been play ing the fan tasy
game World of War craft—lov ingly called “WoW crack” by many of



its ad dicted devo tees—for 10 to 12 hours a day and had be come
lost in the Ma trix.

I would dis cover that World of War craft is a myth i cal role-play ing
game (RPG) that takes place in a fan tasy realm called Aze roth
and tells the story of the war be tween two fac tions, the Al liance
and the Horde. In cred i bly in-depth, with well-writ ten lore and
player-cre ated and -ad min is trated guilds, WoW of fers a rich fan- 
tasy ex pe ri ence with op por tu ni ties for so cial in ter ac tions (via voice
in ter face) with other gamers (these player-con nected games are
known as mas sively mul ti player on line games, or MMOs).

Play ers be come emo tion ally in vested in these worlds, the pro- 
gres sion of their char ac ters, and the bonds with their fel low play- 
ers. In deed, with over ten mil lion sub scribers, World of War craft is
the world’s most pop u lar mas sively mul ti player on line role play ing
game (MMORPG) in the world.

As I sat there try ing to as sess Dan, I re al ized that kids get ting
lost in the fan tasy of a video game was new ter ri tory for me. Re al- 
ity blur ring has long been the purview of psy che delic drugs; ad dic- 
tion psy chol o gists are used to work ing with the sub stance-in duced
psy chosis of LSD, mesca line and an gel dust. Yet now it seemed
that this new mind bend ing of the twenty-first cen tury was the
byprod uct of a dig i tal drug.

As Dan sat in my of fice, he was vis i bly scared and con fused. He
suf fered from psy chi atric symp toms of both de re al iza tion (not
know ing what’s real) and de per son al iza tion (when peo ple feel that
they them selves aren’t real); his brain had been fried by his com- 
plete im mer sion in his fan tasy game.

In my work with psy chi atric clients who had these kinds of dis so- 
cia tive ex pe ri ences, I knew that ground ing tech niques could be
help ful. Es sen tially, you help the client use his or her five senses
to feel the im me di acy—the phys i cal ity—of the present mo ment.



Dan and I tried stand ing to gether and mak ing a loud clap ping
sound; that seemed to help snap him out of his delu sion for a mo- 
ment. I asked him to grab and crum ple a piece of pa per, which he
did.

“Where are we?”
“You’re in my of fice talk ing to me. Are you still in the game?”
“No, I don’t think so . . . but I feel weird . . . like I’m still not in my

body.”
Dan went on to de scribe his WoW-play ing ex pe ri ences. He was

so ad dicted to WoW that he’d play straight through the night and
wouldn’t eat, sleep or go to the bath room; when na ture called,
he’d sim ply pee in a ma son jar next to his com puter. I would even- 
tu ally find out that pee ing in jars isn’t un com mon for World of War- 
craft en thu si asts; the ad dic tive grav i ta tional pull of the game is so
pow er ful that they’ve been known to wear di a pers, like deep-
space as tro nauts or long-haul truck ers, so as to not miss a mo- 

ment’s play ing time.3

Then he started to cry. “I’m scared. I don’t know what’s hap pen- 
ing . . . am I go ing crazy?”

Be cause his symp toms would briefly get bet ter, then abruptly
worsen as flash back im ages of the game would over whelm him
again, he was sent to a psy chi atric emer gency room. The poor kid
had to spend a month as an in pa tient on the psych unit in or der to
get sta bi lized with phar ma ceu ti cal an tipsy chotic meds and psy- 
chother apy so that he could even tu ally retether him self to re al ity.

While he was in the hos pi tal, I spoke with his mother and asked
her about his ex ces sive all-night video game play ing. His mother
was a sin gle mom with a lim ited ed u ca tion who worked at the lo cal
Wal mart; while she was mildly con cerned about his vam pire-like
hours, she was happy that at least he was “safe at home and not



run ning the streets like other kids” when he was holed up in his
room play ing video games.

When he was re leased from the hos pi tal, he asked for my help
to stay off of the games. I en cour aged him to throw all of his video
games and gam ing de vices in the trash and to start re con nect ing
with things he used to like do ing. He had, pre-video games, liked
to play bas ket ball in the lo cal play ground—I en cour aged him to go
out side and play again.

About a week later, I re ceived an an gry call from his mother.
“Do you know how much money those games and elec tron ics

cost that you en cour aged him to throw away? Do you?!”
Taken aback, I re sponded: “Your son was just re leased from

spend ing a month in a psy chi atric hos pi tal with prob lems that
seem to be ei ther di rectly re lated to, or at least im pacted by, his
play ing of video games. He may have other un der ly ing prob lems
—we don’t know yet—but those games were not help ing.”

I paused and then tried my best to help her un der stand that Dan
wanted off of the games. “Lis ten, Mrs. Smith—he asked for help to
stay off of those games. He asked for help.”

I don’t shock eas ily, but I was shocked by her re ply: “Yeah, but
now he wants to go out side and play! He wants to go to the play- 
ground and play bas ket ball! God knows what could hap pen to him
out side!”

* * *

Over time, it be came clear to me: the video game phe nom e non
was about kids seek ing some thing and par ents, al beit mis guid- 
edly, think ing that they were keep ing their kids safe in doors. Or, if
they re ally wanted to feel bet ter about the dig i tal babysit ter, be liev- 
ing that video games and screens might even be ed u ca tional, or
en hanc ing their chil dren’s abil ity to fo cus, or in creas ing their hand-



eye co or di na tion, or do ing what ever else the game pack ag ing
might claim.

Un for tu nately, since I worked with Dan in 2007, screen cul ture
and video game play ing has spread like wild fire. To day, 97 per cent
of all Amer i can chil dren be tween the ages of 2 and 17 play video

games.4 That’s 64 mil lion kids. And those num bers are ris ing ev- 
ery year.

What’s driv ing that growth—what’s so ap peal ing about play ing a
video game?

Sure, shooter games can cre ate an adren a line rush, and kids
cer tainly like that; and match-three puz zle games like Candy
Crush and build ing-block games with in creas ing lev els like
Minecraft cer tainly have their own highly ad dic tive ap peal. But
what are we to make of the ex plo sion of myth and fan tasy games
like World of War craft that ap peal to tens of mil lions of kids? I’ve
come to un der stand that, for some, the ap peal here is much
deeper and more fun da men tal than just adren a line. In deed, the
need for myth i cal ex pe ri ences may be hard wired into our hu man
psy che.

The leg endary Swiss psy chol o gist Carl Jung and his devo tee,
the mythol o gist and writer Joseph Camp bell, both wrote ex ten- 
sively about our need for myth and the soul-feed ing role of ar che- 
typal ex pe ri ences. On a very deep and hu man level, we need our
myths—our cre ation sto ries, our hero’s jour neys, our para bles and
our moral ity tales.

Yet, by and large, we have lost that in our mod ern age. Al most
100 years ago, Jung wrote that the mod ern world had been “de- 

mys ti fied” and was ex pe ri enc ing a “poverty” of mean ing5; while
the ad vances of sci ence have cer tainly im mea sur ably im proved
our lives with ev ery thing from med i cal cures to use ful house hold
gad gets, the icon o clasm of sci ence has also cre ated a mean ing



void. Sci ence has stripped us of our myths, telling us that there
are no gods or demons, no heaven and hell, no Elysian mys ter ies,
no Santa Claus and no tooth fairy. In deed, we are told by sci ence
that the world is a rather cold, mech a nis tic place with out myth or
mean ing—the nec es sary life blood of the hu man psy che.

In that ar che typal desert, myth-starved young peo ple grav i tate
to fan tasy worlds where they can play out the most fun da men tal of
archetypes—the hero’s jour ney. In The Hero with a Thou sand

Faces (1949),6 Joseph Camp bell de scribes this archetype, which
can be found in the myths of ev ery cul ture: A hero who has to
over come ob sta cles, pass ini ti a tion rites and cross var i ous thresh- 
olds to achieve some trans for ma tional goal that’s the ob ject of his
or her quest. In that sense, many of to day’s myth i cal fan tasy
games like World of War craft are noth ing more than dig i tal ver- 
sions of the hero’s jour ney writ small on a hyp notic glow ing
screen.

As I worked with hun dreds of gamers, it be came ap par ent to me
that many of these kids were look ing for some sort of deeper con- 
nec tion and a sense of pur pose. Alien ated and adrift in soul less
and in sti tu tional high schools, the mean ing-starved kid finds pur- 
pose in a dig i tal fan tasy realm of ad ven ture where there are mon- 
sters to slay, com peti tors to van quish and prizes to at tain; there is
a soul-sat is fy ing sense of pur pose—and, if the games are played
with oth ers, a shared sense of pur pose.

As I treated and talked to my var i ous young clients, an other dy- 
namic also re vealed it self: es cape. Imag ine you’re a teenager and
just don’t feel like you quite fit in. Or you don’t like the way that
you look or live with a dys func tional fam ily; or let’s say that you
feel alone and empty and are of ten de pressed. You hate school
and have no real friends. In the cruel dy nam ics of the ado les cent
hi er ar chy and peck ing or der, you are on the out side look ing in—



af ter all, there can be only so many kids sit ting at the cool ta ble in
the school cafe te ria.

Would you es cape from that life if you could?
For some, the Ma trix does have its ap peal.
Sure, there are the old stand bys of drugs and al co hol to help

ease the dis com fort of not fit ting in or not feel ing com fort able in
your own skin. But to day kids also have mag i cal fan tasy worlds to
lose and rein vent them selves in; worlds where they can cre ate
strong and pow er ful ma jes tic per sonas that get to shoot ev ery one
into obliv ion, all while pur su ing some no ble com mon goal.

Which would you choose: be ing on the out side look ing in at the
cool lunch ta ble or be ing a mag i cal war lock who can con quer en- 
tire worlds?

I had worked with one gam ing-ad dicted 16-year-old boy named
“Matthew” who couldn’t stop play ing Fi nal Fan tasy. Fi nal Fan tasy,
like World of War craft, is also a fan tasy RPG in which four youths
called the Light War riors each carry one of their world’s four el e- 
men tal orbs, which have been dark ened by the four El e men tal
Fiends. To gether, the Light War riors go on a quest to de feat the
evil forces, re store light to the orbs and save their world. It’s a boil- 
er plate hero’s jour ney.

I could un der stand how Matthew be came en tirely con sumed by
this game: Matthew was a very sweet, sen si tive and soft-spo ken
young man who lived in a filthy, di lap i dated house with dis abled
par ents. His fa ther was a dis abled vet eran, his mother a home- 
bound, men tally ill woman on dis abil ity. Their house was such an
un san i tary pigsty that Child Pro tec tive Ser vices was fre quently at
their home. In school, Matthew would be mocked with the nick- 
name “Roach Boy” as, on sev eral oc ca sions, cock roaches lit er ally
fell out of his cloth ing and onto his desk.



No, it wasn’t hard to fig ure out why Matthew pre ferred to spend
most of his wak ing life as a Light War rior in Fi nal Fan tasy rather
than as Roach Boy.

But not all kids who be come ad dicted to es cape come from such
dys func tion. Oth ers come from beau ti ful homes with lov ing par- 
ents. In some of those cases, the kid isn’t nec es sar ily es cap ing
from some ter ri ble ex ter nal re al ity; rather, he or she may be es- 
cap ing in trapsy chic demons or dis com fort.

“Jonathan” was just such a young man. His mother was a
beloved ed u ca tor at a lo cal school, his fa ther a kind and sup port- 
ive dad who owned his own busi ness. Al ways in tro spec tive, Jon
started hav ing in creas ingly dark thoughts and be gan ex plor ing the
world of ex treme con spir acy the o ries: 9/11 truthers, Il lu mi nati, One
World Or der. He be gan grav i tat ing to a group of goth kids, but
even tu ally even they found his an ti so cial rant ings to be too much.
Iso lated, he talked of mov ing into a cabin and get ting “off the grid.”
In stead, he fell into the Ma trix, as he too lost him self in World of
War craft.

For the so cially bet ter-ad justed, the traps are dif fer ent. If you are
lucky enough to be part of the cool lunch ta ble, es cap ing into a
video game may not be as com pelling. Sure, it may be fun on a
sheer adren a line level to play some shooter games, but you get to
sit at the cool ta ble, so who needs to es cape 24/7? Yes, you may
not be as into gam ing if you’re one of the cool kids—but so cial
me dia, now that’s an other story.

Mean Girls—and Guys—are no longer lim ited to good old word-
of-mouth gos sip and ver bal put-downs in main tain ing the so cial
peck ing or der; now they have the am pli fi ca tion of Face book, In sta- 
gram, Snapchat, Twit ter, Kik, and ev ery other so cial me dia site at
their dis posal to add to their ar se nal.



Here’s the rub: video games for the alien ated kid and so cial me- 
dia for the cheer leader are both just as ad dict ing as heroin is to a

junkie.7 With ev ery burst of vir tual gun fire, ev ery text and tweet,
there is a re lease—a lit tle squirt—of dopamine, just as surely as

co caine tick les our dopamine neu ro trans mit ters.8 And, un for tu- 
nately, some kids, based on ge net ics and psy cho log i cal tem per a- 
ment, may al ready be pre dis posed to ward ad dic tive per son al i ties
and thus might be more vul ner a ble to get ting hooked on these
var i ous dig i tal dopamine stim u lants.

But I have learned one other very im por tant les son in my years
of work ing with ad dic tion. Even the “av er age” per son or kid can
get hooked—the kid with out the lousy home life or in ter nal
demons can get trapped by ad dic tion too. Re gard less of why you
do it, if you drink too much or play dopamine-ac ti vat ing video
games all day, ad dic tion can suck you in as well.

Sur pris ingly, dig i tal drugs may be even more in sid i ous and prob- 
lem atic than il licit drugs be cause we don’t have our guard up
about them; mean while, they’re ubiq ui tous, con tin u ously re in- 
forced and more so cially ac cepted than their re viled pow dered
coun ter parts, mak ing them so much more ac ces si ble.

You cer tainly won’t find pow dered drugs in the class room, but
you’ll def i nitely see tablets, Game Boys and smart phones with all
of their ad dict ing and po ten tially mind-al ter ing ef fects. Even more
dis turbingly, the kids get ting ex posed to these dig i tal drugs are
get ting younger and younger and younger.

THE TETRIS EF FECT

It’s a typ i cal sub ur ban third-grade class room: art projects on the
cin der-block walls; eight-year-olds sit ting at their desks in small
clus ters; an earnest young teacher stand ing at the front of the
class room.



The kids have just come back from re cess, and there’s an ex- 
cited mur mur in the class be cause read ing time is about to be gin
—and that means iPads! The teacher walks over, un locks the tech
cab i net, and asks the kids to line up to get their tablets; there are
smiles and gig gles as the happy chil dren get their de vices. Once
back in their seats, they log on to Raz Kids and go to An i mals, An- 
i mals, the e-book where they left off the day be fore.

“Con tinue read ing at your own pace—and let me know if you
have any ques tions,” their teacher sooth ingly in structs the stu- 
dents, who are all now fully im mersed in their tablets. A pig tailed
girl uses her fin ger to read about the humps of camels; a lanky
boy sit ting clos est to the teacher is putting his face close to the
screen to look at a photo of a hip popota mus.

En gaged and com pli ant stu dents; a car ing and sup port ive
teacher—the ideal of tech-stu dent-teacher syn ergy ap pears to be
as promised.

But af ter a few min utes, a cou ple of the kids be gin to fid get and
tap their feet; two boys in one clus ter to ward the back of the class
have switched off Raz Kids and have be gun play ing Minecraft. Fif- 
teen min utes later, as the teacher asks the class to put down their
iPads be cause read ing time is over, the two boys are vis i bly ag i- 
tated and de fi ant; the teacher has to move closer to them and re- 
peat her re quest. While one boy ac qui esces, the other re mains
de fi ant and shouts, “No, I don’t want to!”

The teacher would tell me later: “Usu ally when I ask them to put
away their tablets, a cou ple of the stu dents al ways get ag i tated
and de fi ant. What up sets me is how an gry they can get when I ask
them to stop; the one boy in par tic u lar al most al ways has an out- 
burst.”

An other third-grade teacher had this un set tling ex pe ri ence: “One
day when we were do ing read ing club—out of a reg u lar book—I



asked Sam, a sweet and thought ful boy, what he thought about
the pas sage that we had just read. But he was just star ing straight
ahead with a va cant look on his face. I was re ally con cerned.
When I asked him, ‘Sam, what are you think ing about right now?’
he said, ‘I can’t get PlaySta tion 4 out of my head.’” Yet an other
shaggy-haired eight-year-old boy in a dif fer ent class talked about
not be ing able to get the cubes of Minecraft out of his mind and
see ing them when he woke up in the morn ing.

Like my World of War craft–ob sessed client Dan, these two boys
were also ex pe ri enc ing a milder form of Game Trans fer Phe nom- 
ena, or the Tetris Ef fect, a term that’s been used to de scribe a
phe nom e non in which ob ses sive video gamers be gin to see the
shapes and pat terns of their games in tru sively in their wak ing
thoughts and/or dreams.

The con di tion is named af ter the iconic 1980s video game of the
same name that in volved putting squared “tetro mi nos” to gether.
Af ter the game was in tro duced, peo ple started re port ing that they
were ex pe ri enc ing hal lu ci na tions of the cubes or, in other in- 
stances, per ceiv ing the real world as be ing made up of in ter con- 
nect ing shapes that could fit to gether. Still oth ers re ported see ing
fall ing tetro mi nos on the pe riph ery of their vis ual field or in their
dreams.

But this elec tronic in va sion of the mind has ex tended way be- 
yond Tetris and squares. Pro fes sor Dr. Mark Grif fiths and Dr. An- 
gel ica Or tiz de Gor tari at Not ting ham Trent Uni ver sity in Great
Britain re cently con ducted three stud ies with more than 1,600
video gamers and dis cov ered that they all had, at some point, ex- 

pe ri enced Game GTP.9 Their symp toms in cluded in vol un tary sen- 
sa tions, thoughts, ac tions and/or re flexes in re la tion to the video
game—some times hours or even days af ter they had stopped
play ing.



Some re ported that they were able to hear sound ef fects, mu sic
and char ac ters’ voices; sounds in cluded those of ex plo sions, bul- 
lets be ing fired, sword swipes, screams and even breath ing from
the game. One gamer re ported hear ing some one con stantly whis- 
per ing “death” for a few days af ter he had stopped play ing; still
oth ers re ported see ing im ages from their games pop up in front of
their eyes.

Now, some might say that, well, if I read a book I might also fall
asleep and dream of a char ac ter, or that maybe I would day dream
about some as pect of a tele vi sion show. That all may be true. But
it seems that the in ten sive and hy per arous ing dig i tal im agery of
our in ter ac tive screens cre ates more of an in va sive and in tru sive
men tal as sault on our psy ches than do books and tele vi sion
shows.

Par tic i pants in the study10 de scribed be ing ter ri fied when ad- 
just ing to the real world—“I was freaked out when I went out side
and trees were round and not square like the videogame I had
been play ing”—or of be ing con sumed by thoughts of the game: “I
can not stop think ing about Minecraft. It’s ru in ing my life.” Yet oth- 
ers ex pressed con cerns that they may con fuse re al ity with the
game: “It was scary be cause I would al ways worry that if I was
tired or not pay ing at ten tion I would by mis take switch over to
Grand Theft Auto IV mode and drive over cars and peo ple.”

Clearly, these are more ex treme ex pe ri ences than just day- 
dreams about a book that one has just read. Ac cord ing to Dr. Grif- 
fiths and Dr. de Gor tari, their re search in di cates that some gamers
can not stop think ing about the games, while oth ers dis play signs
of con fus ing the video games with real life. These are ex actly the
con di tions I had dis cov ered among the gamers I had worked with.
Ac cord ing to Dr. de Gor tari, this video-game-vs.-real-world con fu- 
sion can look like psy chosis: “This re search sup ports find ings of



pre vi ous stud ies into Game Trans fer Phe nom ena, which show that
video game play ing can in duce pseudo-hal lu ci na tory-like ex pe ri- 
ences.” While these au di tory, vis ual and tac tile hal lu ci na tions are
usu ally tem po rary, in some in stances they per sist and are re cur- 
ring.

In ad di tion, as with any drug, the more you take, the worse the
out comes—and dig i tal drugs are no dif fer ent. Sure enough, the re- 
searchers found that ex ces sive video gam ing led to a higher like li- 
hood of Game Trans fer Phe nom ena, which, in turn, of ten led to
sleep de pri va tion, which seemed to am plify the neg a tive GTP ef- 
fect. It’s also im por tant to keep in mind that, while the ages of the
study par tic i pants ranged from 12 to 56, most were ei ther
teenagers or adults—not chil dren. Know ing what we know about
the brain and its de vel op ment, we would an tic i pate that these neg- 
a tive GTP ef fects would be mag ni fied in young chil dren.

In ad di tion to the study by Dr. Grif fiths and Dr. de Gor tari, there
is other clin i cal re search point ing to ward screens and video
games as con trib u tors to psy chi atric dis or ders that present as
schizophre nia and/or psy chosis. In 2011 re searchers at Tel Aviv
Uni ver sity pub lished what they be lieved were the first doc u mented
cases of “In ter net-re lated psy chosis,” in di cat ing that tech was gen- 
er at ing “true psy chotic phe nom ena” and that “the spi ral ing use of
the in ter net and its po ten tial in psy chopathol ogy are new con se- 

quences of our times.”11

Dr. Joel Gold, a psy chi a trist at New York Uni ver sity (NYU), and
his brother Ian, a psy chi a try re searcher and pro fes sor at McGill
Uni ver sity, are in ves ti gat ing whether the re al ity-sev er ing as pects
of tech nol ogy can lead to hal lu ci na tions, delu sions and gen uine

psy chosis.12 At Stan ford, psy chi a trist and au thor Dr. Elias Abou- 
jaoude is study ing whether some dig i tal avatars, pop u lar in games
such as Sec ond Life, could clin i cally qual ify as forms of al ter ego



that is of ten as so ci ated with what was for merly known as mul ti ple
per son al ity dis or der, now known as dis so cia tive iden tity dis or der in
the DSM (the Di ag nos tic and Sta tis ti cal Man ual for Men tal Dis or- 
ders—oth er wise known as the “Bible” of the men tal health pro fes- 

sion).13 It’s a pro found ques tion: do kids who cre ate gam ing
avatars suf fer from a ver sion of mul ti ple per son al ity dis or der? Are
they be com ing dig i tal Sybils?

Not only are hy per arous ing screens and video game im agery
hav ing a pro foundly pen e trat ing and sear ing ef fect on young peo- 
ple’s psy ches and men tal health, but they’re also af fect ing the
neu ro bi ol ogy of their brains as well.

Aside from sev eral brain-imag ing stud ies that show the par al lels
be tween screen ad dic tion and sub stance ad dic tion, there is also a
2016 brain-imag ing study pub lished in the jour nal Molec u lar Psy- 
chi a try in which video games were found to af fect the de vel op- 
ment of mi crostruc tural prop er ties of the brain as so ci ated with

neg a tive psy cho log i cal out comes.14

The study looked at the brains of 114 video game–play ing boys
and 126 video game–play ing girls. Us ing dif fu sion ten sor imag ing
to mea sure “mean dif fu siv ity” (MD), or mi crostruc tural prop er ties
of var i ous parts of the brain, the re searchers found that “video
game play ing di rectly or in di rectly dis rupts the de vel op ment of
prefer able neu ral sys tems . . . re lated to the de vel op ment of ver bal
in tel li gence” and that there was an as so ci a tion be tween in creased
video game play ing and the de layed de vel op ment of mi crostruc- 
tures in ex ten sive brain re gions and of ver bal in tel li gence.

In short, the re searchers found that the more video games the
kids played, the greater MD in key parts of the brain—and in- 
creased MD equates to lower tis sue den sity and a de crease of
cel lu lar struc tures. Not good things.



Evo lu tion ary neu ro bi o log i cal adap ta tion takes time; we still have
es sen tially the same brains geared for hunt ing and gath er ing that
our an ces tors did. Our brains are sim ply not de signed for the vis- 
ual hy per stim u la tion with which re cently de vel oped dig i tal tech nol- 
ogy bom bards us. In my work teach ing neu ropsy chol ogy, it is well
un der stood that brain de vel op ment is a frag ile process that can be
eas ily dis rupted by both un der stim u la tion and over stim u la tion—
such as the over stim u la tion that the brain of a gamer ex pe ri ences.

We’ve now seen re search show ing that hy per stim u lat ing screen
im agery can sear into kids’ con scious ness and haunt their
thoughts and dreams—and now we’re see ing that it’s ac tu ally also
“dis rupt ing” their brain de vel op ment.

And yet the march to ward more and more screens in the hands
of younger and younger chil dren con tin ues.

AD DICT ING KIDS

Clearly, to day’s dig i tal screens are not the in nocu ous, rab bit-eared
TV screens of yes ter year. While peo ple wor ried about tele vi sion’s
ef fects, the hyp notic power of im mer sive and in ter ac tive dig i tal
screens on young minds is an al to gether dif fer ent an i mal. In ad di- 
tion to the just-cited stud ies, other re search is in di cat ing a more
dopamine-ac ti vat ing—and thus po ten tially more ad dict ing—ef fect
than TV, as well as an in crease in clin i cal dis or ders such as

ADHD,15 ag gres sion,16 mood dis or ders17 and, as just dis- 
cussed, psy chosis.

One young mother told me of the time when she walked into her
seven-year-old’s bed room in the mid dle of the night to check on
him and was hor ri fied by what she found: he had been play ing
Minecraft and had gone into a trance; he was sit ting up in his bed
star ing wide-eyed, his blood shot eyes look ing into the dis tance as



his glow ing iPad lay next to him. Be side her self with panic, she
had to shake the boy re peat edly to snap him out of it.

The mother of that boy was a car ing and well-ed u cated pro fes- 
sional who had sac ri ficed and done all the right things to make
sure that her son re ceived the sup port and tools he needed to
grow into a happy and healthy adult. Dis traught, she could not un- 
der stand how her once-healthy and happy lit tle boy had be come
so ad dicted to the game that he wound up in a cata tonic stu por.

Sadly, for many chil dren, Minecraft and child hood have be come
syn ony mous. In deed, with more than 100 mil lion reg is tered users,

Minecraft is the best-sell ing com puter game of all time.18 De- 
signed by the small Swedish soft ware com pany Mo jang—and re- 
cently sold to Mi cro soft for $2.5 bil lion—the game is hailed for its
cre ative, Lego-like build ing ca pa bil i ties.

Show ing im ages of 3D cubes that rep re sent ma te ri als like dirt,
stone and var i ous valu able ores, the game re quires the player to
gather these ma te rial blocks and use them to build a shel ter to
sur vive the night—when all the mon sters come out. Once the
player fin ishes a day (20 min utes in real time), he or she re peats
the cy cle, build ing more com plex shel ters and stock ing up on vi tal
re sources in or der to sur vive.

Yet Minecraft is in ev ery way—clin i cally and neu ro log i cally—an
ad dict ing drug. Minecraft pro po nents will use the magic buzz word
“ed u ca tional” to de flect any con cern but fail to pro duce any re- 
search or ev i dence that ac tu ally show that video games can lead
to in creased learn ing. Sure, there is some ev i dence that that video
games can in crease spa tial aware ness and pat tern recog ni tion—
but at what cost?

His tory is full of ex am ples of new “mir a cle” fixes that only wors- 
ened the prob lem that they en deav ored to cure. Ninth-cen tury Chi- 
nese al chemists in vented gun pow der as a medic i nal elixir that



would help achieve im mor tal ity; but rather than length en ing life,
gun pow der, as we all know, has ended more lives than any other
sub stance ever cre ated. Sig mund Freud be lieved co caine was a
“mag i cal” drug that could cure de pres sion and mor phine ad dic tion
—not cause its own epi demic ad dic tion; heroin was also ini tially
hailed as a mir a cle drug when it was in vented by the Ger mans in
the 1870s as a “safe and non-ad dic tive” al ter na tive to mor phine.
We know how that wound up.

Video games in gen eral, and es pe cially video games in the
class room, are a prob lem. There is re search—which we will ex- 
am ine—that shows us that this “ed u ca tional” cure is in deed a dig i- 
tal drug in sheep’s cloth ing, neu ro log i cally and psy cho log i cally
dam ag ing with only mar ginal po ten tial ben e fits not worth the cost
—al though, of course, the man u fac tur ers would tell us dif fer ently.
Re ally, this is no dif fer ent from 1950s Amer ica, when Big To bacco
told us that to bacco is great for you and Joe Camel told kids to
puff away—cig a rettes are cool and fun!

And just how is Minecraft an ad dict ing dig i tal drug?
The ever-in creas ing and never-end ing “lim it less pos si bil i ties” of

the game cre ate a very hyp notic grip on kids. That hyp notic pull
along with the stim u lat ing hy per arous ing con tent cre ates a
“dopamin er gic” (dopamine-in creas ing) ef fect; that dopamine in- 
crease be comes the key in gre di ent in a pri mor dial ad dic tion-form- 
ing dy namic.

The most prim i tive part of our brains—the medulla and cere bel- 
lum—cra dle our an cient dopamine-re ward path ways. And when
an ac tion has a feel-good re sult—like find ing food or dis cov er ing
some thing new on the In ter net or in a video game—dopamine is
re leased, which feels plea sur able and cre ates a more-we-get-
more-we-want ad dic tive cy cle.



In ad di tion, the game also cre ates the op por tu nity for nov elty,
some thing our brains are hard wired to ex plore. Dr. Pe ter Why- 
brow, UCLA’s di rec tor of the In sti tute for Neu ro science and Hu man
Be hav ior, has called com put ers and com puter games “elec tronic
co caine” and de scribes this nov elty-seek ing ad dic tive dy namic this
way: “Our brains are wired for find ing im me di ate re ward. With
tech nol ogy, nov elty is the re ward. You es sen tially be come ad- 

dicted to nov elty.”19

What also makes Minecraft par tic u larly ad dic tive goes be yond
the com pul sive nov elty of Lego-like block build ing and the
dopamine in crease; com bin ing ar che typal im agery with ba sic prin- 
ci ples of be hav ioral psy chol ogy, Mo jang cre ated a game that re lies
on a sys tem of re wards to keep kids play ing. Since the re wards
(the ores) are dis trib uted ran domly through the “earth,” the player
never knows which strike of the pickax will find that sought-af ter
gold or di a monds. Just as in casino slot ma chines, this is known
as a vari able ra tio re ward sched ule, the most habit-form ing and
ad dict ing re ward sched ule—just ask any pen sioner who has com- 
pul sively gam bled away an en tire pay check, one quar ter at a time,
to the one-armed ban dit.

And then there is the hor monal-arousal as pect.
Ac cord ing to Com man der Dr. Doan of the U.S. Navy: “Any time

that there’s arousal, there can be ad dic tion be cause it feels good.
Re search shows that when the brain is stim u lated, that arousal
mech a nism also stim u lates the pi tu itary gland through the hy po- 
thal a mus. So the hy po thal a mus-pi tu itary-adrenal axis (HPA) is
also stim u lated; that’s the adren a line rush that’s es sen tial with
gam ing. The kids’ blood pres sure goes up, their palms get sweaty,
their pupils con strict—they’re all revved up in a state of fight or
flight mode. Then there’s also the dopamine re sponse in the



dopamine-re ward path way which makes the kid want to chase
that adren a line rush again.”

And, as any neu ro sci en tist can tell you, adren a line and
dopamine make for a po tent and ad dic tive com bi na tion.

What we are dis cov er ing is that video gam ing is per vert ing an
an cient neu ral-hor monal net work. Un like our an ces tors, who were
in fight-or-flight adrenal arousal for only brief, acute pe ri ods of
emer gency—like be ing chased by a lion—to day’s tech keeps the
adren a line and the fight-or-flight re sponse on per pet ual high alert
for hour af ter hour of game play. That con stant adrenal stress is
not a good thing; the im mune sys tem gets com pro mised, in flam- 
ma tion in creases, and cor ti sol and blood pres sure spike. And
there are be hav ioral con se quences as well.

Ac cord ing to Dr. Why brow: “When the stress re sponse is con tin- 
u ously in play, it causes us to be come ag gres sive, hy per vig i lant,
over ac tive.” Dr. Why brow draws par al lels be tween symp toms of
tech ad dic tion and those of clin i cal ma nia: rapid speech and ex- 
cite ment over ac quir ing new things are fol lowed by sleep loss, ir ri- 
tabil ity and de pres sion.

This ad dic tive adrenal arousal is no ac ci dent. The video game
busi ness is a so phis ti cated, multi bil lion-dol lar in dus try de voted en- 
tirely to cre at ing ad dic tive prod ucts aimed at de fense less kids and
young peo ple—like shoot ing fish in a bar rel. Ac cord ing to Dr.
Doan, the en tire fo cus of the re search and de vel op ment de part- 
ments of the gam ing in dus try is to make games as stim u lat ing and
arous ing to chil dren as pos si ble, be cause that’s what am pli fies the
ad dic tive ef fect and sells the most games.

“Gam ing com pa nies will hire the best neu ro bi ol o gists and neu ro- 
sci en tists to hook up elec trodes to the test-gamer. If they don’t
elicit the blood pres sure that they shoot for—typ i cally 180 over
120 or 140 within a few min utes of play ing, and if they don’t show



sweat ing and an in crease in their gal vanic skin re sponses, they go
back and tweak the game to get that max i mum ad dict ing and
arous ing re sponse that they’re look ing for,” Dr. Doan ex plains.

Can some thing so arous ing to the brain and ner vous sys tem of
a child some how also be ed u ca tional, as Minecraft’s pro po nents
would have us be lieve?

As Lisa Guernsey, an ed u ca tion and tech nol ogy jour nal ist, dis- 
cov ered with her own daugh ters: “I have an acute love-hate re la- 
tion ship with this game [Minecraft]. One minute I’m mes mer ized
by its po ten tial for en cour ag ing chil dren to get cre ative . . . the
next I’m shriek ing at my kids and is su ing ridicu lous threats” as her
daugh ters play com pul sively for hours and her eight-year-old pro- 

claims: “I like Minecraft bet ter than my home work.”20

Other par ents have be come “Minecraft wid ows,” lament ing that
they have lost their chil dren to the in sid i ous game and have
formed sup port groups with other par ents. There’s also Minecraft
Anony mous, a 12-step pro gram for those whose lives have been
swal lowed up by the “ed u ca tional”-yet-habit-form ing cubes of the
game. As Guernsey warns: “You may rue the day you let this time-
sucker into your house hold.”

WHY JOHNNY CAN’T FO CUS

Ad dic tive or not, the video game class room is com ing soon to a
school near you. The nar ra tive that the tech com pa nies use is
quite sim ple: kids just don’t have the at ten tion span these days for
tra di tional ed u ca tion, so we need to jazz up the ed u ca tional ex pe- 
ri ence with a bit more stim u la tion—more bells and whis tles and
flash ing lights to get lit tle Johnny and Suzie to pay at ten tion.

That is the be gin ning of a vi cious and ad dic tive ADHD cy cle: the
more I stim u late a child, the more I need to keep stim u lat ing that
child in or der to hold his or her at ten tion. As with a drug ad dict, tol- 



er ance and de sen si ti za tion de velop, and the hy per stim u lated child
needs ever-in creas ing lev els of vis ual stim u la tion to con tinue to
stay en gaged.

Let’s all do a lit tle ex per i ment. I ask adult read ers of this book to
watch the most high-speed and in tense two-hour ac tion film they
can think of—some thing that re ally gets the old adren a line go ing,
maybe one of Liam Nee son’s Taken movies, let’s say. Or to sim ply
take about two hours to surf the Net—rapidly skim ming along as
many hy per links as they can. At the end of those two hours, pick
up any one of your fa vorite books and start read ing. Now no tice
how far you get be fore your at ten tion be gins to wan der.

If you’re like most of us, you won’t get too far. It takes time to
calm down a hy per aroused ner vous sys tem; you can’t just down- 
shift from fifth to first gear.

Now keep in mind that, as an adult, you have a fully de vel oped
brain and ner vous sys tem; your frontal cor tex—which con trols
your ex ec u tive func tion ing, in clud ing im pul siv ity—is fully formed.
Your adrenal and ner vous sys tems—fully de vel oped. And your at- 
ten tional abil i ties have been hard wired since your child hood.

Yet you still have a hard time stay ing fo cused af ter just a cou ple
of hours of in tense, rapid scene changes in the movie or the rapid
con tent shift ing that oc curs while you are surf ing. Now imag ine if
hy per arous ing screen stim u la tion was a con di tion un der which you
spent the bulk of your time—like the seven-plus hours a day that
kids do. Do you think that there may be a link to the ADHD “epi- 
demic” and the 800 per cent in crease that we’ve seen in the last 30

years?21 Sure enough, re search con firms this ADHD-screen con- 
nec tion—orig i nally due to tele vi sion ef fects and, more re cently, as
re search has shown, to the am pli fied ad verse at ten tional ef fects of

in ter ac tive screens such as those of iPads.22



Now let’s also imag ine that af ter your two-hour hy per stim u lat ing
ex per i ment, based on your post stim u la tion at ten tional drift, it was
de cided that, hey, maybe you re ally can’t han dle thought ful and
deep ex pe ri ences like read ing. Nah, you’re a flash ing-lights-and
bells-and-whis tles learner; let’s not even bother to give you a book
any more. Sadly, you just don’t have the at ten tional mus cle to han- 
dle such things. So let’s just keep you on a strict diet of Michael
Bay smashup films, some Grand Theft Auto video games and
some su perquick hy per link surf ing about the Kar dashi ans.

What do you think would hap pen to your at ten tional abil i ties?
Hint: they would at ro phy.

Un for tu nately, that’s ex actly what’s hap pen ing in our ed u ca tional
sys tem. As schools are force-fed by ed tech com pa nies the nar ra- 
tive that kids just do not have the at ten tion span re quired for tra di- 
tional learn ing any more, they keep in creas ing the amount of flash- 
ing, stim u lat ing lights they throw at stu dents, thus fur ther erod ing
the chil dren’s al ready com pro mised at ten tional abil i ties by feed ing
them a high-stim u la tion diet.

This video-gam ing-the-class room move ment has made for
some strange bed fel lows: ed u ca tors are now col lab o rat ing with
game de sign ers—you know, the peo ple who brought us the ul tra- 
vi o lent Grand Theft Auto and Call of Duty—who are now charged
with shap ing our kids’ class room ex pe ri ence.

There is big money be hind it, too. In ad di tion to the pre vi ously
men tioned Minecraft and Mi cro soft, the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foun da tion, along with the MacArthur Foun da tion, has poured mil- 
lions into Glass Lab, a tech com pany re search ing video games in
the class room. Not to be out done in the race to make video
game–like class rooms, me dia mogul Ru pert Mur doch pumped
hun dreds of mil lions into Am plify, the ed tech com pany run by Joel



Klein, a for mer New York City schools chan cel lor, which em ployed

652 peo ple in its “games” di vi sion in Brook lyn.23

There, ad vances like “gaze track ing” and the mea sure ment of
pupil di la tion were be ing de vel oped to gauge the cog ni tive re- 
sponses of what lit tle Johnny and Suzie are re act ing to on the
screen. Then a data pro file of each child would be cre ated, os ten- 
si bly to cus tom ize and op ti mize each child’s learn ing/gam ing ex- 
pe ri ence, with the end re sult be ing that Big Data—and Ru pert
Mur doch—would lit er ally know your child’s ev ery eye move.

Romper Room and Mis ter Roger’s Neigh bor hood this is not.
Thank fully, Am plify has crashed and burned. Mur doch has sold

his in ter est to Klein, whose com pany has had mas sive lay offs.24

The ed tech prof i teers grossly mis cal cu lated in their strate gic plan
to video-game and tablet-ize the class room. Un for tu nately, there
are many other edupreneurs lined up and sali vat ing, ready to par- 
tic i pate in what they per ceive as an ed u ca tional tech nol ogy gold
rush.

REAL EX PE RI ENCES VS. DIG I TAL EX PE RI ENCES

Aside from the un sub stan ti ated claims that tech leads to bet ter ed- 
u ca tional out comes, some tech ad vo cates are even shock ingly
claim ing that im mer sive games can bet ter present cer tain na ture
ex pe ri ences for kids. Ac cord ing to Greg Toppo, au thor of The
Game Be lieves in You: How Dig i tal Play Can Make Our Kids
Smarter (2015), 3-D games like Walden, A Game can cap ture the
Walden Woods that Henry David Thoreau wrote about in his book
—bet ter than the book it self: “As a re sult, stu dents can gain a bet- 
ter un der stand ing of how Thoreau lived in the woods than they

might have by read ing the orig i nal book.”25

The irony, of course, is that Thoreau’s en tire point was to stim u- 
late an en gage ment with real na ture—not a vir tual copy of a pond



in the woods. And here, in a nut shell, is the prob lem. The dig i tal
realm has usurped real-life ex pe ri ences. Un for tu nately, not only do
we have a so ci etal prob lem as we cross over into the Ma trix
where the sim u la tion be comes pre ferred to the real world, but
from a de vel op men tal and ped a gog i cal per spec tive, we re ally
have a prob lem as kids suc cumb to that pref er ence, be cause na- 
ture ex pe ri ences and real-life im mer sion are an es sen tial part of a
healthy de vel op men tal process for chil dren.

Un for tu nately, the push for vir tual class rooms can blur that es- 
sen tial de vel op ment process; play ing a game called Walden is not
the same as walk ing in the for est by an ac tual pond. As au thor
Richard Louv points out in Last Child in the Woods, a kid who is
per pet u ally plugged in and dis con nected from na ture and the real
world can suf fer de vel op men tally from what he calls “na ture deficit

dis or der”26; sim i larly, Har vard bi ol o gist Ed ward O. Wil son’s “bio- 
philia” the ory also af firms that hu mans suf fer when we aren’t con- 

nected or ex posed to na ture.27

In deed, a Cor nell Uni ver sity study re ported that the more na ture
a child en coun tered at home—in clud ing in door plants and win dow
views of nat u ral set tings—the less he or she was af fected by neg- 

a tive stresses.28 An other study at the New York State Col lege of
Hu man Ecol ogy found that na ture ex po sure led to “pro found dif fer- 
ences” in chil dren’s at ten tional ca pac i ties and that “green spa ces
may en able chil dren to think more clearly and cope more ef fec- 

tively with life stress.”29

Sadly, na ture has be come as rare as a magic uni corn for most
kids, as we have had a fun da men tal shift in our so ci ety. For tens
of thou sands of years, hu man be ings es sen tially lived ei ther agrar- 
ian or hunter-gath erer life styles—both na ture-based meth ods of
sur vival. Even up un til the early 1900s, 90 per cent of the pop u la- 



tion of North Amer ica lived in ru ral ar eas. Now more than 90 per- 
cent of our so ci ety lives in ur ban ar eas flooded by the white noise

and sen sory over load of the in for ma tion age.30

As a re sult, our tech nol ogy has out run our bi ol ogy. While our so- 
ci ety has un der gone a seis mic shift in the blink of an eye, our bi ol- 
ogy sim ply has not been able to evolve and adapt quickly enough.
As Michael Gurian, au thor of The Minds of Boys, puts it: “Neu ro- 
log i cally, hu man be ings haven’t caught up with to day’s over-stim u- 
lat ing en vi ron ment, which is why many neu ro sci en tists and psy- 
chol o gists the o rize that we are see ing an ex plo sion of de vel op- 
men tal and psy chi atric dis or ders.”

This con cept has par al lels to the thrifty gene di a betes hy poth e- 
sis pro posed by Dr. James Neel, a ge net ics pro fes sor at the Uni- 
ver sity of Michi gan Med i cal School. Ac cord ing to the the ory, the
fat-stor ing “thrifty gene” de vel oped in hu mans as an evo lu tion ary
adap ta tion over thou sands of years, so that peo ple could sur vive
lean times (a good thing). Un for tu nately, our bi ol ogy has not been
able to adapt quickly enough to our new calo rie-abun dant di ets—
an abun dance that we ini tially viewed as a won der ful thing, un til
we dis cov ered that our phys i ol ogy and genes have not been able
to catch up to our “new” way of eat ing. Thus we’ve seen an ex plo- 
sion of med i cal dis or ders like di a betes, obe sity, high-choles terol
and heart dis ease as byprod ucts of what was once thought to be a
very good and ben e fi cial de vel op ment—more food.

Sim i larly, pow er ful tech nol ogy—while cer tainly of ten ben e fi cial
and po ten tially life-en hanc ing—is too stim u lat ing and com ing at us
too fast for our brains—es pe cially kids’ brains—to adapt evo lu tion- 
ar ily and han dle the sen sory bom bard ment. And just as with the
thrifty gene di a betes hy poth e sis, we’re now be gin ning to see the
clin i cal byprod ucts of our mod ern dig i tal age—in creased ADHD,



tech ad dic tion, mood and be hav ioral dis or ders, psy chosis—all as
a re sult of our new and won drous screen tech nolo gies.

Be yond those clin i cal dis or ders, the hy per stim u lat ing and rapid-
fire na ture of mod ern screen me dia—even na ture-ori ented me dia
—makes kids im pa tient with real na ture, even when they do get
the op por tu nity to be ex posed to it.

Ac cord ing to au thor and ed u ca tion pro fes sor Dr. Low ell Monke:
“In my dis cus sions with teach ers and par ents about the im por- 
tance of na ture in chil dren’s lives, one of the most of ten ex pressed
frus tra tions is that young peo ple to day typ i cally show lit tle pa- 
tience when they are taken out to a pond or for est. Hav ing been
raised on Dis cov ery Chan nel–type na ture pro grams that com press
hun dreds of hours of footage into a half hour of ex cit ing video,
they ex pect to see the deer drink ing, the fish jump ing, the ot ters
play ing and the bears growl ing all at once and with no ef fort on

their part.”31

Ex pan sive and slow-mov ing na ture just can’t hold a can dle to
the whiz-bang of a video or a video game. Sim ply put, the dig i tal
world cre ates a space-time com pres sion ef fect, re duc ing the big
and slow-mov ing macro real world into a neat and con densed
fast-mov ing dig i tal screen ex pe ri ence. Dr. Monke puts it this way:
“Real space is too big, real time is too slow to match the ex cite- 
ment the child ex pe ri ences watch ing a video or play ing a video
game.” Who has the pa tience to read the whole book—na ture—
when you can get the Cliff s Notes via a game?

The de vel op men tal and ed u ca tional ben e fit can only be found,
how ever, in the rich ness of the real and full ex pe ri ence—not in the
more hyp notic dig i tal short cut. Fur ther, we must ask our selves
what is the ed u ca tional ben e fit of some thing that kids find so com- 
pelling—so ad dict ing—that they pre fer it to the real thing? Ac cord- 
ing to Monke: “When the sim u la tion be comes prefer able to the



real, there arises a real ques tion of the sim u la tion’s true ed u ca- 
tional value.”

Even the iconic grand daddy of his tor i cal na ture-themed ed u ca- 
tional video games, The Ore gon Trail, has been of du bi ous ed u ca- 
tional ben e fit. With the game’s hav ing sold more than 65 mil lion
copies since it was de vel oped in the early 1970s and bun dled into
school com put ers from the mid-’80s to the mid-2000s, some have
ar gued that it does stu dents a dis ser vice by pre sent ing a pale, re- 
duc tion is tic copy-as-game ver sion of a pow er ful his tor i cal ex pe ri- 
ence.

In stead of ac ti vat ing stu dents’ rich imag i na tions by hav ing them
read about the hard ships and epic strug gles of one of the great
Amer i can mi gra tions—a jour ney that com bined the stun ning
beauty of un tamed na ture with the bru tal hard ships of ex treme
suf fer ing, freez ing weather and life-threat en ing hunger—ed u ca tors
in stead had stu dents play a silly game fo cused on cal cu lat ing re- 
sources and tal ly ing points. Thus the real mean ing of Amer ica’s
epic mi gra tion dis ap pears into a two-di men sional who’s-got-the-
high-score video game.

This re duc tion of the rich, three-di men sional real world into a
flat-al beit-glow ing two-di men sional rep re sen ta tion robs chil dren of
op por tu ni ties for mul ti sen sory learn ing. As child psy chol o gist and
au thor Dr. Pe ter Mont miny puts it: “Chil dren are hun grily ex plor ing
their world and lit er ally ab sorb ing their sur round ings through di rect
sen sory ex pe ri ences. That is, their ‘ab sorbent minds’ are con- 
struct ing, and be ing con structed by var i ous mul ti sen sory in ter ac- 
tions with na ture, ob jects, and peo ple that they can see, hear,
touch, taste and hold.” All things that are im pos si ble to do in a
video game sim u la tion.

Even if a child can’t ex pe ri ence some thing first hand, then at
least when he or she reads about it, the process ig nites the child’s



imag i na tion—an other crit i cally im por tant de vel op men tal process.
But if the child pas sively views some thing on a two-di men sional
screen, rather than cre at ing his or her own in te rior im agery of it,
the im agery is pro grammed for them.

Nicholas Ne gro ponte, the found ing di rec tor of MIT’s Me dia Lab,
de scribes the imag i na tion-en hanc ing as pects of read ing this way:
“In ter ac tive mul ti me dia leaves very lit tle to the imag i na tion. Like a
Hol ly wood film, mul ti me dia nar ra tive in cludes such spe cific rep re- 
sen ta tion that less and less is left to the mind’s eye. By con trast,
the writ ten word sparks im ages and evokes metaphors that get
much of their mean ing from their reader’s imag i na tion and ex pe ri- 
ences. When you read a novel, much of the color, sound and mo- 
tion come from you.”

Aside from hav ing their imag i na tions damp ened and the ex pe ri- 
ence re duced to 2-D, did kids ac tu ally learn any thing about the
Ore gon Trail from play ing the game? When I asked one of my
clients, “Eric,” a very in tel li gent yet gam ing-ad dicted 17-year-old
high school se nior, if he had ac tu ally learned any thing while play- 
ing Ore gon Trail—a game that he had played of ten over many
years—he smiled and replied: “I didn’t learn any thing at all about
the Ore gon Trail. The things that it was sup posed to be teach ing
me were lost in the game.” In deed, Eric’s video gam ing ad dic tion
has led this in her ently bright young man to al most flunk out of high
school.

If you search “Ore gon Trail video game” on YouTube, you’ll find
a 4-minute-and-46-sec ond how-to-play clip by a young man
whose screen name is Nick el sand Crimes; in it, he teaches the
viewer the es sen tials of the iconic game, which he claims to have
grown up on. Be fore he gives his point ers, at 1:05 of the video, he
says, tellingly: “But the great thing about this game is that it’s sup- 
posed to be this great big ed u ca tional ad ven ture where you



learned all about the Ore gon Trail and how ter ri ble it was for these
peo ple to go through . . . but if you play the right way you won’t

learn a thing, so don’t worry!”32

Yes, don’t worry. Our kids won’t learn any thing. In the new video
game class room, learn ing is op tional—while en ter tain ment and
stim u la tion are ev ery thing. Buzz words such as “ed u ca tional” and
“en gag ing” not with stand ing, what’s ac tu ally in side our won der ful
“ed u ca tional” screen Tro jan Horses are clin i cal and de vel op men tal
dis or ders.

Worse yet, there is even re search in di cat ing that ex po sure to
screen im agery is ac tu ally dulling our very senses. Ac cord ing to
lon gi tu di nal re search con ducted by the Ger man Psy cho log i cal As- 
so ci a tion (GPA) in as so ci a tion with the Uni ver sity of Tub in gen over
a 20-year pe riod, we are shock ingly los ing sen sory aware ness at
a rate of 1 per cent a year.

This re search be gan in the 1960s af ter teach ers work ing at the
uni ver sity no ticed that, af ter the pro lif er a tion of tele vi sion view ing
in the 1950s, stu dents seemed to suf fer from a se vere re duc tion in
their sen sory aware ness; they ap peared less alert than pre vi ous
gen er a tions to in for ma tion from their sur round ing en vi ron ment,
which, in turn, was ad versely af fect ing their abil ity to learn. The
uni ver sity then part nered with the GPA in or der to quan tify this
phe nom e non.

The re searchers con ducted sen sory tests on 400 un der grad u- 
ates per year over that 20-year pe riod—a to tal of 8,000 sub jects.
The re sults shocked even the re searchers; each suc ces sive co- 
hort was slightly less sen si tized than the prior co hort: “Our sen si- 
tiv ity to stim uli is de creas ing at a rate of about one per cent a year,”

their re port stated.33

Ac cord ing to pi o neer ing, vi sion ary ed u ca tor Joseph Chilton
Pearce, au thor of Mag i cal Child (1992), who wrote ex ten sively



about the study in his 2002 book, The Bi ol ogy of the Tran scen- 
dence: “Fif teen years ago peo ple could dis tin guish 300,000
sounds; to day many chil dren can’t go be yond 100,000 . . . Twenty
years ago the av er age sub ject could de tect 350 dif fer ent shades
of a par tic u lar color. To day the num ber is 130.”

The re searchers con cluded in their re port that in creas ingly, “bru- 
tal thrill” was needed in or der for our brains to reg is ter stim uli. In- 
deed, all we need to do is look around our world and the me dia
land scape; the “bru tal thrill” of more flash ing lights, more pierc ing
sounds is ev ery where—in our com mer cials, our movies, our lives
—all in or der to grab our de sen si tized at ten tion.

Keep in mind that the Ger man study was con cluded in the late
1980s—well be fore we re ally upped the hy per stim u lat ing ante with
im mer sive in ter ac tive screens. This leaves one won der ing: if that
trend of 1 per cent de sen si ti za tion per year has been con tin ued—
and very prob a bly ac cel er ated—by in ter ac tive screens, what level
of sense acu ity do to day’s bom barded Glow Kids have? In a few
years, will they be able to see or hear any thing that isn’t shouted
or strobed at them?

But, hey, don’t worry. Hy per stim u lat ing glow ing screens are ed u- 
ca tional.

At least that’s the bill of goods that we’re be ing sold as we’re
cre at ing an en tire gen er a tion of kids raised in this hy per stim u lat- 
ing, ad dict ing and re al ity-blur ring land scape as huge tech con- 
glom er ates like Ap ple, Mi cro soft and Am plify per versely ma nip u- 
late well-in ten tioned par ents into be liev ing that iPads, tablets,
smart phones and hyp notic games like Minecraft are won der ful ed- 
u ca tional tools that will make kids smarter.

It’s this com bi na tion of op por tunis tic tech com pa nies, obliv i ous
school dis tricts and duped par ents that has led to the head-down
and glow ing-faced epi demic that any mod er ately ob ser vant adult



has wit nessed over the last few years—the In va sion of the Glow
Kids.

Yet, iron i cally, the most tech-cau tious par ents are the peo ple
who in vented our iCul ture. Peo ple are shocked to find out that
tech god Steve Jobs was a low-tech par ent; in 2010, when a re- 
porter sug gested that his chil dren must love the just-re leased
iPad, he replied: “They haven’t used it. We limit how much tech- 
nol ogy our kids use at home.” In a Sep tem ber, 10, 2014, New
York Times ar ti cle, his bi og ra pher Wal ter Isaac son re vealed: “Ev- 
ery evening Steve made a point of hav ing din ner at the big long
ta ble in their kitchen, dis cussing books and his tory and a va ri ety of
things. No one ever pulled out an iPad or com puter.”

Years ear lier, in an in ter view for Wired mag a zine, Jobs ex- 
pressed a very clear anti-tech-in-the-class room opin ion as well—
af ter hav ing once be lieved that tech nol ogy was the ed u ca tional
panacea: “I’ve prob a bly spear headed giv ing away more com puter
equip ment to schools than any body on the planet. But I’ve come
to the con clu sion that the prob lem is not one that tech nol ogy can
hope to solve. What’s wrong with ed u ca tion can not be fixed with

tech nol ogy. No amount of tech nol ogy will make a dent.”34

Ed u ca tion psy chol o gist and au thor of Fail ure to Con nect: How
Com put ers Af fect Our Chil dren’s Minds, Dr. Jane Healy, spent
years do ing re search into com puter use in schools and, like Jobs,
had ex pected to find that com put ers in the class room would be
won der ful for learn ing. Yet she found ex actly the op po site and was
dis mayed by the lack of re search in di cat ing any ben e fit. She now
feels strongly that “time on the com puter might in ter fere with de- 
vel op ment of ev ery thing from the young child’s mo tor skills to his
or her abil ity to think log i cally and dis tin guish be tween re al ity and
fan tasy.”



Jobs and Healy are not alone in their anti-tech-in-schools sen ti- 
ments. Many tech ex ecs and en gi neers in Sil i con Val ley put their
kids in no-tech Wal dorf Schools, ac cord ing to an Oc to ber 22,
2011, New York Times ar ti cle. At the Wal dorf School of the Penin- 
sula in Los Al tos, the ma jor ity of par ents work at Google, Ap ple or
Ya hoo; yet these tech-savvy par ents in sist on no-tech class rooms
pre cisely be cause they un der stand tech—and its dan gers—bet ter
than most.

Ac cord ing to one par ent, Alan Ea gle, a Google exec with a com- 
puter sci ence de gree from Dart mouth: “I fun da men tally re ject the
no tion that you need tech nol ogy aids in gram mar school.” These
tech-savvy par ents ap pre ci ate the im por tance of de vel op ing
healthy minds and learn ing through cre ative hands-on tasks and
un der stand that com put ers in hibit rather than strengthen the de- 
vel op ment of their chil dren’s young brains.

An other Wal dorf par ent, Pierre Lau rent, a for mer Mi cro soft exec
and fa ther of two teenagers, says: “I love com put ers. They can do
won der ful things. . . . But you can overuse tech nol ogy, and be- 
come a slave to it. We al lowed screen time for our son un til he
was two. Then I read a book called The Growth of the Mind, by
Stan ley Greenspan, which ex plains how we learn when we are
small through our in ter ac tion with the world. . . . We de cided that
there’s no harm in not ex pos ing chil dren to screens un til they’re

big enough. It can only be ben e fi cial.”35

Lau rent waited un til his kids were 12 be fore let ting them have
ac cess to smart phones and com put ers. He dis misses the idea of
sim ply lim it ing kids’ screen time when they’re younger, in di cat ing
that the games are de signed to be ad dict ing and hyp notic. “You
could of fer an hour’s screen time a day, but me dia prod ucts are
de signed to keep peo ple’s at ten tion . . . it has a hook ing ef fect. It



looks like it’s sooth ing your child and keep ing them busy . . . but
that ef fect is not very good for small chil dren.”

He talks openly about his time work ing in the 1990s at In tel,
where he and his co-work ers would en gage with other tech com- 
pa nies in what they used to call a “war of the eye balls”—a fierce
com pe ti tion to cap ture the at ten tion of kids and thus cre ate the
most hyp notic and ad dict ing prod ucts that they could sell.

Many par ents have been led to be lieve that their kids will some- 
how lag be hind in our tech no log i cal world if their lit tle ones aren’t
shot out of the womb with tablets in hand. Mr. Ea gle coun ters that
ar gu ment bluntly: “At Google and all these places, we make tech- 
nol ogy as brain-dead easy to use as pos si ble. There’s no rea son
why kids can’t fig ure it out when they get older.”

Let’s re mem ber: Bill Gates was a hands-on Boy Scout who
never used a com puter un til he was 13; Steve Jobs was a me- 
chan i cal tin kerer, us ing the hand-eye co or di na tion re quired for
hands-on build ing—the kind of ef fort that best de vel ops neu ronal
synap tic con nec tions—and he never used a com puter un til age
12. Other tech ge niuses, like Google founders Sergei Brin and
Larry Page, Ama zon cre ator Jeff Be zos, and Wikipedia founder
Jimmy Wales, all went to no-tech or low-tech Montes sori schools,

which also em brace a con nec tion with na ture ex pe ri ences.36

On the Bar bara Wal ters ABC-TV spe cial The Ten Most Fas ci nat- 
ing Peo ple of 2004, Larry Page and Sergey Brin cred ited their ed- 
u ca tion as Montes sori stu dents as the ma jor fac tor be hind their
suc cess. Will Wright, de signer of the ground break ing com puter
game The Sims, has said, “Montes sori taught me the joy of dis- 
cov ery. It showed you can be come in ter ested in pretty com plex

the o ries, like Pythagorean the ory, say, by play ing with blocks.”37

What is be com ing in creas ingly clear is that kids to day don’t
need bet ter gad gets to get ahead in our uber-com pet i tive high-



tech world—they need sharper minds. Yet we throw more and
more tech nol ogy at chil dren when they are younger and younger,
even as all the re search is clearly show ing us that screens are
dulling rather than sharp en ing young de vel op ing brains.

That sen ti ment was ex pressed in a bit ing com men tary by co me- 
dian and ac tivist Paula Pound stone on the CBS Morn ing News on
No vem ber 29, 2015, dur ing her taped seg ment on screen ad dic- 
tion: “Re search shows that the brain re tains in for ma tion bet ter
read from pa per than a screen and that stu dents who take notes
by hand are more suc cess ful on tests than those who type their
notes on a com puter. Yet art, mu sic, sports, play, healthy meals
and green space—things we know help the de vel op ing brain—are
on the chop ping block of school dis tricts’ bud gets an nu ally. Even
know ing this, at the sug ges tion that we get screen de vices out of
the class room and away from our chil dren, peo ple gasp: ‘But
they’ll need them for the world of the fu ture!’ Our chil dren will need
fully func tion ing brains for the world of the fu ture—let’s put that
first.”

It seems that the no-tech Wal dorf par ents and Paula Pound- 
stone are jus ti fied in be ing con cerned. Not only is tech ex po sure
linked to clin i cal dis or ders and dulled sen sory acu ity, but ground- 
break ing re search done by Dr. Mar cia Miku lak in the 1980s fur ther
con firmed that kids liv ing in more tech no log i cally ad vanced so ci- 
eties not only had duller senses, but ap par ently they were lousier

stu dents than their so-called “prim i tive” coun ter parts.38

In two par al lel stud ies, Miku lak ex am ined chil dren from a num- 
ber of cul tures, in clud ing those in pre lit er ate so ci eties in Brazil,
Guatemala and Africa as well as those in Eu rope and the United
States. She found that sen sory acu ity and sen si tiv ity to the en vi- 
ron ment were up to 30 per cent higher in the chil dren from the so-

called prim i tive so ci eties.39



Fur ther re search that she car ried out in the late 1980s showed
that chil dren from pre lit er ate low-tech so ci eties in Guatemala and
sim i lar coun tries showed a prodi gious ca pac ity for learn ing. When
these “de prived” chil dren were given learn ing en vi ron ments equal
to those pro vided for North Amer i can and West ern Eu ro pean chil- 
dren, they demon strated an abil ity to learn es ti mated to be three
or four times greater than that of their higher-tech peers, show ing

far su pe rior at ten tion, com pre hen sion and re ten tion.40

In other words, less tech equaled bet ter minds and thus bet ter
learn ers.

To be clear: I—and by ex ten sion, this book—are not against
tech nol ogy, ei ther in ev ery day us age or as a learn ing tool. The
prob lem is the age of ex po sure; hy per arous ing screens can be
dam ag ing to a young child’s brain, which sim ply is not de vel op- 
men tally ready to han dle that level of stim u la tion.

This de vel op men tal idea is echoed in an old Bud dhist proverb:
be fore you can be no one, you first have to be some one. That is, a
per son needs an ego be fore they can go be yond the ego. Tech- 
nol ogy is sort of like that. Peo ple need to first fully de velop their
brains—their cog ni tive, at ten tional, lin guis tic, emo tional, spa tial
and re al ity-test ing men tal fac ul ties—be fore their brains can go be- 
yond those ar eas and han dle hy per arous ing and re al ity-im mers ing
screens.

Yet the false nar ra tive fed to most par ents is clear: if you want
your chil dren to keep up in the race to the best schools, early tech
is good and more tech is bet ter—de spite the dearth of re search to
back that up and in spite of the re search that does show that in ter- 
ac tive screens are not quite as harm less as we orig i nally thought.

That’s re ally the key here—if screens and age-in ap pro pri ate
tech were merely in ef fec tive as ed u ca tion ally en hanc ing learn ing
tools, then we could just shrug our shoul ders and shake our heads



at the huge amount of money wasted—$13 bil lion a year—while
more and more teach ers and en rich ment pro grams get cut.

But an in ef fec tive in ter ven tion is one thing—a dam ag ing in ter- 
ven tion is quite an other.

While tech com pa nies and duped school ad min is tra tors un for tu- 
nately op er ate un der a dif fer ent set of eth i cal stan dards from that
of doc tors, they would most cer tainly fail the fun da men tal as pect
of the Hip po cratic “do no harm” oath, as ev i dence is show ing us
that we are harm ing kids.

Like it or not, the re al ity is that in our glow ing screen cul ture, we
have es sen tially been giv ing our most in no cent and most vul ner a- 
ble an ad dict ing and mind-al ter ing elec tronic drug.

NOTE
* Au thor’s note: In the in ter est of med i cal con fi den tial ity, the names of all of my
pa tients, and any other iden ti fy ing de tails about their cases, have been
changed.



TWO

BRAVE NEW E-WORLD

I had re ceived a dis tressed email from “Cathy,” a well-known en- 
ter tainer in Los An ge les. Cathy was des per ate to get some help
for her screen-ad dicted 17-year-old son, “Mark.” Cathy, a woman
of means, had been to 13 psy chi a trists and psy chol o gists in Los
An ge les, and not one was even re motely fa mil iar with screen ad- 
dic tion. Rather than help ing, Cathy told me, “They ac tu ally did
more harm than good by not un der stand ing this is sue.”

Mark, who had started by fid dling with a com puter when he was
five be cause his well-in ten tioned mother thought it could be ed u- 
ca tional, fell into a hor ri ble screen ad dic tion that was de stroy ing
his life. From the time he was very young, his mother told me, his
whole de meanor would shift when he got in front of a screen; even
the GPS in her car would hyp no tize him.

Once he dis cov ered video games at the age of ten, it was all
over. He would steal from his mother to buy video games and
game con soles; he would get vi o lent and ag gres sive when he
wasn’t al lowed to play; he lost all in ter est in school and hob bies
that he had loved: “He used to love to drum, now [the drums] just
sit there . . . he just wasn’t the same kid any more.”

Af ter the failed at tempts to get help from the 13 un in formed ther- 
a pists (“Let the boy play his games; if you take them away from
him, he’ll be hope less”; “Video games are very im por tant for boys
so cially”), Cathy read all that she could about screen ad dic tion
and even tu ally pulled the plug on all of Mark’s elec tron ics. His
school was en tirely un co op er a tive with her ef forts to keep him



screen-free, which then prompted her to en roll him in a res i den tial
ther a peu tic school that worked with her to keep Mark away from
the elec tron ics.

“Most of these schools are so tech whipped!” Cathy said in ex- 
as per a tion. “Even in some of the best ther a peu tic schools that I in- 
ter viewed—that sup pos edly knew about tech ad dic tion, they
would say, yes, but for school he could use the com puter . . . it’s
like they give the ma chines a free pass.”

But in Mark’s case, he had proven that he couldn’t han dle com- 
put ers—even just for school use. He would lie to his mother that
he had to use the com puter (which she had to lock in her bed- 
room) to re search var i ous school as sign ments; af ter he had spent
hours hyp not i cally surf ing the Net on var i ous top ics, Cathy would
find out that the al leged school as sign ments were nonex is tent—
like a true ad dict, Mark just needed to ex pe ri ence the glow.

Mark has been screen-free in his res i den tial school for al most a
year now and is do ing quite well and even think ing about go ing to
col lege—some thing that would have been unimag in able a year
ago. And we are de vel op ing a plan, in con junc tion with his school,
to slowly rein te grate com put ers into his school work, and I am
work ing with Cathy to de velop a tech plan for Mark when he
moves back home in May.

“This was just like any other ad dic tion—and, in some ways,
worse be cause it’s so new that we don’t have a lot of prece dent on
how to deal with this prob lem,” Cathy said. “We needed to treat
this very se ri ously and care fully. Un for tu nately, there just wasn’t a
lot of help or aware ness of the prob lem out there.”

ELEC TRONIC SOMA

Al though it may come as a shock to some—even to trained ther a- 
pists—the idea that elec tronic screens could have an ad dict ing



drug-like ef fect is not a new con cept.
In 1985, 25 years be fore Steve Jobs, in his trade mark black

turtle neck, in tro duced the world to the game-chang ing iPad, a
soft-spo ken, vi sion ary in tel lec tual NYU pro fes sor named Neil
Post man wrote a prophetic lit tle book called Amus ing Our selves to

Death.1 In it, he sug gested that we were liv ing in the equiv a lent of
Al dous Hux ley’s Brave New World, only in stead of Hux ley’s imag i- 
nary drug, soma, our ad dic tive elixir was the “new” elec tronic
medium—tele vi sion.

It was a provoca tive idea: TV as a co caine-like drug.
Post man be lieved that, like soma and co caine, this vis ual

medium was so highly ad dict ing that it was cre at ing an en tire so ci- 
ety of un in formed plea sure-seek ers. Keep in mind that Post man’s
prophetic bit of wis dom was writ ten well be fore the world had even
glimpsed an Xbox, smart phone, iPad, tablet or lap top.

In fact, the in sid i ous tech that Post man was re fer ring to was the
rather quaint—by to day’s stan dards—boob tube, with the hot-sell- 
ing Sony Trini tron be ing the iPad of its day. The most pop u lar con- 
tent on this elec tronic scourge dur ing 1985? The hardly ne far i ous-
sound ing Cheers, The Cosby Show, Dy nasty and Mi ami Vice.

But that’s the thing with vi sion ar ies like Post man—they can see
fur ther over the hori zon than most of us. While the ma jor ity of peo- 
ple in 1985 prob a bly didn’t think that watch ing Ted Dan son on
Cheers was the har bin ger of a dystopian fu ture so ci ety zomb i fied
by soma-like tech, are we not a bit more con cerned about tech ef- 
fects and tech ad dic tion in the year 2016, oth er wise known as the
year 6 A.i. (Af ter iPad)? In fact, the re search is show ing us that if
TV was soma-like co caine, then the more pow er ful, hy per stim u lat- 
ing and in ter ac tive iPads can be con sid ered the more ad dict ing
crack of the elec tronic me dia land scape.



More over, Post man didn’t be lieve that elec tronic me dia was just
an ad dic tive drug; like philoso pher and com mu ni ca tion the o rist
Mar shall McLuhan be fore him, he be lieved that tele vi sion also
marked a ma jor shift in hu man de vel op ment, fun da men tally im- 
pact ing not only the way that we com mu ni cate, but also the way
that we think as well.

He ar gued that since tele vi sion im ages had re placed the writ ten
word as the dom i nant com mu ni ca tion medium, our abil ity to en- 
gage in in-depth ra tio nal dis course and the di alec ti cal en gage ment
of se ri ous and com plex is sues—which had evolved over hun dreds
of years as a con se quence of a read ing cul ture—had now been
com pro mised. We had ef fec tively been dumbed-down as the
depth of writ ten lan guage was re placed by the su per fi cial vis ual
im ages of tele vi sion’s in for ma tion-as-en ter tain ment.

An in tel li gent and thought ful man not prone to emo tional histri- 
on ics, Post man be came deeply trou bled by what he saw on the
ed u ca tional hori zon as well. As a pro fes sor at NYU’s pres ti gious
Stein hardt School of Ed u ca tion and the chair of its De part ment of
Cul ture and Com mu ni ca tion, Post man knew a thing or two about
ed u ca tion.

Aside from its ad dict ing ef fect, he wrote that, from a ped a gog i cal
per spec tive, elec tronic me dia were sim ply not ef fec tive or ap pro- 
pri ate for the class room. He be lieved that the then-re cently in tro- 
duced per sonal com puter (PC), like tele vi sion, of fered a pas sive
and shal low top-down form of in for ma tion trans fer rather than the
en gaged and dy namic cog ni tive in ter ac tion that is re quired when
read ing com plex writ ten dis course. In ad di tion, the “per sonal” as- 
pect of the PC both ered him too, be cause it elim i nated the di alec- 
ti cal en gage ment of the teacher-class dy namic which had al ways
been a group—not an in di vid ual—process.



In 1995, ten years af ter the ini tial stir he caused with Amus ing
Our selves to Death, Post man was in ter viewed on The Mac- 
Neil/Lehrer New sHour (broad cast, iron i cally enough, on the
dreaded elec tronic medium of TV—an irony that he noted). Dur ing
the in ter view, he fur ther elab o rated on his op po si tion to the in- 
creas ing use of PCs in the class room, say ing that he was op- 
posed to them—and in di vid u al ized learn ing in gen eral—be cause
they lacked the nec es sary group dy namic that was a crit i cally im- 
por tant in gre di ent in both ed u ca tion and the so cial iza tion process.

To day, in a world of on line ed u ca tion and vir tual class rooms with
10,000 stu dents—who are all “alone to gether” and iso lated in front
of their re spec tive com puter screens—one won ders what an ed u- 
ca tor like Dr. Post man would think if he had lived to see the ex po- 
nen tial ex pan sion of tech nol ogy within ed u ca tion as a form of
mass com mu ni ca tion.

Post man had been stir ring the cul tural pot and cre at ing con tro- 
versy about his con cerns re gard ing the me dia and tech nol ogy his
en tire life. In 1982, three years be fore writ ing Amus ing Our selves
to Death, he had penned an equally dystopian vi sion of the near-
fu ture en ti tled The Dis ap pear ance of Child hood, in which he sug- 
gested that the new elec tronic medium of tele vi sion would cause
child hood to go the way of the Ed sel:

“I am go ing to ar gue that our new me dia en vi ron ment, with tele- 
vi sion at its cen ter, is lead ing to the rapid dis ap pear ance of child- 
hood in North Amer ica and that child hood will prob a bly not sur vive
un til the end of this cen tury . . . that such a state of af fairs rep re- 

sents a so cial dis as ter of the first or der.”2

A pre scient Post man sug gested that the di vi sions that had de- 
vel oped be tween chil dren and adults were erod ing un der the elec- 
tronic bar rage of tele vi sion, which ex posed kids to the pre vi ously
taboo adult con cepts of sex and vi o lence.



Fast-for ward three decades: the elec tronic “lib er a tion” of pre vi- 
ously adult themes that had started with tele vi sion has only been
am pli fied by the in for ma tion free-for-all of the In ter net. While the
Web has de moc ra tized knowl edge, it has also, un ques tion ably,
ex posed and sex u al ized kids and ac cel er ated their de vel op ment
into adult hood. In our YouTube era, when any kid with a tablet can
lit er ally see any thing ever recorded—from snuff films to porn—is
there any doubt that the quaint no tion of “child hood” is slip ping
away?

Re cently, a ther apy group of ninth-graders whom I had been
work ing with—ba si cally good kids with some emo tional is sues—
were all talk ing about the be head ing and dis mem ber ment video
that they had all just seen on line.

“Don’t your par ents block that from your com put ers at home?” I
naively asked. Jake, the group’s leader, just smirked: “At home?
We just watched that at school—we’ve dis abled the se cu rity fil ter
—it’s easy.”

Gone are the days when an ado les cent boy who glimpsed a
copy of Play boy had imag i na tion fuel for the year; now, daily
graphic im ages stream un fil tered into the eyes and minds of our
kids, for ever seared into their psy ches. One of my 14-year-old
clients, trou bled by things that he couldn’t un-see, tried to thought- 
fully warn me: “Dr. K—don’t ever look at that Web site—you’ll
never be able to get those im ages out of your head . . . I know that
I can’t.”

Yet as tech nol ogy and the in for ma tion free-for-all rob kids of
their in no cence and blur the no tion of child hood, it also para dox i- 
cally per pet u ates and ex tends their ado les cence. His to rian Gary
Cross de scribes this phe nom e non as “de layed so cial adult hood,”
in which ado les cence in the tech era is be ing re de fined to ex tend

well into peo ple’s twen ties and even thir ties.3



Post man fore saw this phe nom e non decades ago, as he un der- 
stood that hy per arous ing glow ing screens are ad dict ing—and that
if a kid gets hooked, he or she may be hooked for life in a state of
per pet ual plea sure-seek ing ado les cence.

Be yond tele vi sion, who or what is the main cul prit in this “fail ure
to launch,” where ap a thetic and emo tion ally stunted boys do not
be come men? Cross blames video games: “In 2011, al most a fifth
of men be tween 25 and 34 still lived with their par ents,” a sce nario
in which many play video games and “the av er age player is 30
years old.”

Dr. Leonard Sax (au thor of Why Gen der Mat ters) writes ex ten- 
sively about this ado les cent malaise in Boys Adrift (2009) as he,
too, cites our video game cul ture as one of the main cul prits in the
“fail ure to launch” dy namic.

In ad di tion to be ing ad dict ing, ac cord ing to Sax, video games do
not en gen der the sense of re silience or the pa tience and drive that
the real world re quires. In real life, when peo ple lose at sports,
they have to lick their wounds and process those ex pe ri ences as
they learn to even tu ally get back on the horse to com pete an other
day. All of that fos ters re silience and emo tional growth. When you
lose in a video game, you hit the re set but ton. Game on.

Au thor and psy chi a trist Dr. Mark Ban schick adds: “From the
psy chi atric couch, I have come to see avoid ance as be ing part of
a gen er a tional style; at least in a siz able group. Boys in par tic u lar
love their video games and have de vel oped an ex pec ta tion of in- 
stant grat i fi ca tion that makes school work and other chores seem
too much. The brain is a de vel op ing or gan, and we’ve been feed- 
ing our boys (and to some de gree girls as well) with brain junk

food.”4

Thirty-year-old ado les cents . . . ten-year-olds who have “seen it
all” on YouTube . . . how did this hap pen? How have we be come a



so ci ety of sex u al ized kids-as-adults but also, para dox i cally, 30-
year-old quasi-teenagers?

Per haps a bit con spir a to ri ally, Post man be lieved that there was
a po lit i cal sub text to ad dict ing elec tronic me dia: just as soma in
Brave New World was a mech a nism of so ci etal con trol, so too
was our elec tronic ad dic tion se dat ing the masses to make us
more vul ner a ble to op pres sion. Hav ing per son ally worked with
hun dreds of poor fam i lies of color, I can say that I’ve also been
struck by the po lit i cally se dat ing ef fect that Xbox has had on some
of these young dis em pow ered boys.

NEW TECH NOL OGY: THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE UGLY

Of course, Neil Post man wasn’t the first per son to cast a wary—
per haps even apoc a lyp tic—eye to ward a new form of com mu ni ca- 
tion tech nol ogy; his tory is re plete with techno pho bic Chicken Lit- 
tles who warned against the evils of ev ery thing from the type writer
to the tele graph to ra dio to mov ing pic tures . . . all of those in ven- 
tions had their de trac tors, who were con vinced that the fill-in-the-
blank lat est tech no log i cal ad vance ment would bring about the end
of civ i liza tion.

We can even go as far back as an cient Greece and Socrates for
“this-new-medium-will-be-the-end-of-us-all” re ac tions. Un like Post- 
man, Socrates did not think much of books and the writ ten word;
as a pro po nent of oral sto ry telling, he thought the writ ten word
would kill our mem ory skills and make us all bloody id iots: “[It] de- 
stroys mem ory [and] weak ens the mind, re liev ing it of . . . work

that makes it strong. [It] is an in hu man thing.”5

In ad di tion to mem ory at ro phy, Socrates was also con cerned
that books would al low in for ma tion to be com mu ni cated with out
the au thor or teacher be ing per son ally present. Like Post man, he
be lieved that true learn ing nec es sar ily en tailed a liv ing, en gaged



give-and-take in ter ac tion be tween teacher and stu dent that was
dy namic (the dia lec tic); but, un like Post man, Socrates be lieved
that a book was a static form of in for ma tion trans fer. Ac cord ing to
the wis est man in all of Athens, only fools thought that they were
wise be cause they had learned some thing from teacher less
books: “[Books], by telling them of many things with out teach ing
them,” will make stu dents “seem to know much, while for the most
part they know noth ing.”

But, luck ily for us, un like Socrates, his stu dent Plato did write.
Pro lif i cally. That’s why, iron i cally, I know about Socrates’ aver sion
to books by read ing about it—in a book . . . just as Neil Post man
vented about the dreaded medium of tele vi sion—on tele vi sion
(dur ing that Mac Neil/Lehrer New sHour in ter view in 1995).

Per haps it is true, as a long line of philoso phers from Socrates
to Mar shall McLuhan and Neil Post man have told us, that tech nol- 
ogy in evitably changes us and that such changes al ways en tail
some level of loss.

But can new tech nol ogy, as some have sug gested, per haps also
change us for the bet ter?

Maybe—al though at a very high price.
In 2015 the jour nal Ad dic tion Bi ol ogy pub lished a study, a col- 

lab o ra tion be tween the Uni ver sity of Utah School of Medicine and
Chung-Ang Uni ver sity in South Ko rea, in which the brain scans of
200 ado les cent boys de scribed as video game ad dicts were ex- 

am ined.6

Ac cord ing to Doug Hyun Han, M.D., Ph.D., pro fes sor at Chung-
Ang Uni ver sity School of Medicine and ad junct as so ciate pro fes- 
sor at the Uni ver sity of Utah School of Medicine, this was the
largest and most com pre hen sive in ves ti ga tion to date of the way
that the brains of com pul sive video game play ers dif fer from the
brains of non-gamers.



The re searchers found in dis putable ev i dence that the brains of
video game–ad dicted boys are wired dif fer ently; chronic video
game play ing was as so ci ated with in creased hy per con nec tiv ity
be tween sev eral pairs of brain net works. What was more dif fi cult
to de ter mine was whether those changes are good or bad.

“Most of the dif fer ences we see could be con sid ered ben e fi cial.
How ever the good changes could be in sep a ra ble from prob lems
that come with them,” says se nior au thor and re searcher Dr. Jef- 
frey An der son, M.D., Ph.D., as so ciate pro fes sor of neu ro ra di ol ogy
at the Uni ver sity of Utah School of Medicine.

Let’s take a look at some of these brain changes.
The good: some of the changes can help game play ers re spond

to new in for ma tion. This study found that in these gam ing-ad- 
dicted boys, cer tain brain net works that process vi sion or hear ing
are more likely to have en hanced co or di na tion in the “salience
net work.” The salience net work helps to fo cus at ten tion on im por- 
tant events, help ing with a per son’s re ac tion time to en able tak ing
ac tion, if nec es sary—jump ing out of the way of a mov ing car, for
ex am ple. In a video game, this en hanced co or di na tion could help
a gamer to re act more quickly to an on com ing at tack from an op- 
po nent.

Ac cord ing to Dr. An der son: “Hy per con nec tiv ity be tween these
brain net works could lead to a more ro bust abil ity to di rect at ten- 
tion to ward tar gets, and to rec og nize novel in for ma tion in the en vi- 
ron ment. The changes could es sen tially help some one to think
more ef fi ciently.”

The not-so-good: some of these brain changes are also as so ci- 
ated with dis tractibil ity and poor im pulse con trol. “Hav ing these
net works be too con nected may in crease dis tractibil ity,” says An- 
der son; as we know, peo ple who have quick re flexes and re ac tion
times can be a bit jumpy and un fo cused.



The bad: what the re searchers found more trou ble some is an in- 
creased co or di na tion be tween two brain re gions, the dor so lat eral
pre frontal cor tex and tem poropari etal junc tion; this is a brain
change also seen in pa tients with psy chi atric and de vel op men tal
con di tions such as schizophre nia, Down’s syn drome, and autism.

Not a good thing.
Dis tractibil ity and poor im pulse con trol are also hall marks of ad- 

dic tion. The re searchers point out that, ben e fits aside, those with
In ter net Gam ing Dis or der are so ob sessed with and ad dicted to
video games that they of ten give up eat ing and sleep ing in or der
to play them.

So let’s re cap: kids can get ad dicted to games and not eat or
sleep; they can also run the risk of de vel op ing ADHD and
schizophre nia-like symp toms—but they can re act and shoot tar- 
gets like no body’s busi ness!

The ques tion sim ply comes down to one of cost/ben e fit: is hav- 
ing a rewired brain that can see pat terns and tar gets bet ter and re- 
act more quickly worth the po ten tial for de vel op ing im pulse-con trol
dis or ders—like ad dic tion and ADHD—not to men tion more se ri ous
psy chi atric and de vel op men tal dis or ders, such as schizophre nia
and autism?

Leav ing autism aside for the mo ment, we saw in the last chap ter
in the re search of Drs. Grif fiths and de Gor tari that gam ing can in- 
deed in duce Game Trans fer Phe nom ena and hal lu ci na tory ex pe ri- 
ences. Is that re ally a risk that we want our kids tak ing so that they
have bet ter re ac tion times in a video game sim u la tion?

The re searchers con cluded that what re mains un clear is the
chicken or the egg: whether the per sis tent video gam ing caused
the rewiring of the brain, or whether peo ple who are wired dif fer- 
ently are drawn to video games.



But as I’ll point out in the next chap ter, there is in deed a “pre
and post” brain-imag ing study from the Uni ver sity of In di ana
School of Medicine that did brain scans of nongamers, then had
them play video games for sev eral weeks, and then did post-video
gam ing brain scans again. That study clearly showed neu ro bi o log- 
i cal changes in the brain that were in deed a di rect re sult of the
video game play ing—brain changes that, very in ter est ingly, mir- 
rored those of drug ad dic tion.

Let’s take a look at some other pos si ble tech nol ogy ben e fits.
In his pro-tech book Smarter than You Think (2013), Clive

Thomp son ex tols quite a few tech no log i cal virtues. Be sides ob vi- 
ous tech-as-tool ben e fits such as the use of key pads for non ver bal
autis tic chil dren and many other in stances in which tech can be an
in valu able tool for the dis abled, Thomp son dis cusses in stances of
tech-hu man hy brids that work more ef fi ciently than hu mans can
with out tech.

As an ex am ple, he dis cusses chess “cen taurs” as one form of
su pe rior tech-hu man hy brids. Named af ter the myth i cal crea ture
that was half hu man and half horse, a chess cen taur is a chess-
play ing dyad that con sists of a hu man player col lab o rat ing with a
com puter to form a sin gle player/team. This man-and-ma chine dy- 
namic is in stark con trast to the ear lier man-vs.-ma chine model, in
which, for ex am ple, chess world cham pion Gary Kas parov played
against the su per com puter Big Blue in 1997 and suf fered a hu mil i- 
at ing loss—one so in fa mous that it led to the Newsweek cover
story “The Brain’s Last Stand.”

Yet it was Kas parov him self who in 1998 came up with the if-
you-can’t beat-’em-join-’em idea of col lab o rat ing with the com- 
puter, his for mer high-tech arch neme sis. Kas parov’s in no va tive
idea of cre at ing a team com posed of a hu man and a com puter pit- 
ted against other half-hu man, half-com puter teams came to be



known as “ad vanced chess,” with the first such tour na ment, held
in 1998, fea tur ing Kas parov as one half of a cen taur team.

Af ter that ini tial tour na ment, he analo gized the ex pe ri ence with
that of learn ing how to drive a race car: “Just as a good For mula
One driver re ally knows his own car, so did we have to learn the
way the com puter worked.”

Yet Kas parov’s cen taur team lost to a cen taur with an in fe rior
hu man player—one whom Kas parov had eas ily beaten four times
ear lier but who was ap par ently a bet ter “driver” of his tech nol ogy.
In fact, lower-ranked play ers were of ten bet ter col lab o ra tors with
tech nol ogy than the higher-ranked hu mans be cause, ac cord ing to
Thomp son, they knew more in tu itively when to rely on the com- 
puter’s ad vice and when to rely on their own skill when mak ing the
next move.

But does know ing when to de fer to a com puter en hance a hu- 
man be ing’s skills? While the man-ma chine hy brid might do bet ter,
is the hu man half of that equa tion di min ished by an over re liance
on a com puter?

In or der to an swer that ques tion, let’s also look at an other hu- 
man-com puter hy brid: pi lots and their com puter nav i ga tion sys- 
tems, which of ten fly the plane for the pi lot. Ques tion: do pi lots
who are more re liant on their flight com put ers—pi lots who tend to
fly-by-wire more—have bet ter pi lot ing skills than pi lots who fly
man u ally more of ten?

That ques tion was an swered in a fas ci nat ing 2009 pi lot ing study
con ducted by Matthew Ebbat son at Britain’s Cran field Uni ver sity

School of En gi neer ing.7 In the study, pi lots had been asked to
con duct a flight sim u la tor land ing of a Boe ing jet with a crip pled
en gine dur ing rough weather. Ebbat son then mea sured in di ca tors
of the pi lot’s skill—things such as main tain ing cor rect air speed—
dur ing this dif fi cult ma neu ver.



When he then looked at their ac tual flight records, he found a
cor re la tion be tween pi lots’ re liance on their au topi lots and their
skill-level; it seemed that the more pi lots re lied on tech nol ogy, the
more their hu man pi lot ing skills had eroded. Clearly in this case of
man-and-ma chine in te gra tion, tech nol ogy was not en hanc ing the
skills of the hu man.

If you don’t be lieve that study’s find ings, just ask your self this
ques tion: if the plane that you’re on gets hit by light ning and has
its elec tri cal sys tem de bil i tated, who would you rather have as
your pi lot—one who has flown man u ally be fore or a fly-by-wire
high-tech hot shot?

Thomp son also writes about other tech nol ogy tools that al- 
legedly en hance hu man abil ity; he men tions the “ex tended mind”
the ory of cog ni tion, which es sen tially says that hu mans are so in- 
tel lec tu ally dom i nant be cause “we’ve al ways out sourced bits of
cog ni tion, us ing tools to scaf fold our think ing into ever-more rar- 
efied realms. Printed books am pli fied our mem ory. In ex pen sive
pa per and re li able pens made it pos si ble to ex ter nal ize our
thoughts quickly.”

So do printed books am plify our mem ory? As I noted ear lier,
Socrates would cer tainly take is sue with that state ment, as he be- 
lieved just the op po site: printed books weak ened our mem ory.

Thomp son also men tions to day’s dig i tal tools, such as smart- 
phones and hard drives, and talks about their “huge im pact on our
cog ni tion” and the “prodi gious ex ter nal mem ory” that is the
byprod uct of to day’s tech.

While we can agree that tech nol ogy of fers in cred i ble data stor- 
age and ex ter nal mem ory ca pa bil i ties, do we re ally be lieve that
ex ter nal mem ory tools like hard drives and smart phones ac tu ally
am plify our hu man mem ory or in any way add to our hu man abil i- 
ties or skills?



Here’s a quick ex per i ment that you can do if you have a smart- 
phone: can you write down the ten most fre quently called tele- 
phone num bers on your phone with out look ing into your phone’s
mem ory? If you’re like most of us, you can’t. We tend to for get our
fre quently called num bers be cause we don’t need to re mem ber
them any more—our ex ter nal mem ory de vice has it cov ered. Less
than a decade ago, that wasn’t the case; most peo ple knew most
of their fre quently called num bers from mem ory.

So what, you might say. Big deal, I can’t re mem ber as many
phone num bers as I used to, and I use my mem ory less be cause
of my handy-dandy gad gets—what harm can that do?

Well, mem ory, like lan guage, is a skill that re quires prac tice and
use, oth er wise one’s mem ory abil i ties—in true use-it-or-lose-it
fash ion—be gin to at ro phy. Con versely, as Socrates un der stood,
mem ory was also a skill that one could in crease by prac tice. And
now, thanks to mod ern sci ence, we have brain-imag ing re search
that clearly shows that en gag ing in mem ory prac tice can ac tu ally
strengthen our brains and in crease our gray mat ter.

In a study pub lished in 2011 in the jour nal Cur rent Bi ol ogy, Pro- 
fes sor Eleanor Maguire and Dr. Kather ine Wool lett from the Neu- 
roimag ing Cen ter at Uni ver sity Col lege Lon don stud ied the brains
of a group of pro fes sion als who in spire awe with their prodi gious

mem o ries: Lon don cab drivers.8 Those in di vid u als are re quired to
mem o rize what is called “the Knowl edge”—the com plex lay out of
more than 25,000 labyrinthine streets and, ad di tion ally, sev eral
thou sand land marks in clud ing the aters and well-known pubs.

De vel oped be fore the promi nence of GPS de vices, it’s a rig or- 
ous and bru tal learn ing process that of ten took three or four years
be fore the as pir ing cab bie felt ready to take the li cens ing test—the
Knowl edge of Lon don Ex am i na tion Sys tem. For get bar ex ams and
med i cal boards—this test is so dif fi cult that prospec tive ap pli cants



of ten make up to 12 at tempts to pass, and even then, ul ti mately
only half of the cab bie trainees are even tu ally suc cess ful.

So Maguire and Wool lett thought that it would be il lu mi nat ing to
study the brains of these mem ory quasi-sa vants—“quasi” be cause
these taxi driv ers were not born with prodi gious mem o ries but,
rather, de vel oped them.

The re searchers se lected a group of 79 cab bie trainees and an
ad di tional con trol group of 31 non–taxi driv ers. All 110 par tic i pants
had their brains scanned at the out set of the study and were ad- 
min is tered cer tain mem ory tests; ini tially, the re searchers found no
dis cernible dif fer ences, as all groups had per formed equally well
on the mem ory tasks.

Over the next sev eral years, only 39 of 79 trainees passed the
test, which then al lowed Maguire and Wool lett to break the par tic i- 
pants down into three dif fer ent groups: those who had trained and
passed the test; those who had trained and did not pass the test;
and those who had nei ther trained nor taken the test. Then, three
to four years af ter the ini tial MRIs (mag netic res o nance imag ing)
and mem ory test ing—when the trainees had ei ther passed or
failed to ac quire “the Knowl edge”—the re searchers again con- 
ducted MRIs and tested ev ery one on mem ory tasks.

This time around, Maguire and Wool lett found sig nif i cant
changes in the brains of those who had passed the test: they had
a greater vol ume of gray mat ter in their hip pocam pus than they
had be fore they started train ing. The hip pocam pus, we should
note, is es sen tial in mem ory ac qui si tion; in Alzheimer’s pa tients,
for ex am ple, the hip pocam pus is one of the first brain re gions to
suf fer dam age.

In ter est ingly, this in crease in gray mat ter of the hip pocam pus
wasn’t present in the group who had stud ied but failed the test.
The con trol group who had not stud ied also showed no brain in- 



crease. Per haps, we can spec u late, the group who stud ied yet
failed—and sub se quently did not show an in crease of vol ume in
gray mat ter—sim ply did not study enough to ei ther pass the test
or gain the de sired brain change.

Re gard less, the re search clearly showed that the group who
stud ied rig or ously enough to pass the test did in deed change their
neu ro phys i ol ogy in a ben e fi cial way. This re search also shows us
that it’s never too late to change your brain. Ac cord ing to Pro fes- 
sor Maguire: “The hu man brain re mains ‘plas tic,’ even in adult life,
al low ing it to adapt when we learn new tasks.”

Yet now we have GPS and don’t have to re mem ber streets or di- 
rec tions. We also have smart phones that re mem ber, well, ev ery- 
thing for us. And de vices that can do all sorts of things for us—
they can cook, clean, make din ner reser va tions, fly our planes,
drive our cars . . . per haps one day soon they will even be able to
think for us.

But as tech nol ogy ad vances, does hu man ity re cede?
Does tech that ex ter nally re mem bers things for us—thus less en- 

ing our need to uti lize our mem ory mus cles—help our hu man
mem ory or weaken it? Do chess com puter-hy brid cen taurs make
their hu man halves bet ter—or does the com puter do most of the
heavy lift ing? Do tech de vices—like cal cu la tors, which help us do
math, or com put ers that help pi lots fly on au topi lot, con ve nient as
all these things may be—do those tech no log i cal won ders work as
skill-strength en ing tools or skill-damp en ing crutches?

Per haps it’s as Thoreau once said: “Men have be come the tools
of their tools.”

As we con tinue to ex plore the ef fects of tech nol ogy in our lives,
we now also have, as we have just seen, the ben e fit of yet an- 
other tech no log i cal tool—state-of-the-art brain imag ing that won- 



drously and defini tively shows us the neg a tive im pacts of tech nol- 
ogy on the brain.

The irony is rich: tech nol ogy that shows us that tech nol ogy is
bad for our brains.

In Smarter than You Think, Thomp son in ter est ingly de cides to
not look at any of the brain imag ing re search: “If you were hop ing
to read about the neu ro science of our brains and how tech nol ogy
is ‘rewiring’ them, this vol ume will dis ap point you.” He goes on to
rail against the lat est brain imag ing re search as “pre ma ture” and
of du bi ous ben e fit be cause our un der stand ing of the brain it self is
still a work in progress, as he con cludes: “The field is so new that
it is rash to draw con clu sions, ei ther apoc a lyp tic or utopian, about
how the in ter net is chang ing our brains.”

While our un der stand ing of the brain is ad mit tedly in com plete,
neu ro science, thanks in large part to brain imag ing, is fairly far
along. Sev eral re cent and com pelling peer-re viewed brain imag ing
stud ies, which we’ll ex am ine in the next chap ter—some that have
come out af ter Thomp son’s book—do in deed show the dam ag ing
ef fects of tech on the brain, dam age that, as men tioned, closely
mir rors the ef fects of drug ad dic tion.

So was Neil Post man prophet i cally cor rect in Amus ing Our- 
selves to Death—is the new elec tronic me dia our soma? Thirty
years later, in the age of iPads, smart phones, tablets, lap tops,
Google Glass, Twit ter, Face book, Ocu lus Rift and who-knows-
what-else on the tech hori zon, does it seem so lu di crous to view
tech as a drug—the “elec tronic co caine” that Dr. Why brow con sid- 
ers it to be? Ben e fits aside, has dig i tal tech be come what Chi nese
re searchers are call ing elec tronic heroin?

In deed, as we’ll read in the next chap ter, in ter ac tive glow ing
screens have be come such a pow er ful drug that the U.S. mil i tary
is lit er ally us ing them as a form of dig i tal mor phine.



THREE

DIG I TAL DRUGS AND THE BRAIN

DIG I TAL MOR PHINE

“I was on fire . . . I couldn’t speak or see to un buckle my seat belt
or open the door. I be lieve that my guardian an gel just took me out
of the truck.”

First Lieu tenant Sam Brown is ly ing in the burn unit of Brooke
Army Med i cal Cen ter (BAMC) in San An to nio, Texas, de scrib ing
the hor ri ble events that took place ear lier that year, 2008, in Kan- 
da har, Afghanistan, when his Humvee was hit by an IED and ex- 
ploded. His body was en gulfed in flames, and he suf fered third-de- 
gree burns over 30 per cent of his body; his in juries were so se- 
vere that he was kept in a med i cally in duced coma for the first few
weeks to help him sur vive.

While his eyes looked the same as in the pic tures of the hand- 
some cadet who had re cently grad u ated from West Point, his face
now bore the scars of badly burned flesh. As he would later tell
NBC’s Na talie Morales in a 2012 in ter view: “I lit er ally thought that I
was go ing to die and my in stinc tual re ac tion was to throw my arms
up in the air and cry out to God. And I re mem ber think ing ‘how
long will it take for me to burn to death?’”

But the IED ex plo sion and the ini tial burn was only the be gin ning
of what would be a very long and painful process. Ac cord ing to Dr.
Christo pher Maani, the anes the si ol o gist in BAMC’s burn unit:
“With burn in jury, that re ha bil i ta tive process can go on for weeks to
months, some times even years if the burn is sig nif i cant enough as
it was in Sam’s case.”



Sam had to en dure more than two dozen painful surg eries, but
the most ex cru ci at ing pain came from the daily wound care and
the phys i cal ther apy that fol lowed. In fact, the pro ce dures were so
painful and un bear able that there were times when Sam’s su pe rior
of fi cers would have to or der him to un dergo treat ment. As with
many burn vic tims, nar cotic painkillers are the only med i ca tion that
can pro vide some re lief from the daily rit ual pain. While nar cotic
opi ates have an anal gesic ef fect that stim u lates pain-damp en ing
en dor phin re lease, they are also highly ad dic tive. As Sam grew in- 
creas ingly con cerned about his grow ing de pen dence on nar cotics,
Dr. Maani sug gested a new ex per i men tal treat ment to help Sam
lessen his pain: a video game called Snow World.

Snow World is a car toon-look ing vir tual re al ity game set in the
arc tic ice where a se ries of pen guins march back and forth as
Paul Si mon’s cheery song “You Can Call Me Al” plays in the back- 
ground. Dur ing the game the player, who is wear ing a wrap around
plas tic vir tual head set, uses a joy stick to throw snow balls at the
cute pen guins.

When I in ter viewed Sam, he said: “I went into this to tally a skep- 
tic, but was will ing to give it a try.” The game had been de vel oped
sev eral years ear lier at the Uni ver sity of Wash ing ton by Dr. David
Pat ter son and Dr. Hunter Hoff man, two psy chol o gists who had
been work ing on non-opi oid pain-man age ment meth ods specif i- 
cally for burn vic tims at Har bor View Burn Cen ter in Seat tle. Pat- 
ter son and Hoff man dis cov ered that while pa tients were im mersed
in vir tual re al ity games, their sen sa tion of pain greatly de creased.

In deed, in 2011, the mil i tary con ducted a small study us ing
Snow World and got even more dra matic re sults: for sol diers in the
most se vere pain, Snow World worked even bet ter than mor- 

phine.1 The re searchers were not ex actly clear on what the ex act



mech a nism of this video anal gesic ef fect was as some as cribed it
to “cog ni tive dis trac tion.”

But we know from a study by M. J. Koepp (1998)2 that video
games raised dopamine lev els 100 per cent—and those were old-
school, 2-D 1998 video games, not im mer sive 3-D vir tual re al ity
games. Is it pos si ble that, rather than just “cog ni tive dis trac tion,”
Sam’s neu ro trans mit ters were be ing stim u lated to re lease pain-
killing dopamine and, per haps, en dor phins as well?

In my in ter view with the navy’s Dr. Doan, he ex pressed the view
that there is in deed an en dor phin-in creas ing mech a nism that is
not en tirely un der stood; as pre vi ously men tioned, he em braces
the no tion of screens act ing as “dig i tal phar makeia.”

When I asked Sam about this, he said: “I was for sure feel ing
less pain than I was with the mor phine. I think it def i nitely could
have been an in crease in my dopamine or en dor phins.”

Even Dr. Hoff man is sur prised when it comes to the suc cess of
video game pain-man age ment ther apy: “The fact that you’re get- 
ting such huge re duc tions in pain us ing some thing that’s not a
drug is a par a digm shift,” he said.

Brain imag ing would even tu ally con firm that the burn pa tients
treated with Snow World vir tual re al ity were in deed ex pe ri enc ing
less pain in the parts of their brains as so ci ated with pro cess ing
pain. All of these stun ning find ings have led the mil i tary to fur ther
pur sue the use of vir tual re al ity and video games as a quasi-dig i tal
drug in or der to help treat pain.

* * *

Most peo ple are shocked to hear that a video game can ac tu ally
be more po tent than mor phine. While this is a phe nom e nal ad- 
vance in pain-man age ment medicine and treat ment of burn vic- 
tims, it begs the ques tion: just what ef fect is this dig i tal drug—
which is more pow er ful than mor phine—hav ing on the brains and



ner vous sys tems of seven-year-olds—or four teen year-olds—who
are in gest ing very sim i lar dig i tal drugs via their glow ing screens?
And, fur ther, if stim u lat ing screens are in deed more pow er ful than
mor phine, can they be just as ad dict ing?

TRAPPED DOWN THE RAB BIT HOLE OF DIG I TAL AD DIC TION

As I stood in the heavy down pour and knocked on the door of the
cedar shin gle ranch house I felt a sense of ap pre hen sion. Al- 
though a bit dated and frayed around the edges, by all out ward
ap pear ances it looked like a nor mal sub ur ban house where a
happy fam ily with 2.2 kids might live, com plete with a tan mini van
in the drive way parked next to a free-stand ing bas ket ball hoop
and back board. It all looked very Ozzie and Har riet.

Yet I knew that in side that in nocu ous sub ur ban house lived “Pe- 
ter,” a some times vi o lent 18-year-old video game-play ing recluse;
a dig i tal Howard Hughes who had be come home bound for the
past four years as he had be come trapped by his own psy chi atric
demons that were fed by his gam ing ad dic tion. I was ap pre hen- 
sive be cause, al though I’m com fort able around men tal ill ness and
ad dic tion, I’m a bit more tense dur ing the rare oc ca sions that I
have to do a home as sess ment be cause you can never be quite
sure what you’ll find once you get past the front door. And, per- 
haps most un set tling, if there is a prob lem, they have the home
field ad van tage.

This is what I knew about Pe ter based on his case file and from
phone con ver sa tions with his mother: He had al ways been anx- 
ious as a boy, but he be came de pressed af ter his fa ther had died
sev eral years ear lier. The tip ping point came in the ninth grade
when he was sus pended for the en tire school year for a prank that
had gone ter ri bly wrong. Alone at home with his anx i ety and de- 
pres sion, he found es cape in his Xbox; what had once been a



week end recre ation had turned into a 16-hour-a-day ad dic tion. He
had now be come so ad dicted that he couldn’t stop play ing and
had be come ago ra pho bic and un able to leave the house or go to
school.

Dur ing the ex tremely rare oc ca sions that he had to leave the
house—for a doc tor’s ap point ment, for ex am ple—his mother and
brother would have to se date him and phys i cally drag him out as
he fought, kicked and screamed. When his mother tried to pull the
plug on the game, he be came vi o lent and would punch holes in
the walls or throw things at her. The poor woman had to get a re- 
strain ing or der while he still lived in her house. Over whelmed and
worn out, she even tu ally gave in and set tled into a pat tern of com- 
pli ant en abling; she would just let him play all day and night and
bring him his meals when he de manded them.

Psy chi a trists con firmed his anx i ety and ago ra pho bia di ag no sis
and the school dis trict was forced to send tu tors to his house for
two hours a day to pro vide him some sem blance of an ed u ca tion.
The dis trict had also tried con tact ing var i ous agen cies to help, but
the prob lem was that, at 18, he was a le gal adult and could refuse
treat ments and in ter ven tions. That’s when the school asked if I’d
be will ing to go to his house to as sess him to see if I could get a
bet ter sense of the sever ity of the prob lem and per haps coax him
into some kind of treat ment.

Af ter a minute or two in the rain, his mother fi nally opened the
door and in vited me in. I couldn’t help feel ing a sense of be ing
stuck in a time warp as her low bee hive hairdo matched the wood
pan el ing and the 1970s fur ni ture with framed pho tos of a happy
fam ily that no longer ex isted. Thrilled to have some one come to
the house to try and help, she greeted me warmly and sat with me
in the din ing room as she spilled her heart out about her son’s sit- 
u a tion. I gen uinely felt for her; she was a very de cent woman who



had tried her best to keep things to gether af ter her hard-work ing
hus band had died. When she was done, I asked if I could speak
with Pe ter.

“He just woke up; he’s in the liv ing room eat ing his break fast
that I just brought him.”

It was 1:00 p.m.
She walked me into the liv ing room where Pe ter was sit ting on a

chair that Archie Bunker would have been proud of. I hadn’t seen
him in four years, since the last time he’d been in school. Since
then, he had grown quite a bit—both ver ti cally and hor i zon tally; he
had to be at least 40 or 50 pounds heav ier. He was star ing with a
dazed look on his face at a large bulky old-style tele vi sion that had
the show Cops blar ing on it. While his gaze was fixed to ward the
TV, his ex pres sion was blank—al most cata tonic; I’m not even sure
if he was watch ing the TV or just star ing and zon ing out in that di- 
rec tion. He had on a soiled white t-shirt and dirty red sweat pants;
on the cof fee ta ble in front of him was a plate of eggs, ba con and
toast that their huge Labrador was eat ing off his plate.

I slowly sat in an ot toman next to him as he just con tin ued to
stare straight ahead.

“Hi Pe ter. Do you re mem ber me, Dr. Kar daras? We had met at
school a few years back?”

He briefly looked at me out of the cor ner of his eye and al most
im per cep ti bly nod ded as he kept look ing at the TV.

“I just wanted to come and see how you’re do ing and maybe ask
you some ques tions. Are you OK with that?”

Again, the barely there nod.
I asked him a se ries of ques tions about his child hood, his

school ing, his fam ily, his anx i ety. Mostly I got one or two-word low-
mum bled re sponses. But then ev ery thing changed when I asked



him about his gam ing; that’s when he sat up and ac tu ally looked at
me.

“I . . . I like to play Mod ern War fare 2 . . . and Mod ern War fare
3.”

He still mum bled, but there was bet ter ar tic u la tion be cause he
was now more en gaged.

“What is it that you like about play ing video games?”
He had a dif fi cult time find ing the words. He tried sev eral times

but couldn’t say much.
I tried again. “Pe ter, try and fin ish this sen tence: ‘The thing I like

the most about play ing video games is . . .’”
He nod ded and tried to an swer, “The thing I like the most about

gam ing is . . . is . . . I love trick shot . . . I love the sen sa tion I get
when I get one.”

He was half-smil ing now as you could see he was fan ta siz ing
about this thing called “trick shot.” He then sat up even higher and
said, with more en thu si asm:

“I love the sen sa tion. I’ve never had that do ing any thing else in
my life.”

“What’s trick shot?” I asked.
He tried to mum ble a de scrip tion, but got frus trated be cause he

wasn’t able to ver bally de scribe this pan glo ri ous thing called a
trick shot. His face then lit up as he had a flash of in spi ra tion: “Can
. . . can I show you?” he asked.

“Sure. I’d love to see.”
He slowly got up and am bled—you could tell that he wasn’t

used to walk ing—over to an ad ja cent door way that led into a dimly
lit room. My stom ach tight ened as I fol lowed him into his own
Heart of Dark ness: a dimly lit dark-pan eled room that was the
gate way into the dig i tal war games that his whole life re volved
around.



In that room, there were three huge com puter screens at tached
to two gam ing de vices set up at an gles on a large ta ble—it al most
looked like pic tures of a flight sim u la tor that I had once seen. As
he pow ered up, the screens came alive with flash ing lights and the
sound of ma chine gun fire. He be gan to ex plain that he was part of
a Clan of about an other 20 gamers.

He be gan to show me clips of prior trick shots; from what I gath- 
ered, a trick shot is a com plex sniper ma neu ver where the
player/sniper uses an ar ray of spin ning moves and em ploys a va ri- 
ety of com bi na tions on the con troller to cre ate a unique “no scope”
kill shot. This com plex move of ten re quired weeks of co or di nated
play and ef fort in or der to ac com plish. Then, the Holy Grail of trick- 
shots was to record them as a YouTube video with the hope that
your clan can be come pop u lar enough to get on a YouTube gam- 
ing chan nel like SoaR.

As I watched him im merse him self in the vir tual bat tle field, he
be came an en tirely dif fer ent per son than the quasi-cata tonic
young man that had been sit ting in the liv ing room just min utes
ear lier. Now he was an able com mando fighter en gaged on a mis- 
sion that re quired agility, dex ter ity and co or di na tion. He went from
a cata tonic kid with out a pas sion or a pur pose to a mem ber of a
Clan that all fought to gether to at tain the oh-so-cli mac tic trick shot.
His mother would tell me that the first time he got a trick shot, her
nor mally non ver bal son shouted and hollered so loudly that she
thought he was be ing at tacked.

That video gam ing room was like a power source for Pe ter. In- 
side that room, he was alive and an i mated; but as soon as we left
and walked back into the liv ing room, he plopped back onto his
Archie Bunker chair with all the en ergy and en thu si asm of a not-
so-spry 98-year-old and was quickly back to cata tonic Pe ter. The
shift was so pro found, it re minded me of Awak en ings, the bril liant



book by Oliver Sacks in which se verely cata tonic pa tients briefly
come to life with the new “mir a cle” drug L-dopa—as por trayed by
Robert DeNiro in the 1990 film by the same name—only to even- 
tu ally go back to their cata tonic state.

The only dif fer ence was that Pe ter didn’t start out cata tonic.
Anx ious and de pressed, yes, but he had once been rel a tively nor- 
mal and func tional. In stead, his an i mat ing L-dopa—his video
games—rather than be ing his mir a cle cure, seemed to have
caused his non-gam ing cata to nia and malaise. Sure, the video
game seems to an i mate him, but now he spends his en tire wak ing
life im mersed in a dig i tal fan tasy war zone fight ing with his clan
and seek ing to at tain the or gasm-like trick shot—and when he’s not
play ing, he’s un able to leave his house and is a cata tonic ago ra- 
pho bic mess.

By any clin i cal def i ni tion he’s an ad dict, ex cept his ad dic tion is to
a screen—or, more specif i cally, to the dopamine-ac ti vat ing in ter- 
ac tive world that the screen acts as a por tal to. I got it. I un der- 
stood. I gath ered up my notes, thanked him and his mother and
left; I didn’t want to stay too long.

Be ing im mersed in an in ter ac tive and ex cit ing bat tle ground
where you’re in full con trol has its ad dic tive ap peal—I just didn’t
want to pull a Colonel Kurtz and get pulled in too deeply my self.

In ter est ingly, Pe ter’s case is also a per fect na ture-ver sus-nur- 
ture ex per i ment as he has an iden ti cal twin brother who didn’t fall
down as deeply into the rab bit hole of video game ad dic tion and is
sub se quently much bet ter ad justed psy cho log i cally.

I made sev eral rec om men da tions to both Pe ter and his mother
about men tal health pro grams where he might be able to slowly
emerge from his game, leave the house, and slowly re con nect
with the real world. At the time of this writ ing, Pe ter has re fused all



sug ges tions of help and still lives pri mar ily on the bat tle field of
Mod ern War fare 3.

And like any scared and trapped en abling fam ily mem ber of an
ad dict, his mother keeps the elec tric ity go ing and makes sure that
the trays of food are still du ti fully de liv ered to his gam ing den
when ever he yells out.

THE AD DIC TION RID DLE

How does some one like Pe ter get trapped down the rab bit hole of
ad dic tion? Yes, he had some emo tional and psy cho log i cal is sues,
but how did he be come so ob ses sively and com pul sively con- 
sumed by his gam ing world that he be came a Howard Hughes-like
shut in?

But be fore we can fully un der stand tech ad dic tion, we must first
un der stand what ad dic tion it self is.

If we were to watch day time TV, we’d be con vinced that the
world is full of “love ad dicts” or peo ple “ad dicted” to Game of
Thrones or hot yoga. But I think that most of us un der stand true
ad dic tion as in gest ing a sub stance or en gag ing in a be hav ior in a
way that is patho log i cal—that is, a per son con tin ues with the ad- 
dic tive be hav ior in a com pul sive way de spite ad verse con se- 
quences. Think Amy Wine house or John Belushi.

But ad verse con se quences can have a pretty wide range—dy- 
ing isn’t nec es sar ily part of the def i ni tion of ad dic tion—just ask Pe- 
ter. Typ i cally, in the ad dic tion treat ment field, we think of some- 
thing as be ing an ad dic tion if a per son con tin ues to in gest the
prob lem atic sub stance or en gage in the prob lem atic be hav ior de- 
spite con se quences such as los ing their jobs, jeop ar diz ing their
re la tion ships, or neg a tively af fect ing their phys i cal health or their
school ing.



But be yond symp to matic cri te ria that help us to di ag nose ad dic- 
tion, what is it re ally? I mean, at its essence—what is it?

For many, clin i cians and re searchers alike, the un der stand ing of
ad dic tion is sort of like a rid dle wrapped in a mys tery in side an
enigma. Many have a hard time cat e go riz ing it—is it a bad habit, a
lack of willpower, a dis ease, a men tal dis or der, a moral fail ing, a
ge netic con di tion, a psy cho log i cal con di tion? Eti o log i cal the o ries
abound.

For most peo ple, clin i cal def i ni tions aside, it’s sort of like the old
line from Supreme Court jus tice Pot ter Stew art in 1964, when he
tried to de fine the highly sub jec tive no tion of ob scen ity: “I know it
when I see it.” I think that’s true for ad dic tion; most of us know it
when we see it.

But per haps even more im por tantly, if we are re ally try ing to un- 
der stand ad dic tion, we should ask the fur ther ques tion: why and
how does some one be come an ad dict? This is an im por tant ques- 
tion, be cause if we’re to un der stand how an iPad can be elec tronic
co caine, we need to un der stand how good old pow dered co caine
can be so com pul sively ad dict ing.

I think most of us can un der stand why some one might try get- 
ting high—why some one might smoke a joint or do a line of coke;
odds are that most peo ple read ing this have prob a bly dab bled in a
lit tle mind ex pan sion them selves. Hell, our last two pres i dents
have even ad mit ted ski ing down a white line or two in their youth.
Yet how come they didn’t be come full-blown ad dicts while oth ers
who dab bled did?

Is it our ge net ics? Or the re sult of trauma or a rough child hood?
Per haps peo ple with ad dic tion have a neu ro chem i cal im bal ance?
Or are ad dicts sim ply peo ple with poor im pulse con trol and min i- 
mal will power?



Peo ple who don’t un der stand ad dic tion of ten ask: just how can a
per son be come so com pul sive about in gest ing a sub stance—be it
al co hol, co caine, heroin or a pill—or en gag ing in an ad dic tive be- 
hav ior like gam bling, sex or In ter net use, some times even to the
point of to tal self-an ni hi la tion? To the non ad dicted, it just doesn’t
make sense.

Of course it doesn’t—ad dic tion isn’t ra tio nal.
Cer tainly Pe ter’s be hav ior wasn’t ra tio nal by any def i ni tion of the

word. Let me pro vide an other ex am ple of ad dic tive ir ra tional ity
from my clin i cal work: When I was just be gin ning my ca reer in
men tal health, I had the op por tu nity to work at a hos pi tal re hab fa- 
cil ity on the East End of Long Is land where I was as signed to do
the in take on a new pa tient who had just re cently had a heart
trans plant.

Heart trans plants, al though some what more com mon these
days, are still very risky, com plex and in volved med i cal pro ce dures
that re quire quite a bit of med i cal fol low-up and med i ca tion man- 
age ment. Af ter all, an other per son’s heart is now beat ing in side
the pa tient’s chest—no small feat. So our new ad mit, “Michael,”
ar rived with a bulging satchel of med i ca tions that he needed to
take daily, from im muno sup pres sants to an tibi otics.

I met Michael, who was 42, while the nurses were sort ing
through his prodi gious num ber of med i ca tion bot tles, and I found
him to be very pleas ant; he was smart and funny and laughed
eas ily. In fact, if I hadn’t known about his heart or ad dic tion his tory,
I never would have guessed that he had any is sues at all.

As I did his in take, I got to know more about his story: charm ing
Michael had once been a chef in the highly stress ful restau rant
scene of a ma jor city who had coped with that stress for many
years by drink ing nightly; at some point, al co hol turned to co caine
and co caine turned to crack. It was this spo radic crack ad dic tion



that not only de railed his ca reer, but also did a num ber on his
heart—thus the trans plant. He em pha sized that his car di ol o gist
had told him to be care ful walk ing up and down stairs so as to not
strain his new heart, and that if he smoked crack again, he would
die.

When I came to work the next morn ing, Michael was al ready up
and about. He was at the nurse’s sta tion sign ing him self out AMA
—against med i cal ad vice. He looked dif fer ent from the calm, ra tio- 
nal man I had spo ken to just a day ear lier; this Michael was ag i- 
tated and wild-eyed.

“Michael, what are you do ing?” I asked.
He avoided eye con tact as he mum bled some thing un der his

breath. I tried again:
“Where are you go ing? What about what we talked about yes- 

ter day—get ting clean and sober to save your life?”
His face was flushed, and he was sweat ing. He just looked at

me and said: “I gotta go smoke crack . . .” He then tossed his big
black duf fel bag over his shoul der and am bled to ward the el e va- 
tors. I never saw him again.

His de ci sion seemed so im pul sive, so ir ra tional. Yet the day be- 
fore, I had been speak ing to a sane, thought ful hu man be ing.
What had hap pened?

There are no sim ple an swers.
In what I call the “per fect storm” model of ad dic tion, we un der- 

stand that var i ous fac tors such as ge net ics, en vi ron ment, psy chol- 
ogy and neu ro bi ol ogy come to gether to cre ate the ex plo sive phe- 
nom e non of ad dic tion. But it’s also im por tant to keep in mind that
no one per son’s per fect storm of ad dic tion is ex actly the same as
any one else’s; the in ten sity and com bi na tion of fac tors con tribut ing
to the ad dic tion are a unique amal gam within each per son.



We also know that cer tain peo ple are more prone than oth ers to
ad dic tive be hav ior; for ar gu ment’s sake, we might say that these
peo ple are more pre dis posed to ward hav ing ad dic tive per son al i- 
ties. Fur ther, we know that hav ing ad dic tion in one’s fam ily can
pre dis pose a per son to ward that con di tion and that the chil dren of
ad dicts are eight times more likely to de velop an ad dic tion prob- 

lem.3

What is less clear is why. It’s been de bated whether that in- 
creased risk is a con se quence of ge net ics, the mod el ing of ad dic- 
tive be hav iors or sim ply dys func tional fam ily dy nam ics that can
cre ate the emo tional and psy cho log i cal con di tions for ad dic tive
vul ner a bil ity. Or per haps all of the above.

We know, too, that trauma and abuse cor re late highly with ad- 
dic tion, by some es ti mates qua dru pling the odds that a per son will
be come an ad dict. Then there is At tach ment The ory, ac cord ing to
which an ad dict is a per son who may not have been con sis tently
and ap pro pri ately nur tured in child hood and who then grows up
prone to code pen dence, form ing a patho log i cal at tach ment to an
ex ter nal en tity, be it a per son, al co hol, co caine or an iPad—all to

help fill the void of nur tur ing.4

For all of these rea sons, it’s com monly ac cepted in the ad dic tion
psy chol ogy field that the prob lem is less about the par tic u lar sub- 
stance or be hav ior than about the un der ly ing per fect storm of ge- 
netic, psy cho log i cal, en vi ron men tal and neu ro bi o log i cal fac tors
that make a per son ripe for ad dic tion—any kind of ad dic tion.

Har vard’s Dr. Howard Shaf fer, one of the world’s fore most ad dic- 
tion ex perts and a friend and col league of mine, has de vel oped a
“syn drome model” of ad dic tion. He analo gizes ad dic tion to a virus
that com pro mises the im mune sys tem and com pares the mul ti ple
ex pres sions of ad dic tion (i.e., al co holism, gam bling, opi ate ad dic- 
tion, video games) to op por tunis tic in fec tions that an ad dic tively



pre dis posed per son needs to come into con tact with in or der to
“catch.” For ex am ple, the ad dic tively pre dis posed per son with the
weak ened ad dic tion im mune sys tem who comes into con tact with
al co hol is more likely to be come an al co holic; if that same ad dic- 
tively pre dis posed per son, how ever, is ex posed to pain pills, then

pill ad dic tion it is. And so on.5

Hav ing said that ad dic tion is more about a per son’s vul ner a bil ity
to ad dic tive sub stances and/or be hav iors, we do know that cer tain
sub stances or be hav iors have a stronger mag netic pull for the vul- 
ner a ble per son; crys tal meth tends to be more ad dict ing than al co- 
hol, for ex am ple.

Why is that?
As Dr. Steve Hy man, the for mer di rec tor of the Na tional In sti tute

of Men tal Health, asks:

“Why does the brain pre fer opium to broc coli?”6 Why do our
brains grav i tate to ward cer tain sub stances—or be hav iors—more
than oth ers? And how might highly stim u lat ing tech nol ogy act in
the same way as a highly ad dict ing drug?

Un der stand ing the ad dic tion rid dle—how a per son can pur sue
some thing so com pul sively and of ten so self-de struc tively, be it
crack or tech nol ogy—will re quire an ex plo ration of some in ter est- 
ing con cepts along the way: the dopamine tickle. Myelin. And Rat
Park.

THE DOPAMINE TICKLE

In or der to fully un der stand ad dic tion, we need to un der stand the
brain’s re ward sys tem and the im pact of dopamin er gic sub stances
or be hav iors on that re ward path way.

How dopamin er gic (dopamine ac ti vat ing) a sub stance or be hav- 
ior is cor re lates very highly with the ad dic tive po ten tial of that sub- 
stance or be hav ior. Dopamine is the feel-good neu ro trans mit ter



that’s the most crit i cal el e ment in the ad dic tion process. When a
per son per forms an ac tion that sat is fies a need or ful fills a de sire,
dopamine is re leased into the nu cleus ac cum bens, a clus ter of
nerve cells be neath the cere bral hemi spheres that are as so ci ated
with plea sure and re ward, also known as the brain’s plea sure cen- 
ter.

In sim ple terms, en gag ing in a dopamin er gic be hav ior in creases
dopamine lev els so that the dopamine-re ward path way is ac ti- 
vated, thus telling the in di vid ual to re peat what he or she just did
in or der to get that feel-good dopamine re ward (or what I like to
call the dopamine tickle) again.

As an evo lu tion ary adap ta tion, the dopamine tickle is a sur vival
mech a nism; it re wards and, thus, in cen tivizes es sen tial bi o log i cal
func tions such as eat ing and pro cre ation. Eat ing and sex feel
good be cause they in crease dopamine; we then re mem ber that
and seek out those ac tiv i ties again in or der to re cap ture the feel-
good dopamine high.

Nat u ral dopamin er gic ac tiv i ties—eat ing, sex—usu ally come only
af ter ef fort and de lay and, as men tioned, serve a sur vival func tion.
But ad dic tive drugs and ad dic tive be hav iors, like gam bling and
video gam ing, pro vide a short cut to this re ward process, which
floods the nu cleus ac cum bens with dopamine with out serv ing a bi- 
o log i cal func tion.

Un for tu nately, evo lu tion hasn’t pro vided an easy way to with- 
stand that dopamine on slaught, so that when peo ple be come ad- 
dicted, they ex pe ri ence a dopamine re duc tion or shut down in or- 
der to give some re lief to their over whelmed re cep tor cells. With
this re duced ca pac ity to pro duce dopamine nat u rally, the ad dicted
per son then needs to in gest the ad dic tive sub stance or en gage in
the ad dic tive be hav ior just to main tain his or her dopamine lev els.



Then, as a dou ble whammy, chronic ex po sure to ad dic tive sub- 
stances or be hav iors then neg a tively af fects the frontal cor tex—
the brain’s de ci sion-mak ing cen ter, which is as so ci ated with im- 
pulse-con trol, oth er wise known as a per son’s “brak ing mech a- 
nism”—which in turn com pro mises a per son’s abil ity to re frain
from the ad dic tive sub stance or be hav ior, mak ing it harder to “just
say no.”

Re search has also shown that peo ple who are pre dis posed to- 
ward ad dic tion have lower base line lev els of dopamine and other
feel-good neu ro trans mit ters such as en dor phins and nor ep i neph- 
rine; thus they’re more likely to get hooked on any sub stance or
be hav ior that in creases dopamine—any thing that gives them that
dopamine tickle—sim ply be cause their brains crave it more than
those of peo ple who have nor mal base line neu ro trans mit ter lev- 

els.7

We also know that cer tain sub stances or be hav iors tickle
dopamine more than oth ers. For ex am ple, brain imag ing re search
shows us that eat ing—es pe cially eat ing crav ing foods like choco- 
late—can raise dopamine lev els by 50 per cent; while sex can
raise dopamine by 100 per cent; snort ing co caine in creases
dopamine by 350 per cent; and in gest ing crys tal meth cre ates a

whop ping 1,200 per cent in crease in dopamine.8 That’s why we’d
say that crys tal meth has the high est dopamin er gic ef fect—and
thus the high est ad dic tive po ten tial—amongst the sub stances just
men tioned.

So how dopamin er gic are vir tual ex pe ri ences? Ac cord ing to one
ground break ing study by Koepp in 1998, video games in crease
dopamine as much as sex does, about 100 per cent. And keep in
mind that those are pos i tively quaint 1998 video games, not the
72-inch LCD, ul tra real is tic, hy per stim u lat ing and highly arous ing
games of to day.



Think about it this way: we’d be hor ri fied if our young chil dren
were ex posed to some thing as in ap pro pri ate and stim u lat ing as
sex, yet we’re let ting them get vir tual brain or gasms ev ery time
they play video games. Know ing that, is it re ally any won der that
kids are so hooked on their elec tron ics?

As the navy’s Dr. An drew Doan puts it: “The prob lem is that
video game play ing (VGP) is es ti mated to in crease brain
dopamine lev els equiv a lent to sex; thus, VGP is risky in young
minds that can not say ‘no’ as VGP lit er ally hi jacks their thoughts.”

There’s one other very im por tant fac tor that we need to keep in
mind in try ing to fully un der stand the ad dic tive po ten tial of video
games: the re ward sched ule, also known as the sched ule of re in- 
force ment, a term used by psy chol o gists to de scribe the pat tern or
fre quency of dopamine-tick ling re wards.

As men tioned ear lier, nat u ral dopamin er gic ac tiv i ties re quire
time and ef fort: if I get a dopamine tickle when I eat a piece of
choco late cake, we can say that that event has a buildup (I get the
cake and cut it), an ac tual en gage ment pe riod (I eat the cake) and
a com ing-down pe riod (I di gest the cake). The same can be said
for sex—arousal, fool ing around and then cli max; for the young
and vig or ous, maybe a rinse-and-re peat. But I’m not re peat edly
re ward ing my self (get ting the dopamine tickle) con tin u ously over a
pe riod of hours.

Drugs and vir tual stim u la tion, how ever, can be quickly re peated,
over and over again. I can keep play ing Minecraft or shoot ing the
tar get in a shooter game as my dopamine squirts in rat-tat-tat
fash ion, and it’s that rapid re ward sched ule of a con tin u ous brain
or gasm that cre ates such a pow er ful ad dic tion dy namic.

While an adult may have the willpower to re frain from en gag ing
with tech as pow er ful and ad dict ing as sex, from a de vel op men tal
stand point, since the brain’s frontal cor tex—the brain’s “brak ing



mech a nism,” which con trol im pul siv ity—isn’t fully de vel oped un til
well into a per son’s twen ties, a child sim ply doesn’t have the neu- 
ro bi o log i cal ap pa ra tus to han dle that level of stim u la tion.

Thus once lit tle Johnny and Suzie ex pe ri ence that feel-good,
elec tronic or gasm-like dopamine tickle, they want to push the re- 
peat but ton again . . . and again . . . and again . . . and again . . .

How com pul sive are video games? Here’s a telling fac toid: ac- 
cord ing to the man u fac turer, gamers have played the Call of Duty
se ries—one of the more pop u lar first-per son-shooter games—for
25 bil lion to tal hours. (In a first-per son-shooter game, the player
sees through the eyes of the shooter and con trols the gun.) That
adds up to 2.85 mil lion years—longer than the course of hu man

ex is tence!9 And that’s just one game fran chise.
A rather prophetic episode of Star Trek: The Next Gen er a tion

called “The Game,” which aired 25 years ago, back in 1991,
vividly de picts this ad dic tive brain or gasm ef fect; the crew of the
En ter prise is given a vir tual head set game that pro duces an in- 
tensely eu phoric sen sa tion. They be come so ad dicted to the de- 
vices that they walk around in a per pet u ally trance like state—not
un like that of Google Glass wear ers—and are al most taken over
by an other species while in their eu phoric stu por.

But ad dic tion is about more than just dopamine; we also need to
un der stand myeli na tion, an other crit i cally im por tant neu ro log i cal
fac tor in the ad dic tion process, which can, in turn, bet ter help us to
un der stand tech ad dic tion.

MYELIN—THE BRAIN’S HIGH-SPEED BAND WIDTH

In 2001 the pi o neer ing UCLA neu rol o gist Dr. George Bart zokis, in
his ground break ing “myelin model” of brain dis ease, was able to
prove the ex is tence of an other very im por tant brain dy namic as so- 



ci ated with ad dic tion: the role of myeli na tion, oth er wise also

known as the brain’s “white mat ter.”10

When talk ing about the brain, most peo ple tend to think of “gray

mat ter,” the net work of roughly 100 bil lion neu rons* that form the
brain and give it its pink ish-gray color. But in ad di tion to gray mat- 
ter, we also have white mat ter, also known as myelin, a pale lipid
com posed of choles terol that, like ca ble in su la tion, en velopes the
tril lions of stem like parts of neu rons called ax ons that con nect
neu ron-to-neu ron to form a sin gle, func tion ing neu ral net work.

With out myeli na tion, our brains would be as frus trat ingly slow as
a dial-up con nec tion. Ac cord ing to Bart zokis, “Think of the In ter- 
net. Myeli na tion makes ax ons more ef fi cient; it in creases band- 
width. Ax ons are able to do more so that our brains are able to do

more.”11

Okay, a faster-work ing brain; but why else is myelin so im por- 
tant?

Myeli na tion oc curs as part of a healthy de vel op men tal process.
As we grow and learn, our myeli na tion in creases in ar eas of the
brain that need it. Ac cord ing to Dr. Robert F. Mc Givern, a San
Diego State Uni ver sity re search psy chol o gist, “If you take a very
young brain, say a three- or a four-year-old, the brain or ga nizes it- 
self around ex pe ri ence. You can train that child to learn to read
very early and the brain will be well-myeli nated in those parts of
the brain needed for read ing.” Read ing thus be comes hard wired
via myeli na tion.

But how does this hap pen?
A new born in fant is born with bil lions of brain cells; each brain

cell—or neu ron—has branch ing ap pendages called den drites,
which reach out to make con nec tions with other neu rons. When
elec tri cal sig nals pass from neu ron to neu ron, synapses are stim u- 
lated; as those synapses are stim u lated over and over again,



those neu ral con nec tion pat terns be come hard wired via myeli na- 
tion, which forms in those heav ily used ar eas.

Neu rol o gists call this the “sled on a snowy hill” phe nom e non: the
first ex po sure to some thing or the first time we learn to do some- 
thing is like the sled first mak ing tracks on fresh snow. On sub se- 
quent tries, your sled will tend to fol low those grooves; as we re- 
peat those sled rides over and over again, we learn as our brains
myeli nate in the ar eas de voted to those ac tiv i ties.

Re cent brain imag ing re search has con firmed the ex is tence of
this hard wiring myeli na tion process and has al lowed us to see that
there are phys i cal dif fer ences be tween a child’s brain that has
been ap pro pri ately stim u lated and one that hasn’t been ap pro pri- 
ately stim u lated; con nec tions that aren’t ap pro pri ately stim u lated
by re peated ex po sure and/or ex pe ri ence at ro phy, cre at ing a use-
it-or-lose-it sit u a tion.

That’s what hap pens with lan guage. When an in fant is ex posed
to the com plex i ties of lan guage, the neu ral path ways de voted to
lan guage myeli nate—the sled forms tracks in the snow—and be- 
come hard wired, mak ing lan guage ac qui si tion per ma nent and rel- 
a tively ef fort less and or ganic. But if there’s no lan guage stim u la- 
tion dur ing those crit i cal early years, there are no “snow tracks,”
and so the lan guage-de vel op ment win dow closes and lan guage
con nec tions at ro phy as the brain loses its abil ity to hard wire and
myeli nate for lan guage.

In ter est ingly, that same brain imag ing is now also show ing us
that it’s not just un der stim u lated neu ral path ways (as in feral chil- 
dren) that can lead to neu ro log i cal dif fer ences and de vel op men tal
prob lems—but that the over stim u la tion of the glow ing, flash ing
screens of iPads and video games can dam age myelin in neu ral
path ways as well.



That’s be cause myelin is ex tremely vul ner a ble to dis rup tion;
oligo den dro cytes, the brain cells that pro duce choles terol for
proper myeli na tion, are eas ily dam aged by things such as head
trauma, en vi ron men tal stres sors, tox ins, stress hor mones, cer tain
drugs—and over stim u la tion. What prob lems can de velop as a re- 
sult of this myelin-de stroy ing over stim u la tion? Our abil ity to pay at- 
ten tion and fo cus, our abil ity to feel em pa thy and our abil ity to dis- 
cern re al ity can all be ad versely af fected by over stim u la tion dur ing
key de vel op men tal win dows.

That’s why Bart zokis’s myelin model re search in the early part of
the new mil len nium was so im por tant, as he was able to show the
crit i cally im por tant role of myeli na tion in healthy hu man brain de- 
vel op ment.

Just as im por tantly, he was also able to prove the cor re la tion be- 
tween im paired myeli na tion and var i ous brain dis or ders. Bart zokis
be lieved that those myeli na tion ab nor mal i ties drive var i ous neu- 
ropsy chi atric dis or ders across our en tire life cy cle—ev ery thing
from ADHD and autism in in fants and chil dren to schizophre nia
and drug ad dic tion in teens and young adults to Alzheimer’s in se- 
niors.

And Bart zokis was able to prove it. His brain re search was the
first of its kind that em pir i cally showed that drug ad dic tion can
dam age myelin. In his 2002 study pub lished in the Jour nal of Bi o- 
log i cal Psy chi a try, he com pared the brains of 37 male co caine-de- 
pen dent sub jects with those of a con trol group of 52 non–drug de- 
pen dent sub jects, all be tween the ages of 19 and 47, and clearly

showed the ad verse im pact of co caine on brain myeli na tion.12 “If
you look at the data,” Bart zokis says, “you will see that the av er- 
age 40- or 45-year-old co caine ad dict has the same amount of
white mat ter as the av er age 19-year-old.”



In his ear lier re search, Bart zokis had dis cov ered that healthy
brains con tinue to grow and myeli nate un til we’re roughly 50 years
old; now, his ad dic tion re search clearly showed that drug use
stunted myelin growth and de vel op ment. Bart zokis con cluded,
“The [healthy] age-re lated ex pan sion in white mat ter vol ume oc- 
cur ring in nor mal con trol sub jects was ab sent in the co caine de- 
pen dent sub jects.” These de creased-myeli na tion re sults were re- 
peated in other stud ies us ing other drugs, in clud ing al co hol, opi- 
ates and mar i juana.

And now, a lit tle over ten years af ter Bart zokis’s orig i nal work,
we have re search from sev eral re cent brain-imag ing stud ies that
show us that tech ex po sure can also al ter brain struc ture and
myeli na tion in ex actly the same way that drugs can.

Yes, that’s right: that iPad that your child’s school thought would
be so won der ful as a first-grade learn ing tool is mak ing your
child’s brain re sem ble that of a drug ad dict.

The re cent re search: In 2012 a re search team led by Dr. Hao
Lei of the Chi nese Acad emy of Sci ences dis cov ered that the
brains of peo ple who had been di ag nosed with In ter net Ad dic tion
Dis or der had myelin (white mat ter) in tegrity ab nor mal i ties in brain
re gions in volv ing ex ec u tive at ten tion, de ci sion mak ing and emo- 
tional gen er a tion. Their study com pared the brains of 17 IAD sub- 
jects and used as a con trol 16 healthy sub jects. In their find ings,
pub lished in the Pub lic Li brary of Sci ence, Dr. Lei states: “The re- 
sults . . . sug gest that IAD may share psy cho log i cal and neu ral
mech a nisms with other types of sub stance ad dic tion and im pulse

con trol dis or ders.”13

In other words, screen ad dic tion looks like drug ad dic tion in the
brain.

In 2013 a brain-imag ing study en ti tled “De creased Func tional
Brain Con nec tiv ity in Ado les cents with In ter net Ad dic tion” in PLOS



One, con ducted on 12 ado les cents di ag nosed with IAD and 11
healthy con trol sub jects, con cluded that “In ter net ad dic tion is as- 
so ci ated with a wide spread and sig nif i cant de crease of func tional

con nec tiv ity.”14 As I’ve men tioned, func tional con nec tiv ity re lates
to the brain’s white mat ter/myeli na tion. This study shows that
gam ing is as so ci ated with a de crease in all-im por tant myeli na tion.

A Sep tem ber 2014 brain-imag ing study in PLOS One en ti tled
“Dis rupted Brain Func tional Net work in In ter net Ad dic tion Dis or- 
der: A Rest ing-State fMRI Study,” by Wee et al., also found sim i lar

myeli na tion and con nec tiv ity prob lems with gamers.15 The re- 
searchers in di cated that “there is sig nif i cant dis rup tion in the func- 
tional con nec tions of IAD pa tients, par tic u larly be tween re gions lo- 
cated in the frontal, oc cip i tal, and pari etal lobes. Our find ings . . .
sug gest that IAD causes dis rup tions of func tional con nec tiv ity and,
im por tantly, that such dis rup tions might link to be hav ioral im pair- 
ments.”

* * *

There was also an amaz ing Amer i can study done at the In di ana
Uni ver sity School of Medicine in 2011. In this study, by tak ing
brain scans at both the be gin ning of the study and then again af ter
sub jects had spent one week play ing vi o lent video games, the re- 
searchers showed cause-and-ef fect brain changes af ter just one

week of video game play ing.16

Yes, mea sur able brain changes af ter just one week.
For the study, 28 healthy young adult males, ages 18 to 29, all

with low past ex po sure to vi o lent video games, were ran domly as- 
signed to two groups of 14. Mem bers of the first group were in- 
structed to play a shoot ing video game for 10 hours at home for
one week and re frain from play ing the fol low ing week. The sec ond
group did not play a video game at all dur ing the two-week pe riod.



Each of the 28 men un der went func tional mag netic res o nance
imag ing (fMRI) anal y sis at the be gin ning of the study, with fol low-
up ex ams at one and two weeks.

The re sults showed that af ter one week of vi o lent game play, the
video game group mem bers showed less ac ti va tion in the left in fe- 
rior frontal lobe and less ac ti va tion in the an te rior cin gu late cor tex
than in their base line re sults and the re sults of the con trol group.

“For the first time, we have found that a sam ple of ran domly as- 
signed young adults showed less ac ti va tion in cer tain frontal brain
re gions fol low ing a week of play ing vi o lent video games at home,”
claimed Dr. Yang Wang, the lead re searcher of the study. “The af- 
fected brain re gions are im por tant for con trol ling emo tion and ag- 
gres sive be hav ior.”

The frontal brain re gions that Dr. Wang men tioned are the same
brain re gions that are af fected by drug ad dic tion; and now, for the
first time, re searchers had shown a di rect re la tion ship be tween
play ing vi o lent video games over an ex tended pe riod of time and a
sub se quent change in those brain re gions as so ci ated with ex ec u- 
tive func tion ing.

In ter est ingly, af ter the video game group re frained from game
play for an ad di tional week, the ex ec u tive re gions of their brains
re turned to a state closer to that of the con trol group. It would
seem that the brain’s plas tic ity—its abil ity to bounce back and
com pen sate—was clearly at work. But what if a per son con tin ued
play ing vi o lent video games? “These find ings in di cate that vi o lent
video game play has a long-term ef fect on brain func tion ing,” Dr.
Wang says. “These ef fects may trans late into be hav ioral changes

over longer pe ri ods of game play.”17

All of this re cent re search link ing screen ex po sure to neu ro bi o- 
log i cal changes has ex cited aca demics in the field of brain sci- 
ence. In deed, Pro fes sor Gunter Schu mann, chair of bi o log i cal



psy chi a try at King’s Col lege in Lon don, told the BBC, “For the first
time . . . stud ies show changes in the neu ronal con nec tions be- 
tween brain ar eas as well as changes in brain func tion in peo ple
who are fre quently us ing the In ter net or video games.” Neu rol o gist
and Ox ford pro fes sor Baroness Su san Green field be lieves that
video game ad dic tion can even cause a form of what she de- 

scribes as “de men tia” in chil dren.18

When look ing at this brain-imag ing re search, some ask the in- 
evitable chicken-or-the-egg ques tion: is screen ex po sure caus ing
the brain changes, or are those with pre ex ist ing and un der ly ing
brain ab nor mal i ties grav i tat ing to ward ad dic tive gam ing and
screen time? Since most of the brain imag ing stud ies (with the no- 
table ex cep tion of Dr. Wang’s) are look ing at the brains of gamers
with out hav ing a base line read ing of that brain be fore the prob lem- 
atic gam ing, it is a valid ques tion.

Cer tainly we know that in sub stance ad dic tion there can be a vi- 
cious cy cle: some times peo ple with un der ly ing brain ab nor mal i ties
or chem i cal im bal ances are more likely to self-med i cate and be- 
come sub stance ad dicted, and then the ad dic tion fur ther im pairs
or dam ages the neu roanatomy or neu ro chem istry of the brain,
which then only fur ther ex ac er bates the ad dic tion.

Au thor and ado les cent psy chi a trist Dr. Vic to ria Dunck ley de- 
scribes that chicken-or-the-egg dy namic this way: “In gam ing and
In ter net ad dic tion re search in gen eral, the chicken and egg ques- 
tion is a le git i mate one, but re search sug gests there are bidi rec- 
tional in flu ences that cre ate a vi cious cy cle. In other words, vul ner- 
a ble brains are more vul ner a ble to screen ad dic tion, and then the
ad dic tion con trib utes to psy chi atric pathol ogy, which wors ens the
ad dic tion.”

Let’s also keep in mind that Dr. Wang’s study did in deed do pre-
and post-brain imag ing and did show a causal re la tion ship be- 



tween ex ces sive screen ex po sure and ab nor mal i ties in the frontal
re gions of the brain. So while it can be true that those with pre ex- 
ist ing brain dis or ders can be grav i tat ing to ward gam ing, it does
also seem to be the case that ex ces sive gam ing changes brain
struc ture—even in so-called nor mal brains.

Now that we’ve ex plored the neu ro bi ol ogy of ad dic tion via
dopamine and myeli na tion, let’s take a look at the role that en vi- 
ron ment plays in the per fect storm of ad dic tion.

RAT PARK: AD DIC TION AND THE CAGE

Na ture vs. nur ture. Most of us have heard that phrase since grade
school as a fram ing of the two com pet ing the o ries of hu man na- 
ture: bi o log i cal de ter min ism vs. learned be hav ior or be hav ior
shaped by our en vi ron ment. The con sen sus these days is to re ject
the propo si tion as an ei ther/or state ment in fa vor of the more in- 
clu sive and com pre hen sive “and,” as in: it’s na ture and nur ture
cre at ing a per fect storm that de ter mines who we are and how we
be have.

Just how im por tant our en vi ron ment is in shap ing who we are
and how we be have was proven in an exquisitely sim ple yet il lu mi- 
nat ing ex per i ment con ducted in the late 1970s by Cana dian pro- 
fes sor Dr. Bruce Alexan der. Dr. Alexan der had been skep ti cal of
ear lier ad dic tion stud ies done on rats in the 1960s; in those ear lier
ex per i ments, the poor lit tle furry ro dents were put in Skin ner boxes
(named af ter the be hav ior guru B. F. Skin ner). These boxes were
small, cramped soli tary-con fine ment cages where of ten-starved
rats could get tiny pel lets of food, pro vided that they pushed a lit tle
lever on the side of the box over and over and over again.

In the ad dic tion ex per i ments of the 1960s, a rat would be teth- 
ered to the box’s ceil ing, with tub ing that in cluded a sur gi cally im- 
planted nee dle go ing into its jugu lar vein. Yes, it was as hor ri bly



un pleas ant as it sounds. When the rat pushed the lever, the sweet
re lief of mor phine would in stantly surge into its lit tle blood stream
(in other ex per i ments, co caine wa ter was used).

Not sur pris ingly, these poor trapped rats hit those mor phine
levers like a re tiree at the quar ter slots in At lantic City, and the lit tle
crea tures be came hope lessly ad dicted. That drugs-lead-to-ad dic- 
tion re search then be came part of the War on Drugs me dia cam- 
paign, which hyped the evils of il licit drugs; for most peo ple, the
ev i dence was in: drugs = hope less drug ad dic tion.

But Dr. Alexan der was trou bled by these con clu sions. If the
power of ad dic tion lay in the drug, why didn’t all peo ple who in- 
gested them be come ad dicted? He un der stood that rats, in their
nat u ral state, are highly so cial crea tures not de signed by na ture to
be iso lated in Skin ner boxes; was it pos si ble that the prior ex per i- 
ments were merely in di cat ing that an iso lated and trapped rat
might be more likely than a “free” rat to choose an anes thetic es- 
cape from an in tol er a ble ex is tence?

Rats share this strong so cial as pect with hu man be ings, and as
Dr. Alexan der un der stood, soli tary con fine ment of ten drives hu- 
mans in sane. It’s well known that if in mates in iso la tion have ac- 
cess to mind-numb ing drugs, they in vari ably take them. Thus, Dr.
Alexan der rea soned, couldn’t it be the iso lat ing Skin ner box and
not the mor phine that was driv ing these sim i larly in car cer ated rats
to drug ad dic tion?

With that in mind, Dr. Alexan der and his col leagues set about
de sign ing a study with two sep a rate groups of rats: one group was
kept in the iso la tion of Skin ner boxes while the other got to frolic in
what came to be known as “Rat Park,” a large open area filled
with things that rats love: plat forms for climb ing, tin cans to hide in
and run ning wheels for ex er cise. Oh, and it was coed. Ap par ently
rats, like hu mans, en joy sex as well.



The re sults were shock ing: the rats in cages be came ad dicts.
But the rats in the free dom of Rat Park, not so much; in fact, they
barely touched the drug wa ter that was made avail able to them.
Alexan der con cluded that ad dic tion was less about the mag netic,
ad dic tive pull of the drug and more about the con di tion of a rat’s
life; with out healthy so cial iza tion and con nec tion, a rat seemed to

be much more vul ner a ble to ad dic tion.19

But what about peo ple?
As Dr. Alexan der spec u lated, “Peo ple do not have to be put into

cages to be come ad dicted—but is there a sense in which peo ple
who be come ad dicted ac tu ally feel ‘caged?’”

Years later, he wanted to see if he could test these find ings on
hu mans. Eth i cal con sid er a tions pre cluded him from caging peo ple
and of fer ing them drugs; most uni ver si ties tend to frown on such
prac tices. But he was able to study the his tor i cal records of just
such a “nat u ral” ex per i ment: the col o niza tion of Na tive peo ple and
their sub ju ga tion on reser va tions.

Alexan der re al ized that the Na tive peo ples of Canada and the
United States had been ef fec tively put in their own Skin ner boxes,
which robbed them of their tra di tional cul tural ties and nor mal so- 
cial iza tion. He also dis cov ered that be fore this col o niza tion pe riod,
there were scant records of ad dic tion: “There was so lit tle ad dic- 
tion that it is very dif fi cult to prove from writ ten and oral his to ries
that it ex isted at all. But once the [N]ative peo ple were col o nized,
al co holism be came close to uni ver sal; there were en tire re serves
where vir tu ally ev ery teenager and adult was ei ther an al co hol or
drug ad dict or ‘on the wagon.’”

West ern re searchers used to blame the higher in ci dence of al- 
co holism among Na tive peo ples on “ge netic vul ner a bil ity”; Eng lish
set tlers would cite a vari a tion of the racially charged “In di ans just
can’t han dle their liquor” and would im pose strict al co hol pro hi bi- 



tion on reser va tions. Yet, very tellingly, on reser va tions where al- 
co hol was avail able but Na tive cul ture was pre served, Na tive peo- 
ple were able to in cor po rate al co hol into their tra di tions with out too
much dif fi culty; in those cases, there were in stances of al co hol
con sump tion and some abuse, but no wide spread al co holism.

To day, most ad dic tion ex perts have re jected the ge netic-vul ner- 
a bil ity ex pla na tion. In deed, Rat Park—and the col o niza tion of Na- 
tive peo ples—has shown us that so cial be ings put in phys i cal,
men tal or cul tural iso la tion—“cages,” if you will—are more sus cep- 
ti ble to ad dic tion, in clud ing be hav ioral ad dic tions like ex ces sive In- 
ter net use.

Ac cord ing to Alexan der: “The view of ad dic tion from Rat Park is
that to day’s flood of ad dic tion is oc cur ring be cause our hy per indi- 
vid u al is tic, hy per com pet i tive, fran tic, cri sis-rid den so ci ety makes
most peo ple feel so cially and cul tur ally iso lated. . . . They find tem- 
po rary re lief in ad dic tion to drugs or any of a thou sand other habits
and pur suits be cause ad dic tion al lows them to es cape from their
feel ings, to deaden their senses, and to ex pe ri ence an ad dic tive
life style as a sub sti tute for a full life.”

Ac cord ing to this per spec tive, to day’s epi demic of glow ing
screens is less about the screens and more about the iso lat ing
“hy per indi vid u al is tic, hy per com pet i tive, fran tic, cri sis-rid den so ci- 
ety” that our kids in habit.

When I in ter viewed Lt. Sam Brown about his ex pe ri ences us ing
vir tual re al ity ther apy, he made an in sight ful ob ser va tion about an- 
other im por tant ad dic tion dy namic when he de scribed how many
of his sol dier friends were get ting ad dicted to video games: “Look,
peo ple are look ing for pur pose in their lives. Some of these games
give you that. Whether you’re on a shared mis sion in Halo or
what ever, if you don’t have a sense of pur pose, these games can
fill that void.” He added: “Prob a bly the only rea son that I didn’t get



hooked those first cou ple of years is be cause I couldn’t use my
hands well enough to han dle the con trol board.”

How many kids to day feel adrift and pur pose less? Add to that
the “hy per com pet i tive” and “hy per indi vid u al is tic” dy namic that Dr.
Alexan der men tioned, mix in a lit tle stress, so cial dis con nect and
the se duc tively ad dict ing es capism of glow ing screens, and voilà!

Tech ad dic tion.
Sure enough, ac cord ing to the lat est re search, tech ad dic tion is

af fect ing young peo ple more than adults: The Amer i can Jour nal of
Drug and Al co hol Abuse found that 8.2 per cent of Amer i cans suf- 
fer from In ter net ad dic tion, but ac cord ing to In ter net Ad dic tion: A
Hand book and Guide to Eval u a tion and Treat ment, the dis or der
af fects more than 18 per cent of col lege-age In ter net users.

* * *

The idea that we can be come ad dicted to vir tual tech is not a new
one to some clin i cians. Back in 1999, Dr. Pe ter Green field pub- 
lished a small, well-writ ten book called Vir tual Ad dic tion, years be- 
fore any of the most re cent brain-imag ing re search and well be- 
fore the in ten sity and per va sive ness of this gen er a tion of iTech. In- 
stead of brain imag ing, Green field used good old clin i cal cri te ria to
as sess that many peo ple were de vel op ing in creas ingly prob lem- 
atic—even ad dic tive—re la tion ships with their tech nol ogy.

That’s an im por tant point that shouldn’t be un der stated. Brain
imag ing can be won der fully il lu mi nat ing, but the way that psy chi a- 
trists, psy chol o gists and psy chother a pists di ag nose a men tal dis- 
or der is by di ag nos ing clin i cal symp toms, not by us ing brain imag- 
ing. To point: I’ve di ag nosed or worked with hun dreds of al co holics
and ad dicts (who were drug or al co hol “de pen dent,” ac cord ing to
the older DSM-IV), and not one was di ag nosed via an MRI.

I think it’s fair to say that if a per son is us ing a sub stance or en- 
gag ing in a be hav ior in such a com pul sive way that it neg a tively



af fects—or even de stroys—his or her life, then we can say that
ad dic tion is at hand.

In the next chap ter, in or der to get first hand in sight into the ad- 
dic tive and hyp notic power of hy per arous ing screens, we will meet
an amaz ing ad dic tion re searcher, neu ro sci en tist—and re cov er ing
video game ad dict.

NOTE
* Re cent re search by Brazil ian neu ro sci en tist Dr. Suzana Her cu lana Houzel in- 
di cates that the oft-re peated 100 bil lion num ber is over stated; in a unique and
in no va tive process wherein she an a lyzed healthy post mortem brains in a “brain
soup,” she dis cov ered that the ac tual num ber of hu man neu rons is ac tu ally
closer to 84 bil lion.



FOUR

IN TER VIEW WITH DR. DOAN*
NEU RO SCI EN TIST AND RE COV ER ING VIDEO GAMER

I was first in tro duced to Dr. An drew Doan while writ ing this book
and be came quite fas ci nated by him, as I be lieve that he has a
unique per spec tive to add to our un der stand ing of tech ad dic tion.
That’s be cause Dr. Doan is not just a Johns Hop kins–ed u cated
M.D. who also hap pens to have a Ph.D. in neu ro science and has
ex ten sively re searched and stud ied tech ad dic tion; he’s also a re- 
cov er ing video game ad dict. To the best of my knowl edge, he’s the
only neu ro sci en tist/re cov er ing video game ad dict.

But his bona fides are even more im pres sive: as pre vi ously
men tioned, he’s a com man der in the U.S. Navy and the head of
ad dic tion re search for the navy and the De part ment of De fense.

I was amazed that this kind, com pas sion ate, phys i cally fit and
re spected physi cian had once been a very un healthy, over weight
and rage-filled video game ad dict. In ter est ingly, be yond com ing to
un der stand that his video game ad dic tion was ru in ing his own life,
he be came aware of some of the darker as pects of tech ad dic tion
when he started re al iz ing that many mil i tary vets who were in- 
volved in vi o lent episodes—homi cides and sui cides—were also vi- 
o lent video gamers, and that more of ten than not, they were
sleep-de prived gamers.

I think his story of video game ad dic tion can help us bet ter un- 
der stand how even an in tel li gent med i cal stu dent can get se duced
by screen ad dic tion. The fol low ing in ter view has been culled and



edited from our talks to gether as well as from an in ter view that he
gave to Vee Williams on Sep tem ber 17, 2014; it is both very per- 
sonal and quite il lu mi nat ing.

Q. TELL ME A LIT TLE ABOUT YOUR GAM ING AD DIC TION. AND WHAT
EVEN TU ALLY WAS YOUR BOT TOM?

When I was in med i cal school, about 16 years ago, I was re ally
heav ily ad dicted to video games. For over ten years and all
through med i cal school, I played 50 to 100 hours a week. . . . I
was uti liz ing the games as a form of dig i tal drug to re duce anx i ety,
to deal with stress, and to al low me to feel the adrenalin rush of
on line head-to-head com pe ti tion.

I had played all the time and had just as sumed it was a hobby.
But the first time I thought that there was a prob lem . . . I wouldn’t
sleep very much. So my sched ule would be, I go to school—I had
a full-ride schol ar ship at Hop kins—I used to joke around, look at
all these losers—they have to pay money to go to med school and
I got a full ride. So in a way, I was cocky and ar ro gant.

So I’d go to school, come home around five, get din ner ready for
the kids (we had two young chil dren) and then maybe at tend to
my wife for a lit tle bit; spend some time with her. She was a nurse
at the time work ing a hard sched ule. She’d go to bed early, like
8:30. And I was like “sweet!” I’d sneak out of bed—I’d al ready
played a cou ple of hours be fore din ner, then I’d play from 8:30 till
4:30 in the morn ing. It was cus tom ary for me to hear the birds sing
in the morn ing . . . sleep a cou ple of hours and re peat the cy cle
again. So I’d be gam ing eight hours a day and at school eight
hours a day. I had two full-time jobs, ba si cally.

So I was a func tional ad dict, but the prob lem was that I was al- 
ways sleep-de prived, so I was rag ing. I be came real rage ful and
abu sive to my wife. And so she left. She left with the kids and filed



a re strain ing or der. So I thought that the prob lem was just my
rage, that it was my tem per. So I promised her I’d work on it—you
know, come back and let’s go to church to gether, I promised to
change, get mar riage coun sel ing—all of that stuff.

But of course, in de nial of the video game ad dic tion be cause
there’s no di ag no sis, right? I’m a med i cal stu dent at the time and I
never heard of this ad dic tion. So it’s not an ad dic tion—it’s a hobby.
I tried to mod er ate, but then the ad dic tion starts build ing up again.
So then I would only play four hours a day, but then four be came
six then eight then ten then 12. And be fore you know it, I was full-
blown play ing all the time like I used to.

Fi nally what kicked in, it was 2003 and I had been play ing ad dic- 
tively for al most 11 years, when I fi nally de vel oped carpal tun nel
from click ing the mouse in the real-time strat egy games. Be cause
I played Star craft—real-time strat egy was my drug of choice. I
loved play ing Star Craft, War craft, War craft 2, War craft 3 . . . and
I’d be click ing the mouse 80 hours a week.

I had pain from my click ing fin ger all the way up to my fore arm.
And my cor ti sol lev els were shot—through my hy po thal a mus-
adrenal-pi tu itary (HPA) axis, so I was get ting fat be cause I had all
of this cor ti sol float ing around. I didn’t ex er cise, so I was re tain ing
more body fat. And then fi nally my HPA axis was all dis reg u lated
so I was more prone to in fec tion—I had pim ples all over my face, I
had stretch marks be gin ning. And then, fi nally, I got an in fec tion in
my armpit!

So in ad di tion to the carpel tun nel, I had this armpit in fec tion that
was streak ing down my arm. And on top of that, be cause my
blood pres sure was go ing up be cause of the gam ing adren a line
rush—my blood pres sure was high, my choles terol was high. And
be cause my blood pres sure was high and I was sit ting all the time,
I had hem or rhoids the size of wal nuts—I mean, lit er ally! I was a



young man—I was pissed off. Why do I have hem or rhoids like
some preg nant women do? We’re talk ing bloody, painful hem or- 
rhoids.

So I had this triad—you know, I had carpel tun nel, this armpit in- 
fec tion and these hem or rhoids. I was in surgery at the VA and I
go, man, I’m killing my ca reer; I can barely op er ate or work as a
physi cian with out tak ing these max i mum pain killers.

So fi nally, I was like, man, maybe I can’t play video games. But
still call ing it a “hobby”—that’s caus ing me hem or rhoids, carpel
tun nel and an armpit in fec tion! So fi nally in 2004 I stopped play ing
com pletely.

But I did have a re lapse in 2007. One of my res i dents dropped a
CD-ROM of World of War craft [WoW] on my desk. Now I knew I
was more prone to real-time strate gies, but I’m also a fa natic for
RPGs [role play ing games]. So I’m like, man, maybe I can play
and mod er ate now be cause I’m a staff doc tor now, I make plenty
of money and there’s less stress in my life so I don’t have to use it
to es cape.

Uh-uh. I was wrong. I played a year of that . . . and all of my old
habits came back. My son, who was in his early teenage years—
and I looked over at him one day and he was bawl ing his head off
be cause I was yelling at him for not be ing able to keep up with
me. Yelling at him! Here’s my son who all he wants to do is spend
time with me, but be cause of my rage ful, ad dict na ture when I was
play ing these games, that bad side came back again.

So what I started notic ing [was that] my mar riage started go ing
back to the way it was be fore; my re la tion ship with my kids was
hurt ing; I was be ing rage ful, I kicked the dog . . . I was not sleep- 
ing a lot so I’m more grouchy be cause [with] this kind of ad dic tion,
you have to trade some thing, and most gamers who are ad dicted



trade sleep. That’s the num ber-one thing they trade. So they stay
up un til two or three in the morn ing. I did too.

So I started fall ing asleep at the wheel. There are days when I
drove—I had like a 60-minute com mute one way—there were
days when I dozed off in the car and woke up five min utes later,
not know ing where I am. I should be dead, you know?

That’s when I fi nally saw that I had this ad dic tion and I started
us ing the word ad dic tion. And then you know what it was? I saw
my son—I saw my son get ting ad dicted at around 12 or 13 where
he was sneak ing out in the mid dle of the night play ing Call of Duty.
And then you know when you see a qual ity of some one else that
you know is a qual ity that you have? It re ally ir ri tates you, right? I
saw that and it re ally ir ri tated me. And I’m like, I’m re ally get ting ir- 
ri tated at my own son for do ing the same thing I do!

So we fi nally took him away from gam ing and he just blos- 
somed! He went from this kid who was in se cure who—I used to
not pour into him, so he used to run into the bath room at school
and cry. When we took the gam ing away, he found his love in
track and field . . . he’s get ting re cruited by 15 Di vi sion I schools
now, his con fi dence is up, ev ery thing is go ing bet ter for him. So I
saw how gam ing dam aged him as well.

So I’m con vinced that if peo ple are ad dicted to this thing, it’s go- 
ing to ruin your lives. It al most ru ined mine—and it al most ru ined
my son and al most de stroyed his con fi dence and his op por tu ni- 
ties.

* * *

As men tioned, Dr. Doan has come up with the term “dig i tal phar- 
makeia” to de scribe dig i tal screen drugs and their ef fects on the
brain. He be lieves that such screen drugs are dopamine-el e vat ing
stim u lants that hy per arouse our HPA axis. He also be lieves that
some are more po tent than oth ers. TV can be con sid ered the



mildest on the stim u la tion con tin uum, then per haps a game like
Tetris, cul mi nat ing with high-arousal games like Call of Duty or
World of War craft.

From both his own ex pe ri ence and his work in the mil i tary, he
also came to un der stand the im por tant role that sleep de pri va tion
plays in gam ing ad dic tion. “With al co hol, peo ple usu ally pass out
and sleep with se vere in tox i ca tion. In con trast, video games re- 
quire be ing awake in or der for the ad dict to en gage in the be hav- 
ior. As a re sult of sleep de pri va tion, there will be HPA dys reg u la- 
tion.”

HPA dys reg u la tion is as so ci ated with de pres sion, anx i ety, psy- 
chotic break downs and men tal dis or ders. Dr. Doan de scribed one
sleep-de prived video gam ing ma rine whom he worked with who
was homi ci dal and wanted to cut peo ple’s heads off. Ac cord ing to
Dr. Doan, the so lu tion was re mov ing video games and re mov ing
sleep med i ca tions that were not work ing be cause of ex ces sive
gam ing and stim u la tion from gam ing. “With sleep and rest, the

homi ci dal ideation dis si pated.”1

Would that ma rine have got ten vi o lent if he hadn’t un plugged
and taken a nap? We can’t know for sure; hu man be hav ior is hard
to pre dict. But Doan be lieves that many of the sui cides and homi- 
cides com mit ted by PTSD (Post Trau matic Stress Dis or der, a
men tal dis or der that used to be com monly re ferred to as “shell
shock”) vets are also in flu enced by vi o lent video games and sleep
de pri va tion. “Many of these sol diers—they’re young kids who are
al ready gamers when they come into the mil i tary. Then when
they’re on base, they can’t drink or do drugs be cause they get
tested for that, so they play video games for hours on end as an
es cape. Add in some com bat trauma and sleep de pri va tion and
you have a recipe for dis as ter.”



The at tack by the in fa mous Wash ing ton Navy Yard shooter

Aaron Alexis, who shot and killed 12 peo ple in 2013,2 was the in- 
ci dent that first got Dr. Doan to look more closely at vet eran vi o- 
lence and video games. Alexis seemed to have some psy chotic
symp toms (hear ing voices, he be lieved he was be ing in flu enced
by elec tro mag netic waves)—but he was also a sleep-de prived
gamer. He would play the ul tra vi o lent Call of Duty for up to 16
hours a day, and in the weeks be fore the shoot ing, he went to the
VA emer gency room seek ing med i ca tion for his in som nia. Did the
sleep de pri va tion and gam ing cause the psy chotic symp toms that
pushed him over the edge? We will never know. But we do know
that Dr. Doan’s other homi ci dal ma rine pa tient be came “nor mal”
af ter he stopped gam ing and got some sleep.

Neu ro log i cally, Dr. Doan uses a five fin ger/hand anal ogy to
demon strate the ef fect that gam ing has on the brain. “Ob serve
your left hand. The thumb will rep re sent the cor ti cal ar eas as so ci- 
ated with all the ben e fits of video gam ing and use of tech nol ogy:
quick an a lyt i cal skills, im proved hand-eye co or di na tion, and per- 
haps im proved re flexes. The in dex fin ger will rep re sent the cor ti cal
ar eas as so ci ated with com mu ni ca tion skills. The mid dle fin ger will
rep re sent be hav iors as so ci ated with so cial bond ing with fam ily
and friends. The ring fin ger will rep re sent the ca pac ity to rec og- 
nize emo tions of both self and oth ers (em pa thy). Lastly, the lit tle
fin ger will rep re sent the cor ti cal ar eas as so ci ated with self-con- 
trol.”

In essence, with ex ces sive gam ing, just one part of the brain is
be ing de vel oped—or overde vel oped: the thumb, rep re sent ing the
re gion as so ci ated with quick re flexes and pat tern recog ni tion. But
this cre ates a po ten tial im bal ance as that gamer grows up: “As the
brain ma tures, the pos si ble end prod uct is a young adult who is all
thumbs in their think ing: pos sess ing quick an a lyt i cal skills and



quick re flexes, but not as de vel oped in com mu ni ca tion skills, hav- 
ing few bonds with peo ple, ex hibit ing lit tle em pa thy, and show ing
min i mal self-con trol.”

Fi nally, Dr. Doan also brings up a sub ject that most peo ple may
not con sider when they think of gam ing: that it may be a na tional
se cu rity threat as ter ror ists are turn ing to so cial me dia, In ter net
dis cus sion fo rums, and on line gam ing to se duce new re cruits. Ac- 
cord ing to Doan, gamers are easy pick ings: “In ter net ad dicts are
iso lated, lonely, and low-hang ing fruit for re cruit ment.”

* * *

Dr. Doan’s com pelling per sonal nar ra tive, de scrib ing his de scent
deeper and deeper into gam ing ad dic tion—and how his health
and fam ily life suf fered as a re sult of it—reads like the story of any
other drug ad dict. Even the man ner in which he ra tio nal ized his
way into a re lapse af ter a pe riod of ab sti nence, think ing that he
might be able to mod er ate his us age, is fa mil iar ter ri tory in drug
ad dic tion.

De spite sto ries like Dr. Doan’s and the grow ing body of re search
that shows the drug-like ef fect of dig i tal me dia on the brain, there
are still screen-ad dic tion “de niers,” both laypeo ple and some men- 
tal health ex perts, who haven’t quite tuned in to the po ten tial depth
and sever ity of the grow ing prob lem. Yes, video games can most
def i nitely be a hobby for some, but they are quite clearly an ad dic- 
tion for oth ers.

We should also keep in mind that screen ad dic tion and other
prob lem atic clin i cal dis or ders are not just lim ited to video game ef- 
fects. In our hy per con nected world, we have a cou ple of other
sus pects as well: so cial me dia and tex ting.

But how can that be, you might ask. As so cial an i mals, what can
pos si bly go wrong with a lit tle tech nol ogy-as sisted con nec tion?



NOTE
* Opin ions and points of view ex pressed are those of Dr. Doan and do not nec- 
es sar ily re flect the of fi cial po si tion or poli cies of the U.S. Navy or the De part- 
ment of De fense.



FIVE

THE BIG DIS CON NECT
TEX TING AND SO CIAL ME DIA

“I’m go ing to kill you while you’re both asleep!” the wild-eyed 13-
year-old girl said as she flailed and kicked her fa ther be fore bit ing
his arm. This was the sec ond time in less than a week that “Heidi”
had flown into a vi o lent rage be cause her par ents had taken away
her Chrome book and her ac cess to so cial me dia. It would also be
the sec ond time that she would have to be taken to the psy chi atric
emer gency room.

When her par ents, “John” and “Melanie,” first called me to help
with their daugh ter, they de scribed a sweet, happy, lov ing girl
whom her teach ers had al ways de scribed as their fa vorite stu dent.
With a ten dency to grav i tat ing to ward over achiev ers, she loved
play ing soc cer and hik ing and would take moun tain-bike rides with
her dad—the man she bit.

John and Melanie, sup port ive sub ur ban New Jer sey par ents
with col lege de grees and their own tech busi ness, were blind sided
by Heidi’s so cial me dia ad dic tion. “It all started when she came
home in sev enth grade with a Chrome book that the school had
given her.” Os ten si bly given for school pur poses, the Chrome book
came loaded with Google Class room—which also, un for tu nately,
in cluded Google Chat and var i ous Google Chat com mu ni ties.

Once the “ed u ca tional” Tro jan Horse en tered their home, John
and Melanie found that Heidi was more and more pre oc cu pied
with the so cial me dia cha t rooms within that Chrome book and that



she would spend hours ev ery night on those var i ous cha t rooms.
Since the cha t rooms were part of the Chrome book plat form, John
and Melanie were not able to dis able them. Then Heidi started be- 
com ing pre oc cu pied with raunchy YouTube videos and also
started play ing Square laxy, an ad dic tive pro gres sion game sim i lar
to Minecraft, which al lowed her to be on line with other Square laxy
play ers.

Even tu ally, Heidi’s par ents dis cov ered that she was chat ting with
strange boys all over the coun try; when con fronted, she ad mit ted
that she had been talk ing to a boy in Texas who had bragged to
her that he had just killed his mother with a hanger the night be- 
fore. In her next breath, she asked if she could go visit the boy in
Texas. In creas ingly con cerned that their sweet lit tle 12-year-old
was be ing ex posed to very cor ro sive in flu ences, John and Melanie
asked the school for help. The school sug gested that they use a
fil ter called OpenDNS to block their daugh ter from the prob lem atic
sites. Heidi’s tech-savvy par ents found OpenDNS “ab so lutely
worth less,” and Heidi’s prob lem’s con tin ued to es ca late.

Af ter a year with her Chrome book and so cial me dia ad dic tion,
Heidi had trans formed from a sweet, in no cent girl who loved
spend ing time with her par ents into a sex u al ized, foul-mouthed
and vi o lent ter ror who has kept her par ents hostage. And, sadly, a
girl who now has a psy chi atric pro file af ter her two hos pi tal iza- 
tions. I’m cur rently work ing with John and Melanie, who are be side
them selves with fear, to ex plore treat ment op tions for Heidi.

The ques tion some might ask: How did the “mir a cle” of so cial
me dia con nec tion go so ter ri bly wrong with this young girl?

* * *

Best-sell ing au thor Jo hann Hari is stand ing on the fa mous red dot,
well-known to view ers of TED Talks, as he looks out at the packed
au di to rium at the Royal In sti tu tion of Great Britain, in Lon don.



He is pre sent ing his pow er ful and well-re ceived TED talk on ad- 
dic tion (al most four mil lion views) where he dis cusses a new ad- 
dic tion par a digm that stresses the im por tance of hu man con nec- 
tion and heav ily ref er ences the work of Pro fes sor Bruce Alexan der
and his Rat Park re search. He con cludes his talk by say ing that
he’s come to un der stand that “the op po site of ad dic tion isn’t so bri- 

ety—the op po site of ad dic tion is con nec tion.”1 The crowd then
breaks out into thun der ous ap plause as he gets a stand ing ova- 
tion.

So cial con nec tion. It’s not only the most es sen tial part of be ing
hu man but also a key in gre di ent in our hap pi ness and health as
well. Yet a few min utes ear lier in his talk, Hari had looked out into
the crowd and said: “It might sound weird to say . . . I’ve been talk- 
ing about how dis con nec tion is the ma jor driver of ad dic tion, and
it’s weird to say [ad dic tion has] grown, be cause we’re the most
con nected so ci ety that’s ever been, surely.”

He’s right. We are in deed the most con nected so ci ety that’s ever
lived—each sec ond we send over 7,500 tweets, 1,394 In sta gram
pho tos, over two mil lion emails and view over 119,000 YouTube

videos.2 And we keep tex ting and tex ting as if our lives de pended
on it: Amer i cans send 69,000 texts a sec ond, with over six bil lion
texts sent in the United States ev ery day; glob ally, that num ber is

23 bil lion daily texts and 8.3 tril lion an nu ally.3

And, as we would all sus pect, the younger the tex ter, the more
tex ting. Ac cord ing to a 2011 Pew Re search Poll, cell phone own- 
ers be tween the ages of 18 and 24 ex change an av er age of 109.5
mes sages on a nor mal day—more than 3,200 texts per month—
while in the adult pop u la tion, users send or re ceive an av er age of
41.5 mes sages on a typ i cal day, with the me dian user send ing or

re ceiv ing only ten texts daily.4



As for so cial me dia, ac cord ing to a 2015 re port by Dig i tal, So cial
and Mo bile, more than two bil lion peo ple have ac tive so cial me dia
ac counts—who knew the young and awk ward Mark Zucker berg
would change the world in 2004 from his Har vard dorm room? Be- 
yond so cial me dia, a lit tle over three bil lion peo ple on the planet
are ac tive In ter net users.

That’s a lot of con nect ing. For a species that’s hard wired for so- 
cial con nec tion, that should be a won der ful thing; we should all be
walk ing around with smiles on our faces.

Then why the hell are we so de pressed and lonely? That
shouldn’t be the case—the more con nected that we are, the hap- 
pier and more ful filled we should be. Yet we’re not. As Hari points
out dur ing his TED Talk, “We’re one of the loneli est so ci eties that
has ever been.”

Re cent stud ies back up the the ory that as so cial me dia and
tech nol ogy have made us more con nected, we’ve be come in- 
creas ingly de pressed.

In a 2014 study pub lished in the jour nal So cial In di ca tors Re- 
search, Dr. Jean M. Twenge, a San Diego State Uni ver sity psy- 
chol ogy pro fes sor and the au thor of Gen er a tion Me (2006) and co-
au thor of The Nar cis sism Epi demic (2010), an a lyzed data from
nearly seven mil lion teenagers and adults from across the coun try
and found that more peo ple re ported symp toms of de pres sion

than in the 1980s.5

Ac cord ing to that study, com pared to their 1980s coun ter parts,
teens are 74 per cent more likely to have trou ble sleep ing and
twice as likely to see a pro fes sional for men tal health is sues.

An other study in di cates that peo ple are ten times more likely to
suf fer from de pres sion to day than in 1945, with women and

teenage girls twice as sus cep ti ble as men.6 Even more de press- 
ingly (pun in tended), the World Health Or ga ni za tion (WHO) pre- 



dicts that by 2020 de pres sion will be sec ond to heart dis ease as

the lead ing cause of dis abil ity glob ally,7 as sui cide rates have in- 

creased by 60 per cent over the past 50 years.8

Again, that doesn’t ap pear to make sense; if we’re so cial an i- 
mals with a hard wired need to con nect, then why are we get ting
more de pressed as we get more con nected? Some one’s got some
’splain ing to do.

Let’s start by look ing at our need for hu man con nec tion. We
know that we can get both phys i cally and psy cho log i cally ill with- 
out hu man con tact. In fact, we can go crazy.

That’s what hap pened to Sarah Shourd.9 The 32-year-old
Amer i can was hik ing with two oth ers in the moun tains of Iraqi Kur- 
dis tan in July of 2009 when, hav ing in ad ver tently strayed over the
Ira nian bor der, she and her friends were ar rested by Ira nian
troops. Ac cused of spy ing, she was sen tenced to soli tary con fine- 
ment in Evin prison in Tehran, where she en dured a lit tle over a
year with min i mal or no hu man con tact be fore she was freed.

Ac cord ing to Sarah, she be gan to lose her mind af ter about two
months in soli tary con fine ment. She started hear ing phan tom foot- 
steps and see ing flash ing lights, and she spent most of her day
crouched on all fours, lis ten ing through a gap in the door.

“In the pe riph ery of my vi sion, I be gan to see flash ing lights, only
to jerk my head around to find that noth ing was there,” she wrote
in the New York Times in 2011. “At one point, I heard some one
scream ing, and it wasn’t un til I felt the hands of one of the friend- 
lier guards on my face, try ing to re vive me, that I re al ized the
screams were my own.”

Be ing alone doesn’t agree with us. Bi ol o gists be lieve that hu- 
man be ings evolved as so cial an i mals be cause be ing with oth ers
had an evo lu tion ary ben e fit: a group had a bet ter shot at sur vival
than a no madic loner. This led to a hard wiring of so cial/tribal con- 



nec tion that, in turn, also helped to de fine the so cial and emo tional
life of the group mem ber.

Be ing so cial crea tures, we find pur pose and mean ing and bol- 
ster our emo tional states largely through the so cial and cul tural
con text cre ated by con tact with oth ers. With out the group to act as
a sort of mir ror to help us con tex tu al ize our feel ings and our self-
con cept, be fore very long we are gaz ing, as it were, into a fun-
house mir ror—and the dis torted per cep tions and ir ra tional think ing
that oc cur can look very much like psy chosis.

This in san ity-cre at ing ef fect of iso la tion was also con firmed in
sev eral hu man ex per i ments. The most no to ri ous of these, in volv- 
ing not only iso la tion but sen sory de pri va tion as well, took place at

McGill Uni ver sity Med i cal Cen ter in Mon treal in the 1950s.10 Ini- 
tially mo ti vated by a de sire to bet ter un der stand al leged “brain- 
wash ing” by the Rus sian and Ko rean mil i tary, psy chol o gist Dr.
Don ald Hebb and his re searchers en listed mostly col lege stu dents
as paid vol un teers—$20 per day—to spend sev eral weeks by
them selves in sound proof cu bi cles, de prived of hu man con tact.

The re searchers’ aim was to elim i nate so cial con tact and per- 
cep tual stim u la tion to see how their sub jects would be have when
left to tally alone. In or der to also min i mize what the vol un teers
could feel, see, hear and touch, the re searchers fit ted them with
translu cent vi sors, cot ton gloves and card board cuffs ex tend ing
be yond the fin ger tips. The vol un teers also had to lie on U-shaped
foam pil lows to re strict noise, and air con di tion ers were set up to
cre ate a con tin u ous hum to mask any ad di tional noise.

Af ter only a few hours, Dr. Hebb’s vol un teers started to crave
stim u la tion; many be gan talk ing, singing or recit ing po etry to them- 
selves to break the monotony. Later, many of them be came highly
emo tional and anx ious and were un able to per form sim ple math
and word-as so ci a tion tests.



But anx i ety, rest less ness and ad verse cog ni tive ef fects weren’t
the worst of it. The most shock ing thing that hap pened to hu man
be ings in iso la tion with min i mal stim u la tion, the re searchers dis- 
cov ered, was psy chosis. Test sub jects started hal lu ci nat ing, see- 
ing points of light, lines or shapes. Even tu ally the hal lu ci na tions
be came more bizarre, as sub jects re ported see ing squir rels
march ing with sacks over their shoul ders or pro ces sions of eye- 
glasses fil ing down a street. The test sub jects seemed to have no
con trol over what they saw: one man saw only dogs; an other, ba- 
bies.

Be yond vis ual hal lu ci na tions, some sub jects had au di tory hal lu- 
ci na tions as well, hear ing a mu sic box or a choir, for in stance. Still
oth ers had tac tile hal lu ci na tions: one man had the sense that he
had been hit in the arm by pel lets fired from guns; an other
reached out to touch a door knob and felt an elec tric shock in- 
stead.

The re sults were so dis turb ing that the re searchers had to cut
the ex per i ment short; the sub jects be came too dis ori ented and
dis tressed to keep go ing. Hebb had orig i nally hoped to ob serve
his sub jects for six weeks, but in the end, only a few lasted be- 
yond two days, and no one lasted for an en tire week. Af ter ward,
Hebb wrote in the jour nal Amer i can Psy chol o gist that the re sults
were “very un set tling to us . . . to find, in your own lab o ra tory, that
merely tak ing away the usual sights, sounds, and bod ily con tacts
from a healthy uni ver sity stu dent for a few days can shake him,
right down to the base.”

In 2008 clin i cal psy chol o gist Ian Rob bins re-cre ated Hebb’s ex- 
per i ment in col lab o ra tion with the BBC for a re al ity tele vi sion show

called To tal Iso la tion.11 In the show, six vol un teers were put in
sound proof rooms in a for mer nu clear bunker for 48 hours. The re- 
sults were sim i lar. The vol un teers suf fered anx i ety, ex treme emo- 



tions, para noia and sig nif i cant de te ri o ra tion in their men tal func- 
tion ing. And, like Hebb’s par tic i pants, they also went a bit in sane
and hal lu ci nated.

One of the vol un teers, the co me dian Adam Bloom, started get- 
ting para noid af ter just 18 hours, fear ful that he’d be trapped in the
bunker. Af ter 24 hours he be gan to pace end lessly. Ac cord ing to
Dr. Rob bins: “This be hav iour is of ten seen in an i mals, as well as
peo ple, when they are kept in con fine ment. It’s a way of pro vid ing
in put into your life phys i cally.”

Forty hours in, Bloom started to go in sane. He de scribed vividly
see ing 5,000 empty oys ter shells: “I could see the pearly sheen on
the oys ter shells as clear as day,” he ex plained, adding, “then I felt
as though the room was tak ing off from un der neath me.”

Two other vol un teers also de scribed their hal lu ci na tions. Mickey,
a postal worker, was fright ened when he saw mos qui toes and
fighter planes buzzing around his head; Claire, a psy chol ogy stu- 
dent, didn’t mind the lit tle cars, snakes and ze bras but was scared
when she sud denly felt that some body else was in the room.

We also know that like hu man be ings, our cousins the pri mates
don’t do well in iso la tion ei ther. One of the most graphic ex am ples
comes from psy chol o gist Harry Har low’s ex per i ments on rhe sus
macaque mon keys at the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin–Madi son dur ing
the 1960s, in which he de prived them of so cial con tact af ter birth
for months and, in some cases, even years. They be came “enor- 
mously dis turbed” af ter only 30 days. Af ter a year of iso la tion, they

were “oblit er ated” so cially, in ca pable of in ter ac tion of any kind.12

So we’ve seen that be ing alone can drive a per son—and a mon- 
key—crazy. But it’s not just be ing alone that’s prob lem atic. Not
get ting the right kind of hu man con tact and nur tur ing sup port at
key de vel op men tal pe ri ods in child hood can lead to pro found
emo tional and psy cho log i cal prob lems.



We know this from the sem i nal work of psy chi a trist John Bowlby
in the 1930s at the Child Guid ance Clinic in Lon don, where he
treated many emo tion ally dis turbed chil dren. Bowlby ob served
that chil dren ex pe ri enced in tense dis tress when sep a rated from
their moth ers; even be ing fed by other care givers didn’t di min ish

the chil dren’s anx i ety.13

From all of these stud ies, we clearly see that we need so cial
con nec tion as much as we need oxy gen. But in ter est ingly, hu man
be ings also ap pear to have a cou ple of other ba sic psy cho log i cal
needs: the need for re ward and a thirst for nov elty.

Let’s start with our need for nov elty, also known as neophilia.
Evo lu tion ary bi ol o gists have come to un der stand that our ex plo- 
ration for some thing new had cer tain life-sus tain ing im pli ca tions.
As Winifred Gal lagher points out in her book New: Un der stand ing
Our Need for Nov elty and Change (2011), our hu man brains are
bi o log i cally primed for nov elty, which, in turn, has helped us to sur- 
vive cat a clysmic en vi ron men tal change: “Our ge nius for re spond- 
ing to the new and dif fer ent dis tin guishes us from all other crea- 
tures, saved us from ex tinc tion 80,000 years ago, and has fu eled
our progress from the long epoch of the hunter-gath er ers, through

the agri cul tural and in dus trial eras into the in for ma tion age.”14

Gal lagher points out that from the time a baby can crawl, it
seeks the new and dif fer ent, a trait that has fu eled our abil ity to
cre ate life-sus tain ing and life-en hanc ing in no va tions from the bow
and ar row to the re frig er a tor to the com puter. Un for tu nately, as
Gal lagher points out, this hard wired thirst for nov elty can be over- 
whelm ing in the in for ma tion age, when ev ery hy per link, tweet,
text, email and In sta gram photo can be an op por tu nity to ex pe ri- 
ence some thing new and novel; as with an al co holic in a liquor
store or a choco late lover at Willy Wonka’s, the mul ti tude of op por- 
tu ni ties for nov elty can be ex haust ingly hy per stim u lat ing.



And what about the hu man need to ex pe ri ence re ward? We
know that hu mans like dopamine-ac ti vat ing re wards—a lot. As
was pointed out in chap ter three, evo lu tion in cen tivized us via the
“dopamine tickle” to pur sue cer tain life-sus tain ing ac tiv i ties like
eat ing and sex be cause dopamine made us feel good. But we’ve
dis cov ered that dig i tal stim u la tion feels pretty good, too, and sim i- 
larly lights up our dopamine-re ward path ways.

So then where does mod ern dig i tal tech nol ogy, which plays off
of these in ter sect ing hu man needs of con nec tion, re ward and nov- 
elty, leave us? Short an swer: Ad dicted. Or, at the very least, vul- 
ner a ble to the po ten tial for screen ad dic tion.

Ac cord ing to Dr. Why brow, “Our brains are wired for find ing im- 
me di ate re ward. With tech nol ogy, nov elty is the re ward. You es- 
sen tially be come ad dicted to nov elty” as those new dopamine-tick- 
ling texts and so cial me dia up dates feed into our an cient plea sure

path way.15

That’s the prob lem—many adults and kids have de vel oped com- 
pul sive and ad dict ing tex ting and so cial me dia habits pre cisely be- 
cause they quench our thirst for nov elty while tick ling our
dopamine-re ward path ways.

And, like all ad dicts, they can go into with drawal with out it.

THE TEXT EF FECT

In a 2010 study at the Uni ver sity of Mary land, 200 stu dents were
asked to give up all me dia, in clud ing tex ting, for 24 hours. Many
showed signs of with drawal, crav ing and anx i ety. “Tex ting and IM-
ing my friends gives me a con stant feel ing of com fort,” said one
stu dent. “When I did not have those two lux u ries, I felt quite alone
and se cluded in my life.” An other stu dent put it in even more di rect

terms: “I clearly am ad dicted and the de pen dency is sick en ing.”16



Ac cord ing to a more re cent 2015 Pew Re search Cen ter study of
mil len nial com mu ni ca tion habits, pub lished in the Amer i can Psy- 
cho log i cal As so ci a tion’s jour nal Psy chol ogy of Pop u lar Me dia,
“Text mes sag ing has in creased dra mat i cally over the past 10
years,” and many teenage tex ters share ad dict-like symp toms and
be hav iors. In fact, the re searchers in di cated that such teens have
a lot in com mon with com pul sive gam blers, in clud ing loss of sleep
be cause of the ac tiv ity, prob lems cut ting back on it and a ten dency

to lie to cover up the amount of time they are do ing it.17

Per haps even more shock ingly, the study of more than 400
eighth- and eleventh-graders found that only 35 per cent of teens
so cial ize face-to-face any more, com pared with a whop ping 63
per cent of teens who now com mu ni cate mostly via text mes sage
and av er age 167 texts per day.

The study also clar i fied the dif fer ence be tween com pul sive tex- 
ting and sim ply send ing a large num ber of texts, as fre quency of
tex ting does not by it self equate to com pul sion, just like drug
quan tity does not al ways equate to ad dic tion. The key is the ef fect
that the sub stance or be hav ior is hav ing on a per son and his or
her life.

As Dr. Kelly Lis ter-Land man, lead au thor of the tex ting study, ex- 
plained: “Com pul sive tex ting in volves try ing and fail ing to cut back
on tex ting, be com ing de fen sive when chal lenged about the be hav- 
ior, and feel ing frus trated when one can’t do it.” Based on those
cri te ria, al though boys texted with the same fre quency as girls, the
study de ter mined that a sig nif i cantly higher per cent age of girls had
tex ting-re lated prob lems: 12 per cent of the girls met the cri te ria for
“com pul sive tex ters,” while only 3 per cent of the boys did—a ra tio
of four to one.

This in di cates that while boys and girls text with the same fre- 
quency, the girls have more of an emo tional/psy cho log i cal at tach- 



ment to the tex ting be hav ior and, thus, more dif fi culty con trol ling it.
To put it in al co holic terms, two peo ple can drink the same amount
of al co hol, but the one who is un able to cut back on drink ing or
lies about it would be con sid ered the per son who has the more se- 
ri ous drink ing is sue—just as, ap par ently, girls are de vel op ing a
more prob lem atic re la tion ship with tex ting.

Com pul sive tex ting has even led to a con di tion known as “text
neck” and there’s even a med i cal in sti tute that spe cial izes in treat- 
ing it. Chi ro prac tor Dr. Dean Fish man coined the term and cre ated
the Text Neck In sti tute in Plan ta tion, Flor ida, af ter see ing a huge
in flux of young pa tients com plain ing of neck, back, arm and shoul- 

der pain re lated to their phone us age.18

Ac cord ing to Dr. Fish man: “When ever kids came to the of fice
with pain, I no ticed they were al ways on their phones.” Not only
that, he re al ized that they were as sum ing a trou ble some phone
pos ture: “They would be po si tioned at ‘for ward head pos ture,’ but
that term wasn’t res onat ing with par ents. Af ter I started call ing it
‘text neck,’ we got an emo tional re sponse and de cided to trade- 
mark the name to help change the way peo ple hold their mo bile
de vices.”

Com pul sive tex ting can also lead to other prob lems as well.
While the 2015 Pew study found a link be tween com pul sive tex- 
ting and poor aca demic be hav ior, an ear lier study found a link be- 
tween what they termed “hy per tex ting” (120 daily texts) and be- 
hav ioral and psy cho log i cal prob lems.

Ac cord ing to that 2010 re search study done by Case West ern
Re serve Uni ver sity School of Medicine, 20 per cent of teens en- 

gaged in hy per tex ting.19 These hy per tex ters were shown to be at
higher risk for un healthy be hav iors and men tal health prob lems:
they were twice as likely to have tried al co hol, 41 per cent more
likely to have used il le gal drugs, nearly three and a half times



more likely to have had sex and 90 per cent more likely to have
had four or more sex part ners.

What are we to make of all of these sta tis tics that show that
more tex ting leads to more be hav ioral prob lems? I would look at
this data a cou ple of dif fer ent ways. First of all, a per son’s be ing a
“com pul sive” or ad dicted tex ter in di cates to me that that per son
has an im pulse-con trol prob lem. Peo ple who have a harder time
con trol ling their im pulses also nat u rally tend to be more im pul sive
in other ar eas of their lives: try ing drugs, drink ing ex ces sively, hav- 
ing sex.

It’s sort of like in fer ring that a per son who is over weight—bar ring
any thy roid is sues—might also have other self-con trol is sues or
tend to ward com pul sive be hav ior. In deed, we know from Dr. Shaf- 
fer’s syn drome model of ad dic tion that an ad dic tive per son al ity
can man i fest it self in a va ri ety of ways. So by that anal y sis, the
com pul sive tex ting isn’t “caus ing” the other prob lem be hav iors, it’s
merely re flec tive of an im pul sive per son al ity type.

How ever, we can also view it through an other lens as well. Ac- 
cord ing to So cial Learn ing The ory, we model our be hav ior af ter
that of our peers. What if I have hun dreds of peers who text and
use so cial me dia? I then in crease the like li hood of get ting ex posed
to cer tain prob lem atic be hav iors.

For ex am ple, if I hang out with ten kids and one of them smokes
pot and has mul ti ple sex part ners, the in flu ence on my own be hav- 
ior might be min i mal. Now, through so cial me dia, I’m hang ing out
with sev eral hun dred kids—and what if 40 or 50 of them have mul- 
ti ple sex part ners? Or are tak ing Vi codin or Xanax? The im pact of
that larger—and po ten tially more trou ble some—group on my own
be hav ior is now greater.

SO CIAL ME DIA AND THE IL LU SION OF REAL CON NEC TION



But per haps even more wor ri some than the ad dic tive na ture of our
new dig i tal way of con nect ing is the idea that elec tronic con nec- 
tion does not seem to sat isfy our deep-seated need for true hu- 
man con tact. What in fact seems to have been spawned has been
the il lu sion of so cial con nec tion, via a medium that has our
dopamine re cep tors on per pet ual high alert as we an tic i pate, like
Pavlo vian dogs, the next “ping” that prom ises to of fer us the nov- 
elty and plea sure of a text, IM, tweet, Face book up date or In sta- 
gram photo.

Per haps it’s as Jo hann Hari con cluded in his TED Talk: “I’ve in- 
creas ingly be gun to think that the con nec tions we have—the con- 
nec tions we think we have—are like a kind of par ody of hu man
con nec tion.” He went on to ex plain: “If you have a cri sis in your
life, you’ll no tice some thing—it won’t be your Twit ter fol low ers who
come to sit with you. It won’t be your Face book friends who help
you turn it around. It’ll be your flesh and blood friends who you
have deep and nu anced and tex tured face to face re la tion ships
with.”

Hari’s in sights are backed up by Ox ford an thro pol o gist and evo- 

lu tion ary psy chol o gist Dr. Robin Dun bar.20 Al most two decades
ago, he pro posed a now-fa mous the ory that a per son can main- 
tain about 150 ac quain tances but only five or so close re la tion- 
ships—our brains sim ply can’t han dle any more. The fig ure 150,
also known as Dun bar’s Num ber, was a mea sure ment of the “cog- 
ni tive limit to the num ber of in di vid u als with whom any one per son
can main tain sta ble re la tion ships.”

He de vel oped this the ory while study ing pri mates’ groom ing
habits and so cial groups. When Dun bar started work ing with pri- 
mates in the 1980s, the Machi avel lian in tel li gence hy poth e sis
(now known as the so cial brain hy poth e sis) was in vogue. Ac cord- 
ing to that the ory, a large pri mate de vel oped a large brain—with a



par tic u larly large neo cor tex—by liv ing in a com plex so cial group.
The larger the so cial group, the larger the neo cor tex, par tic u larly
the frontal lobe. So the o ret i cally, if neo cor tex size is a func tion of
so cial group size, then based on the size of the neo cor tex one
should be able to pre dict the group size for that par tic u lar pri mate
or hu man.

Dr. Dun bar did the math us ing a ra tio of neo cor ti cal vol ume to
to tal brain vol ume and mean group size to come up with his magic
num ber of 150; his re search in di cated that any thing be yond that
would be too much for our so cial brains to han dle and process.

The Dun bar Num ber, though, ac tu ally rep re sents a range of
sev eral dif fer ent num bers. The num ber 150 rep re sents the high
end of ca sual friends or ac quain tances. From there, that num ber
changes ac cord ing to a pre cise for mula that Dun bar called the
“rule of three”: the next step down is the 50 or so peo ple we call
friends—you see them of ten, but not so much that you con sider
them to be truly close friends. The step af ter that is the cir cle of fif- 
teen: the friends you can turn to and con fide in about most things.
Fi nally, the most in ti mate Dun bar Num ber is five: these are your
clos est friends—the small cir cle of trust—whom you call in the
most se ri ous sit u a tions, like those 3:00 a.m. crises.

Amaz ingly, Dun bar dis cov ered that these num bers have re- 
mained con stant through out hu man his tory: the size of a typ i cal
hunter-gath erer com mu nity was about 150, just as the av er age
size of a small vil lage has been through out the ages.

In ter est ingly, so cial me dia hasn’t re ally af fected this dy namic.
When Bruno Gonçalves and his col leagues at In di ana Uni ver sity
looked at whether Twit ter had changed the num ber of re la tion- 
ships that users could main tain, they found that the num ber of in- 
di vid u als whom peo ple could man age to fol low was still be tween

100 and 200 sta ble con nec tions.21



Yet the im por tant num ber is that small cir cle of close friends with
whom we keep in face-to-face con tact. Dun bar at trib uted this to
the na ture of what he termed the “shared ex pe ri ence” ef fect: when
you laugh or cry with some one; when you go to a so cial event or
have din ner to gether; when you ex pe ri ence life to gether, there is a
deep en ing of the so cial bond that can’t be repli cated by so cial me- 
dia.

In so cial me dia, you can “share” and “like” some thing with your
Face book friends, or you can watch the same hys ter i cal YouTube
clip of a danc ing chimp, but it’s not the same as if you had done
some thing to gether—which is the phe nom e non that Dun bar re- 
ferred to as the syn chronic ity of shared ex pe ri ence. Let us look
be yond so cial me dia: if I tell you to watch a funny movie that I saw
last week, it’s just not the same in terms of deep en ing our so cial
bond as if we had watched it to gether.

There may also be a phys i o log i cal as pect of friend ship that
Face book friends can never re place. Over the past sev eral years,
Dun bar and his col leagues have been look ing at the im por tance of
phys i cal con tact: “We un der es ti mate how im por tant touch is in the
so cial world,” he said. He al ready knew that in pri mate groom ing,
the en dor phin sys tem was ac ti vated; now we know that the same
is true for hu mans. In a se ries of stud ies, Dun bar and his col- 
leagues showed that light touch trig gers an en dor phin re sponse
that’s im por tant for cre at ing a per sonal bond. Ac cord ing to Dun bar,
our skin has a set of neu rons, com mon to all mam mals, that re- 
spond to light stroking, but not to any other kind of touch.

“We think that’s what they ex ist for, to trig ger en dor phin re- 
sponses as a con se quence of groom ing,” Dun bar said. Just as
dopamine in cen tivizes eat ing and pro cre at ing, it seems that en- 
dor phins re leased with phys i cal touch in cen tivize hu man touch



and bond ing. Face book friends just can’t repli cate that; they can’t
pat us on the back, rub our knees or give us hugs.

Dun bar is also con cerned about the neg a tive de vel op men tal im- 
pact that our new dig i tal world will have on chil dren. From past re- 
search on so cial in ter ac tion, we know that early child hood ex pe ri- 
ences are cru cial in de vel op ing those parts of the brain that are
ded i cated to so cial in ter ac tion, em pa thy and other in ter per sonal
skills. If we de prive a child of in ter ac tion and touch early on be- 
cause they mostly so cially in ter act via screens, those ar eas won’t
fully de velop.

What would that dig i tally raised Glow Kid look like as an older
per son? “This is the big im pon der able. We haven’t yet seen an en- 
tire gen er a tion that’s grown up with things like Face book go
through adult hood yet,” Dun bar said. “It’s quite con ceiv able that
we might end up less so cial in the fu ture, which would be a dis as- 
ter be cause we need to be more so cial—our world has be come so
large.”

Yes, iron i cally, we will be more so cially stunted in the so cial me- 
dia age. As Hari pointed out, we have cre ated a par ody of real
con nec tion; our 500 Face book friends have given us the il lu sion of
be ing so cially con nected, of ten times at the ex pense of real flesh-
and-blood friend ships.

What then hap pens to a per son—par tic u larly a kid—who doesn’t
have those real-life con nec tions and is al ready feel ing a bit alien- 
ated and sad? In those in stances, the il lu sion of con nec tion ac tu- 
ally does more harm than good. The great so cial-me dia-as-gen- 
uine-and-mean ing ful-so cial-con nec tion myth has been de bunked
by sev eral stud ies that cor re late so cial me dia with mood dis or ders
and a higher in ci dence of men tal health prob lems.

Face book, with its 1.23 bil lion ac tive users, has not led to hap pi- 
ness; in stead, it has led to a phe nom e non known as “Face book



de pres sion,” whereby the more “friends” one has on Face book,
the higher the like li hood of de pres sion. There is also, as men- 
tioned, the dou ble whammy that the more time spent on so cial
me dia and the more tex ting a per son does, the higher the like li- 
hood of not just de pres sion but tech ad dic tion as well, which only
fur ther am pli fies the iso la tion and dis con nect from health ier ac tiv i- 
ties and true, mean ing ful face-to-face so cial con tact.

The pre vi ously men tioned Case West ern Re serve Uni ver sity
School of Medicine hy per tex ting study also looked at “hy per net- 
work ing”—more than three hours per school day spent on so cial
net work ing sites. The 11.5 per cent of stu dents who met the cri te ria
for hy per net work ers were linked to higher rates of de pres sion,
sub stance abuse, poor sleep, stress, poor aca demics and sui cide.
These are not good out comes. Per haps not so shock ingly, hy per- 
net work ers were also found to have more per mis sive par ents.

It gets worse: hy per net work ing teens were found to be 69 per- 
cent more likely to have tried sex, 60 per cent more likely to re port
four or more sex ual part ners, 84 per cent more likely to have used
il le gal drugs and 94 per cent more likely to have been in a phys i cal
fight.

Ac cord ing to the lead re searcher, Dr. Scott Frank: “The star tling
re sults of this study sug gest that when left unchecked tex ting and
other widely pop u lar meth ods of stay ing con nected can have dan- 
ger ous health ef fects on teenagers.” He added: “This should be a
wake-up call for par ents to not only help their chil dren stay safe by
not tex ting and driv ing, but by dis cour ag ing ex ces sive use of the
cell phone or so cial web sites in gen eral.”

With that warn ing in mind, let’s take a closer look at the dy nam- 
ics of Face book de pres sion. A 2015 Uni ver sity of Hous ton study
pub lished in the Jour nal of So cial and Clin i cal Psy chol ogy con- 

firmed that Face book us age can lead to de pres sive symp toms.22



The mech a nism for this in crease in de pressed mood? A psy cho- 
log i cal phe nom e non known as “so cial com par i son.”

I call it the “class re union ef fect”: it’s a nat u ral ten dency that we
all have to com pare our selves with our peers or for mer class- 
mates; and if they seem to be liv ing won der ful, ful fill ing lives and
we hap pen to be in a bit of a rut, it makes us feel worse. On Face- 
book, it’s the con stant stream of “look-at-me!” va ca tion high light
reels and cute baby pics that can make a per son al ready feel ing
down feel even more en vi ous and blue.

Ac cord ing to the study’s au thor, Mai-Ly Steers: “It doesn’t mean
that Face book causes de pres sion, but that de pressed feel ings
and lots of time on Face book and com par ing one self to oth ers
tend to go hand in hand.”

For a 2014 study called “Face book’s Emo tional Con se quences:
Why Face book Causes a De crease in Mood and Why Peo ple Still
Use It,” pub lished in 2014 in the jour nal Com put ers in Hu man Be- 
hav ior, the re searchers To bias Gre it meyer and Christina Sa- 
gioglou, from the Uni ver sity of Inns bruck, in Aus tria, con ducted

three dif fer ent stud ies with three dif fer ent sets of par tic i pants.23

Their first study showed that the longer peo ple are ac tu ally on
Face book, the more neg a tive their mood is af ter ward. The sec ond
study pro vided “causal ev i dence for this ef fect by show ing that
Face book ac tiv ity leads to a de te ri o ra tion of mood com pared to
two dif fer ent con trol groups.” As the ex per i men tal group was in- 
structed to spend time on Face book, the con trol group was in- 
structed to browse the In ter net with out go ing to any so cial me dia
site.

Why do the re searchers think that Face book made peo ple feel
worse? They pointed to a rea son other than just the pre vi ously
men tioned “so cial com par i son” ef fect: “It ap pears that, com pared
to brows ing the in ter net, Face book is judged as less mean ing ful,



less use ful, and more of a waste of time, which then leads to a de- 
crease in mood.” When the par tic i pants were asked af ter ward how
they felt and how “mean ing ful” they felt their time spent on line had
been, the re searchers found that “mean ing ful ness” di rectly cor re- 
lated to mood.

Ac cord ing to Sa gioglou: “The mean ing ful ness ac tu ally ac counts
for the mood ef fects. It’s not sur pris ing that if you do some thing
you don’t con sider very mean ing ful, you’re not in a good mood af- 
ter ward.”

But if Face book makes peo ple feel like crap, then why do they
keep us ing it?

That was the $64,000 ques tion that the third study at tempted to
an swer. Con trary to their prior ex pe ri ences, par tic i pants still in di- 
cated that they had the ex pec ta tion that they would feel bet ter af- 
ter get ting on Face book—even though the op po site was true. The
re searchers call that “af fec tive fore cast ing er ror.” It’s sim i lar to
think ing, “Eat ing that choco late cake is go ing to make me feel
great!”—and then hav ing the de press ing post-cake re al ity hit.

In the ad dic tion field, we know this phe nom e non quite well. I
would ex plain it this way: things that ini tially and briefly make us
feel good—choco late cake, Face book, heroin—can tempt us be- 
cause they are all dopamin er gic and may have, once upon a time,
felt good. So we fo cus more on that re mem bered short-term feel-
good dopamine surge that we may have ex pe ri enced in the past—
this is known as “eu phoric re call”—and tend not to con sciously re- 
mem ber the less pleas ant and more re cent re al i ties of our en- 
gage ment with the for merly feel-good ac tiv ity. From a neu ro log i cal
stand point, we know that dopamin er gic temp ta tions can some- 
times over ride the you-should-know-bet ter ra tio nal ity of our frontal
cor tex.



In deed, re cent re search shows that Face book can lead to so cial
net work ing ad dic tion; one re cent study had par tic i pants who met
all di ag nos tic cri te ria for sub stance ad dic tion. In that 2014 study,
con ducted by the State Uni ver sity of New York at Al bany, out of
253 un der grad u ate par tic i pants who com pleted a mod i fied ver sion
of an as sess ment that mea sures for prob lem drink ing, al most 10
per cent were found to have “dis or dered on line so cial net work ing
use”—a fancy way of say ing that they had an ad dic tion-like prob- 
lem re lated to us ing Face book. This in cluded show ing signs of
with drawal, crav ing and in creased tol er ance—all bench marks of

sub stance ad dic tion.24

Some more Face book re search:
An ar ti cle ti tled “Too Many ‘Friends,’ Too Few ‘Likes’? Evo lu tion- 

ary Psy chol ogy and ‘Face book De pres sion,’” pub lished in the Re- 
view of Gen eral Psy chol ogy in 2015 by Char lotte Ros alind Blease
of Uni ver sity Col lege Dublin, pro vided an over view of the re search

into Face book de pres sion.25

Blease con cluded that Face book users may be more “sus cep ti- 
ble” to “causal trig gers” for de pres sion (a) the greater the num ber
of “friends” the user has on line, (b) the greater the time that the
user spends read ing up dates from this wide pool of friends, (c) the
more reg u larly the user does so and (d) the more the con tent of
the up dates tends to a brag ging na ture.

In ad di tion to the pre vi ously men tioned so cial com par i son ef fect,
Blease points out the ex tremely neg a tive com ments that Face- 
book users may leave as con tribut ing to low self-es teem and de- 
pres sion. Go ing as far back as 2004, psy chol o gist John Suler
coined the term “on line dis in hi bi tion ef fect” and de scribed the ten- 
dency for peo ple to be more for ward, taunt ing, mean or ag gres- 
sive when in ter act ing on line as op posed to in per son, an ef fect

that was am pli fied if the poster was anony mous.26



We know that peo ple are more po lite in per son and tend to be
more cruel or abu sive the greater the dis tance sep a rat ing them
from oth ers. Also, eye con tact deep ens the per sonal bond, which
also makes it more dif fi cult to look some one in the eye and say
some thing hurt ful. That’s why some peo ple choose to end re la tion- 
ships via text: it’s eas ier be cause it’s less per sonal. Just as it’s
eas ier to be cruel be hind some one’s back—or anony mously, on a
blog post—than it is to say the same thing to a per son’s face.

MEAN GIRLS, SO CIAL ME DIA AND SUI CIDE

As has been noted, there ap pears to be a gen der di vide in kids’
dig i tal habits: in the Brave New e-World of ad dict ing screens, if
video games are dig i tal co caine for boys, then so cial me dia and
tex ting are the elec tronic equiv a lents for girls, as the ma jor ity of
hy per tex ters and hy per net work ers are fe male.

Un for tu nately, so cial me dia am pli fies al ready ex ist ing young-fe- 
male dy nam ics. In se cu ri ties are mag ni fied; Mean Girl cy ber bul ly- 
ing at tacks are tweeted and retweeted in a vir tual echo cham ber
as so cial me dia de creases the qual ity of so cial iza tion and in- 
creases iso la tion. So-called Face book de pres sion and epi demic
lev els of fe male teenage sui cides linked to so cial me dia cy ber bul- 
ly ing are all byprod ucts of this so cial me dia phe nom e non.

I’ve done prob a bly about two dozen sui cide risk as sess ments
over the last cou ple of years; in vari ably, the de pressed and sui ci- 
dal young per son is a plugged-in so cial me dia devo tee. In fact,
many young peo ple who get re ferred to me for sui ci dal ideations
are feel ing that way be cause of some type of so cial me dia trou ble
—cy ber bul ly ing, sex ting gone wrong, be ing de friended by key
friends.

“I don’t want to live any more.”



‘Why?” I asked the young girl with blue hair sit ting across from
my desk.

“A boy who I liked—who I had dated . . . he posted a pic ture of
me that I had sent him—a naked pic ture—on In sta gram . . . now
there’s a page up with my pic tures on it and ev ery one is mak ing
fun of me and I just can’t han dle it any more.”

Com monly known as “slut pages,” these are the new scar let let- 
ters for the teenage crowd. A young girl suc cumbs to pres sure to
send nude pho tos, only to have them show up on pub licly viewed
sites where the girl gets shamed by both the boys and the girls in
her school. So cial me dia has seem ingly set the women’s move- 
ment back sev eral gen er a tions.

Af ter de ter min ing that my blue-haired client was not what we
would call “acutely sui ci dal,” I con tacted her par ents and she
even tu ally with drew from school and en rolled in a pri vate school.

Other times the sui ci dal ideations can be more acute and re- 
quire psy chi atric hos pi tal iza tions. Re cently, I had just such a case.

“Emily” had re cently trans ferred schools and was try ing hard to
fit into her new school. She was pretty, so cial and, out wardly,
seemed fairly well ad justed. Un for tu nately, as part of her ef fort to
fit in and as sim i late, she was sucked into the so cial me dia vor tex
and the ac com pa ny ing drama at her new school as she started
run ning with the Mean Girls. She also suc cumbed to the pres sure
of her hand some-yet-slimy new boyfriend to In sta gram sev eral ex- 
plicit pic tures of her self to him. Sadly, while that re la tion ship
proved to be short lived, the shelf-life of those ex plicit pho tos was
not. Soon, ev ery one had got ten Emily’s nude pho tos.

But un like my blue-haired client, it wasn’t the mass dis sem i na- 
tion of her pri vate pho tos that sent her over the edge; in stead, it
was the threat by her mother of cut ting her off of all so cial me dia.
Her mother had texted her as she sat in my of fice that she was on



her way to get her and that she would lose the use of her phone
and com puter in def i nitely.

As Emily sat in my of fice, she be gan to shake, sob and hy per- 
ven ti late; I tried to calm her down and en cour aged her to breathe
as I tried to re as sure her that ev ery thing would be al right. But her
hy per ven ti lat ing only got worse and she had a full-blown panic at- 
tack as her en tire body shook.

In be tween gasps and sobs she cried: “Now I’ll be all alone . . .
all alone!” as she rocked back and forth while her body shook. The
way she kept re peat ing “All . . . alone . . . all . . . alone!” was heart- 
break ing. You could pal pa bly feel the ex is ten tial an guish and fear
of be ing so ut terly iso lated that the loss of her tele phone rep re- 
sented for her. By the time her mother ar rived, she had in di cated
that she was go ing to go home and hang her self. With that, she
earned her self a ride to the psy chi atric hos pi tal where she was
held for sev eral weeks and treated with heavy psy chi atric med i ca- 
tions.

Sadly, her time at the ado les cent wing of the psych hos pi tal was
not a pleas ant one. Girl, In ter rupted was a walk in the park com- 
pared to her hor rific ex pe ri ence; she was jumped and vi o lently as- 
saulted by three other Mean Girls of the very psy chi atric va ri ety
and loaded with enough psych meds to drop an ele phant. Her
mother was be side her self with hor ror at what had hap pened to
her lit tle girl. In what had seemed like the blink of an eye, a once
pretty and so cial girl was now a beaten-up and over med i cated
psy chi atric pa tient—all be cause of the soul-crush ing fear that she
might lose her phone and be “all alone.”

Clearly, her phone rep re sented a life line and con nec tion to her
so cial world; while ob vi ously ad dicted to her phone, it also pro- 
vided her with a sooth ing sense of anx i ety re lief.



It re minded me of the dou ble-edged sword of anti-anx i ety med i- 
ca tions like Xanax and Klonopin: they are in cred i bly ef fec tive in
less en ing anx i ety but are also highly ad dict ing. Un less the un der- 
ly ing causes of the anx i ety are treated—trauma, neg a tive self-con- 
cept, etc.—the anx i ety wors ens and the de pen dence on the phar- 
ma ceu ti cal crutch grows.

Sim i larly, with so cial me dia, it may tem po rar ily re lieve the lone li- 
ness and iso la tion that a per son may feel, but it does not ad dress
the un der ly ing need for real in-depth con nec tion. With out those
real friend ships, the de pen dence on the phone and the var i ous so- 
cial me dia sites grows. Take away that crutch—that false life line to
so cial con nec tion—and you get the sort of melt down that Emily
had.

Un for tu nately, cases like Emily’s are be com ing in creas ingly
more com mon in high schools and even in mid dle schools. And,
sadly, there have been sev eral in stances of teenagers who have
in deed com mit ted sui cide re lated to so cial me dia is sues and trig- 
gers.

But to be very clear, any time that a per son takes their own life
there nec es sar ily has to be an emo tional or psy chi atric vul ner a bil- 
ity that can make a per son more sus cep ti ble to neg a tive out comes
if trig gered by so cial me dia sham ing or bul ly ing. Hav ing said that,
we do also un der stand that so cial me dia can act as an ac cel er ant
on a psy chi atric fire.

The fol low ing is a sam pling of such cases.

MEGAN MEIER (1992–2006)

Megan was an over weight girl who strug gled with ADD and de- 
pres sion. She found brief hap pi ness in 2006 when a 16-year-old
boy named Josh Evans asked Megan to be friends on MyS pace.
The two stayed in fre quent con tact on line, al though they never



met in per son or spoke on the phone. Ac cord ing to Megan’s mom:
“Megan had a life long strug gle with weight and self-es teem, and
now she fi nally had a boy who she thought re ally thought she was
pretty.”

But by Oc to ber, Josh started send ing cruel mes sages and say- 
ing that he didn’t want to be Megan’s friend any more. As the mes- 
sages got more and more hurt ful, Megan re ceived this fi nal mes- 
sage from Josh: “The world would be a bet ter place with out you.”
Things got even worse as the cy ber bul ly ing es ca lated when class- 
mates and “friends” on MyS pace be gan writ ing even more hurt ful
mes sages.

Megan hanged her self in her bed room closet. Her mother found
her twenty min utes af ter she had got ten off her com puter. She
died the fol low ing day, three weeks be fore what would have been
her four teenth birth day. Shock ingly, later that fall a neigh bor would
tell Megan’s par ents that Josh didn’t even re ally ex ist—the MyS- 
pace ac count had been cre ated by an other neigh bor, Lori Drew,
her 18-year-old em ployee Ash ley Grills, and Drew’s teenage
daugh ter, who used to be friends with Megan.

One year later, the case be gan re ceiv ing na tional at ten tion.
While the county pros e cu tor de clined to file any crim i nal charges
in the case, fed eral pros e cu tors charged Lori Drew with one count
of con spir acy and three vi o la tions of the Com puter Fraud and
Abuse Act for ac cess ing pro tected com put ers with out au tho riza- 
tion. A fed eral grand jury in dicted Drew on all four counts in 2008,
but U.S. Dis trict Judge George Wu ac quit ted Drew in Au gust 2009
and va cated the con vic tion.

In ad di tion to form ing the Megan Meier Foun da tion, her mother
also worked closely to help Mis souri leg is la ture pass Sen ate Bill
818, un of fi cially known as “Megan’s Law” in Au gust 2008. In April
2009, U.S. Rep re sen ta tive Linda Sánchez of Cal i for nia in tro duced



the “Megan Meier Cy ber bul ly ing Pre ven tion Act”—but un for tu- 
nately it was never en acted.

JES SICA LO GAN (1990–2008)

Jes sica Lo gan was an 18-year-old Sycamore High School se nior
who sent a nude photo of her self to her boyfriend. Un for tu nately,
af ter the cou ple broke up, the photo was sent to hun dreds of
teenagers in at least seven Cincin nati-area high schools. The cy- 
ber bul ly ing con tin ued through Face book, MyS pace and text mes- 
sages. Un able to han dle the vir tual taunt ing any longer, Jes sica
hanged her self af ter at tend ing the fu neral of an other boy who had
com mit ted sui cide.

HOPE WIT SELL (1996–2009)

In a sim i lar case, 13-year-old Hope Wit sell’s boyfriend also shared
a pic ture of her breasts that she had sent to him to stu dents at six
dif fer ent schools in Flor ida. Soon, a “Hope Hater Page” was
started on MyS pace that led to ad di tional cy ber bul ly ing. Un able to
stand the ridicule, Hope hanged her self.

Jes sica’s par ents, Al bert and Cyn thia Lo gan, filed a law suit
against Sycamore High School and the Mont gomery po lice for not
do ing enough to keep their daugh ter from be ing bul lied and ha- 
rassed fol low ing the nude pho tos in ci dent. They also filed a law- 
suit in April 2011 against Hills bor ough County school of fi cials for
fail ing to take ap pro pri ate ac tion af ter learn ing that Hope had sui- 
ci dal thoughts.

In Feb ru ary 2012, Ohio Gov er nor John Ka sich signed House Bill
116, also known as the Jes sica Lo gan Act, into law. The leg is la tion
ad dresses cy ber bul ly ing and ex pands anti-ha rass ment poli cies.

RYAN HAL LI GAN (1989–2003)



Ryan was a spe cial ed u ca tion stu dent who had been the reg u lar
tar get of a school bully. But in Feb ru ary 2003, Ryan fought the
bully and the ha rass ment ended, and Ryan even seem ingly forged
a friend ship with his now for mer bully.

Un for tu nately, af ter Ryan shared an em bar rass ing per sonal
story with his new “friend,” the boy started a ru mor that Ryan was
gay. The teas ing con tin ued into the sum mer of 2003, al though
Ryan thought that he had struck a friend ship with a pretty, pop u lar
girl through AOL In stant Mes sen ger (AIM). In stead, he later
learned that the girl and her friends had set him up to think that
the girl liked him so that they could make fun of him and have him
share more em bar rass ing ma te rial—which she copied and pasted
into AIM ex changes with her friends.

On Oc to ber 7, 2003, Ryan hanged him self in the fam ily bath- 
room. Af ter his son’s death, his fa ther found a folder filled with IM
ex changes from that sum mer that made him re al ize “that tech nol- 
ogy was be ing uti lized as weapons far more ef fec tive and reach- 
ing [than] the sim ple ones we had as kids.”

Al though there were no crim i nal charges filed be cause there
was no law on the books that ap plied, seven months af ter Ryan’s
death, Ver mont’s Bully Pre ven tion Law (ACT 117) was signed into
law by Gov er nor Jim Dou glas and Ryan’s fa ther John Hal li gan
also au thored Ver mont’s Sui cide Pre ven tion Law (ACT 114), which
passed un changed in April 2006.

AMANDA TODD (1996–2012)

On Sep tem ber 12, 2012, Amanda Todd made a YouTube video
en ti tled “My story: Strug gling, bul ly ing, sui cide, self-harm,” in
which the British Co lum bia teenager uses flash cards to tell about
her hor rific ex pe ri ences of be ing black mailed and bul lied. Amanda
met a stranger on video chat when she was in the sev enth grade



who con vinced her to bare her breasts on cam era. The stranger
then at tempted to use the photo to black mail Amanda, and the
pic ture be gan cir cu lat ing on the in ter net, in clud ing a Face book
pro file that used the top less pho to graph as the pro file im age.

“The In ter net stalker she flashed kept stalk ing her,” Amanda’s
mother, Carol Todd, ex plained. “Ev ery time she moved schools he
would go un der cover and be come a Face book friend.”

Her poignant YouTube clip re ceived 17 mil lion views.
A lit tle over a month af ter she posted the video, Amanda hanged

her self in her home on Oc to ber 10, 2012. Canada’s CTV News re- 
ported that law mak ers would con sider a mo tion for a na tional bul- 
ly ing pre ven tion strat egy.

SO CIAL ME DIA, VUL NER A BLE GIRLS AND SEX UAL PREDA TORS

Back in the pre-so cial me dia days, to be sure, there were sex ual
preda tors, mis cre ants and lurk ing men wait ing to take ad van tage
of a girl who may have felt a bit lost or rest less or who maybe had
a fight with her par ents. But these were tan gi ble boogey men that
the wary par ent could look out for: the leer ing man at the play- 
ground; the overly friendly store clerk or the creep loung ing
around the mall.

But now they’re in your daugh ter’s bed room; they’ve made it
right past the front door, past your pro tec tive par ent-ar mor and
landed lit er ally in her lap—with her lap top. No longer lim ited to
lur ing vic tims in the street, sex ual preda tors and sex traf fick ers
can now mes sage thou sands of young girls through In sta gram,
Face book, Kik, Tagged and Twit ter, with a grow ing trend to ward
What sApp and Snapchat where mes sages evap o rate over time,
thus eras ing the preda tor’s elec tronic trail.

“If just one of them an swers . . . traf fick ers can make thou sands
of dol lars off that girl very quickly,” said An drea Pow ell, founder



and di rec tor of FAIR Girls, a U.S.-based NGO which helps traf- 

ficked girls world wide.27

The Huff in g ton Post re cently did a story about a young 17-year-
old girl named Hope. “It all started be cause I posted on a so cial
me dia site that I hated my mother,” she re calls. “A woman mes- 
saged me back telling me that I could go stay with her, and we’d
go par ty ing. She showed up within the next 45 min utes. I was

gone.”28

She was then taken to a mo tel room, where a male ac com plice
beat her, drugged her and then traf ficked her for sex—with up to
20 men a day. Af ter three weeks and eight states, she was fi nally
res cued. “I could never be Hope again af ter that; I was never go- 
ing to be the same girl,” she says.

Sadly, there are mil lions of sto ries like Hope’s. Glob ally, nearly
21 mil lion peo ple are vic tims of hu man traf fick ing, a $150 bil lion in- 
dus try, ac cord ing to the United Na tion’s In ter na tional Labour Or ga- 
ni za tion. An es ti mated 4.5 mil lion of them are forced into sex work.

Ac cord ing to An drea Pow ell at FAIR Girls, about 90 per cent of
the peo ple they helped in Wash ing ton D.C. and Mary land had
been sold on line. Young girls are of ten lured by sex traf fick ers who
con tact them on so cial-me dia sites and in vite them to par ties, to
meet at the mall or to just be come friends.

I in ter viewed Anas ta sia Kar lout sos, the Ex ec u tive Di rec tor of
Hope House, a res i den tial home where vic tims of sex traf fick ing
can find safety and a place to heal. A tall and im pos ing woman
with a mas ter’s de gree in so cial work, Kar lout sos is pas sion ate
about help ing these young women.

“There is an epi demic in our coun try. We are lit er ally al low ing
the sell ing of our chil dren through web sites such as Back page.
There are thou sands of un der age chil dren whose bod ies are be- 



ing sold and lives are be ing dev as tated. Many res cued chil dren
de scribe be ing raped 20 times a day by dif fer ent men.”

She pro ceeds to de scribe the se duc tion process: “Some are
run aways who get picked up by a pimp with the prom ise of food,
shel ter and fam ily. Oth ers are se duced over the in ter net with the
idea of a nice boyfriend. He is a face less man that the girls meet
on line. He is nice to her [or him], pays at ten tion to her, lis tens to
her prob lems about her par ents, her friends at school, her teach- 
ers. He is a will ing ear, some one who un der stands, some one who
says he can make it bet ter.”

But that is just the lure. “Then he asks for a pic ture. Then, an- 
other. Typ i cally, the pic tures he asks for at first will not be ex plicit,
but lit tle by lit tle the re quests will get more sex ual in na ture. He is
groom ing his vic tim. By the time they meet in per son, he al ready
has her. By the time they meet he can al ready tell her about all the
things he knows about her and then what he can show her fam ily
—the pic tures—the shame of that, will make it hard for her to go
back. Once you are started down the rab bit hole, it’s very hard to
feel that you are able to turn around and go back.”

I ask her if she ever wor ries about traf fick ers and pimps com ing
to find the girls who have es caped. The an swer is heart break ing.
“No, we aren’t afraid. We aren’t afraid be cause these men will not
come for the women. Un for tu nately, there are so many other po- 
ten tial vic tims that they will not ‘fight for them.’” With an al most
end less pool of vic tims to troll for on line, the girls are con sid ered
to be eas ily re place able spare parts by the preda tors.

Anas ta sia ex pressed ex as per a tion that web sites like Back page,
no to ri ous for sex ual traf fick ing, are al lowed to con tinue to op er ate.
But they have been shielded by first amend ment pro tec tions and
the ads of ten use code words for var i ous ages and typ i cally ad ver- 
tise for le gal “es cort” ser vices.



But all is not lost. In 2015, the New York at tor ney gen eral’s of fice
an nounced a part ner ship with Face book to help com bat child sex
traf fick ing, which in cludes tech ni cal as sis tance to help law-en- 
force ment of fi cials find per pe tra tors and res cue vic tims. And North
Dakota con gress woman Kristi Noem has writ ten a bill that’s in
front of con gress called the Stop Ad ver tis ing Vic tims of Ex ploita- 
tion Act (SAVE) that would give law en force ment the re sources
and abil ity to pros e cute com pa nies that help sex traf fick ers ad ver- 
tise.

Ac cord ing to Con gress woman Noem: “76% of all sex traf fick ing
that oc curs in this coun try oc curs over the in ter net. And we have
over 5,000 dif fer ent web sites that sell chil dren and women for sex
ev ery day.”

Noem points to the profit mo tive: “Back page makes mil lions of
dol lars a month sell ing peo ple for sex and they do it un der the
guise of some kind of es cort ser vices.”

Her pro posed leg is la tion is op posed by many free speech
groups. But it is hard to de fend sites that ad ver tise thinly veiled
ads for sex-traf ficked kids—some thing which Back page’s at tor- 
neys have con ceded oc curs on their site.

Years ago, there was a fa mous PSA com mer cial geared to ward
par ents that would run in New York: “It’s 10 o’clock—do you know
where your chil dren are?” To day, an swer ing yes to that that sim ple
ques tion could still be a prob lem; if there is a com puter in that
bed room, your child is not alone and could po ten tially not be safe.
In stead, the new PSA for this mil len nium needs to say “It’s 10
o’clock—do you know who your kids are on line with?”

* * *

I think that most rea son able peo ple can un der stand that tex ting as
a way to com mu ni cate and so cial me dia as a way to stay con- 
nected both have a place in our so ci ety. But if you want healthy



and happy kids, it’s vi tally im por tant that they have sup port ive, car- 
ing re la tion ships with flesh-and-blood peo ple in their lives.

If they ab so lutely must have Face book ac counts or phones with
tex ting ca pa bil ity—al though some par ents now opt for non tex ting
“dumb” phones—at least wait un til the chil dren are fur ther along
de vel op men tally and less likely to fall vic tim to tech ad dic tion,
Face book de pres sion or hy per tex ting. And even then, the re- 
search shows that closely mon i tor ing your child’s dig i tal habits and
vir tual friends is crit i cal in the new so cial me dia and tex ting land- 
scape.

But what should a par ent do when it comes to school? Ob vi- 
ously they can’t mon i tor phone or com puter us age once their lit tle
ones are within the con fines of school. So what should they do?

To phone or not to phone—that is the ques tion.

THE QUES TION OF PHONES IN SCHOOL

Cer tainly a child does not need a phone in school or in the class- 
room—the myth that par ents need kids to have phones at school
in or der to be able to reach them is lu di crous. For decades, par- 
ents would call schools to con tact their chil dren. Now, un der the
pre tense of “stay ing con nected with mom and dad,” kids who have
phones in school can text friends, play mu sic, watch YouTube
videos, tweet, post pho tos on In sta gram and play video games to
their hearts’ con tent.

The un for tu nate teach ers who work in schools with “out of sight”
poli cies, which al low phones in school build ings but, os ten si bly,
not in class rooms, are en gaged in a con stant, dis rup tive “put-your-
phone-away” strug gle that takes away from class time.

Over the past few years, school poli cies have been shift ing on
this is sue. In 2006, in the largest school dis trict in Amer ica—New
York City, with its 1.1 mil lion stu dents—Mayor Michael Bloomberg



banned phones in all schools. That pol icy drew cries of racism, as
the schools with metal de tec tors, tra di tion ally in poorer neigh bor- 
hoods with more stu dents of color, were the only ones able to en- 
sure that no phones en tered the build ings. As a re sult, most kids
in poorer neigh bor hoods would have to check their phones each
morn ing at food trucks or bode gas that es tab lished a prof itable
dol lar-a-day phone drop-off sys tem; kids at more af flu ent schools,
with out metal de tec tors, be came pro fi cient at sneak ing their
phones into their schools and hid ing them through out the day.

Then, in March of 2015, Mayor Bill de Bla sio, to gether with the
schools chan cel lor, Car men Far iña, re versed Bloomberg’s rul ing,
in di cat ing that do ing so would re duce in equal ity. Let the tex ting be- 
gin!

But re cent re search from Great Britain clearly demon strates the
neg a tive ef fects on aca demics when phones are al lowed in school
and in di cates fur ther that al ready marginal ized poor stu dents and
spe cial ed u ca tion stu dents are the most ad versely af fected. Louis-
Philippe Be land and Richard Mur phy, whose study was pub lished
by the Cen tre for Eco nomic Per for mance at the Lon don School of
Eco nom ics, looked at how phone poli cies at 91 schools in Eng- 
land have changed since 2001, com par ing that data with re sults
achieved in na tional ex ams taken by 16-year-olds. The com pre- 

hen sive study cov ered 130,000 pupils.29

The re searchers found that fol low ing a ban on phone use, the
schools’ test scores im proved by 6.4 per cent. In ter est ingly, the im- 
pact on un der achiev ing stu dents (mostly poor and spe cial ed) was
even more sig nif i cant: their av er age test scores rose by 14 per- 
cent.

“The re sults sug gest that low-achiev ing stu dents are more likely
to be dis tracted by the pres ence of mo bile phones, while high
achiev ers can fo cus in the class room re gard less of the mo bile



phone pol icy,” the re searchers said. All told, they es ti mated that
the aca demic gains of ban ning phones were the “equiv a lent of
adding five days to the school year.”

In the study, “Ill Com mu ni ca tion: The Im pact of Mo bile Phones
on Stu dent Per for mance,” the British au thors even take a swipe
across the pond at New York City mayor de Bla sio’s ill-ad vised
plan lift ing the school cell phone ban: “de Bla sio’s lift ing of the ban
on mo bile phones with a stated in ten tion of re duc ing in equal i ties
may in fact lead to the op po site. Al low ing phones into schools will
harm the low est-achiev ing and low-in come stu dents the most.”
They added: “Schools could sig nif i cantly re duce the ed u ca tion
achieve ment gap by pro hibit ing mo bile phone use in schools, and
so by al low ing phones in schools, New York may un in ten tion ally
in crease the in equal i ties of out comes.”

Un for tu nately, New York City’s lift ing of its phone ban is in dica- 
tive of a na tional trend. Liz Kolb, an as sis tant pro fes sor at the Uni- 
ver sity of Michi gan School of Ed u ca tion and au thor of Toys to
Tools: Con nect ing Stu dent Cell Phones to Ed u ca tion, says that
close to 70 per cent of schools that had cell phone bans five years
ago are re vers ing their poli cies.

“First it was a very slow domino fall, and now we’re see ing more
of a tidal wave,” Kolb ex plains. “Part of it is be cause it’s hard to
fight the tidal wave and there’s so many stu dents with cell
phones.”

Yet some schools are not rais ing the white flag. Schools in Great
Britain are trend ing in the op po site di rec tion. In a sur vey con- 
ducted in 2001, no school in Eng land had banned phones. By
2007, 50 per cent of schools had done so, and by 2012 some 98
per cent of schools ei ther did not al low phones on school grounds

or re quired them to be handed in at the be gin ning of the day.30



In ad di tion to cit ing de creased aca demic per for mance, some
crit ics of phones-in-the-class room poli cies also ex press con cern
about in creased cy ber bul ly ing and sex ting dur ing school hours;
oth ers point to op por tu ni ties to cheat with smart phones.

Ul ti mately, how ever, the main con cern re volves around the bat- 
tle to get stu dents’ at ten tion. Ac cord ing to Greg Gra ham, who
teaches writ ing at the Uni ver sity of Cen tral Ar kan sas and is a
teacher-con sul tant with the Na tional Writ ing Project: “Teach ers are
vy ing for their stu dents’ at ten tion. Of course, this is a ven er a ble
strug gle, but in the past stu dents’ only op tions were look ing out
the win dow, pass ing notes, or throw ing spit wads at each other.
Most teach ers will tell you the strug gle is much tougher to day; it’s
one of those things they talk about at meet ings and lunch

breaks.”31

Per son ally, hav ing worked within pub lic school build ings for
many years as a men tal health provider, I’ve sat in on count less
class rooms to do stu dent ob ser va tions. In do ing so, I’ve had the
op por tu nity to see the var i ous phone abuses first hand: kids tex ting
non stop in class, lis ten ing to mu sic on their head phones or play ing
video games on their de vices. I’ve wit nessed ex as per ated teach- 
ers try ing to fight the good fight and con stantly re di rect kids to put
their phones away, and, worse, I’ve seen frus trated or just cyn i cal
teach ers who have grown ap a thetic and just al low their stu dents
to stay plugged in and dis en gaged.

“I tried and tried. But even tu ally I just had to give up” was what
one well-re spected high-school sci ence teacher told me. “It would
take so much class room time away from the other stu dents who
did want to learn to con stantly keep say ing ‘put your phones away’
that I just de cided that I had to fo cus on the kids who wanted to
learn.”



I asked her in an av er age class how many stu dents were hav ing
prob lems with their phones. “It can vary. Some times 5 kids; other
times it’s 10 or 12 kids. In a class of 25, I just have to fo cus on the
ones who re ally want to learn.”

I had a meet ing with the high school prin ci pal of that sub ur ban
school where that sci ence teacher works. I have known him to be
a very thought ful, well-ed u cated and car ing ad min is tra tor. Yet,
when I pre sented him with the com plaints of the vast ma jor ity of
his teach ers—as well as the Lon don School of Eco nom ics study
that showed that test scores in crease if phones are re moved from
the class room—his re sponse sur prised me.

“Nick, we just can’t change the cul ture; the par ents won’t al low
it.”

“Change the cul ture? It’s a ‘cul ture’ that’s only been around less
than 10 years, it’s not some time-hon ored tra di tion to have phones
in the class.”

I then ap pealed to in creased test scores: “What about jus ti fy ing
it by show ing them the re search—test scores will in crease—6 per- 
cent across the board and up to 14 per cent for spe cial needs kids
and kids from tougher so cio-eco nomic back grounds—the kids
least equipped to han dle the ad dic tive temp ta tion of their
phones?”

He stood his ground: “We just won’t be able to do it.” And then
he ef fec tively blamed the teach ers: “I re ally be lieve that a great
teacher who can en gage their class ef fec tively can over power any
ad dic tive pull of a phone.”

“You’re wrong. This stuff is like dig i tal crack for some kids; I
don’t care if you have Katy Perry in front of the class teach ing al- 
ge bra on a uni cy cle—the grav i ta tional pull of the phone is just too
pow er ful for some of these kids.”



Mean while, the whole time that we were talk ing, his as sis tant
prin ci pal was also in the of fice—check ing texts on his phone the
en tire time.

In this case and in many oth ers, the prob lem goes above the
prin ci pals and into the dis trict of fices and the su per in ten dents.
Some get it and have put the brakes on screens in el e men tary
schools and banned phones from the high schools. In this par tic u- 
lar school dis trict, the su per in ten dent is a for mer tech nol ogy
teacher; her man date has been clear: the dis trict was go ing to go
all in on tech, re search to the con trary be damned. That’s meant
smart boards, Chrome books, a com puter-based cur ricu lum, and a
su per in ten dent’s meet ing where she en cour aged teach ers to “text
the kids their home work” and em brace the tech nol ogy that the stu- 
dents were us ing.

While some par ents hear about how won der ful it is for teach ers
to be able to text a home work as sign ment to their stu dents or how
kids can use their phones to re search top ics, the re al ity is that the
over all neg a tives of the dis trac tion ef fect far, far out weigh the al- 
leged ben e fits of phones in school.

But that doesn’t stop the tech com pa nies from shilling their prod- 
ucts. I re cently at tended a pre sen ta tion of an app that teach ers
and stu dents could both use. It was a ter ri bly ster ile af fair, where
an overly en thu si as tic pre sen ter waxed po etic to mo rose teach ers
about the app’s ben e fits. The pre sen ter then demon strated how
the teach ers could use the app to ask their stu dents a ques tion
from a ques tion bank and then walk around the room to scan the
stu dents’ re sponses with their smart phones.

As this was demon strated, the as sem bled teach ers acted the
part of the stu dents; there were, of course, glitches and burps in
the tech nol ogy that led to snick ers and gig gles—this from adults
with mas ter’s de grees; one can only imag ine the dis rup tive fun



this would pro vide for dis tracted 16-year-olds. As I sat in the back
watch ing, I thought: all of this scan ning and smart phone us age
just so a teacher can ask a damned (pre-pro grammed) ques tion?

Have we re ally drifted so far from the So cratic ideal of the dia- 
lec tic that we need to in vite this dis tract ing and ad dic tive dig i tal
drug into the class room to scan an an swer? Do we re ally need a
smart phone to teach 20 kids sit ting in a cir cle? Ac cord ing to Greg
Gra ham, an ac tual ed u ca tor and not a sales rep for a tech com- 
pany: “There never has been—nor will there ever be—a more dy- 
namic learn ing con text than face-to-face in close prox im ity. Ev ery- 
thing pos si ble should be done to pro tect that time less en vi ron ment
from in ter rup tion and dis trac tion.” Amen.

Re gard less of school dis trict poli cies, par ents should be the ul ti- 
mate ar biters of whether or not their chil dren have phones and
whether or not they are al lowed to take those phones to school. If
par ents do al low their chil dren to take phones to school, then, at
the very least, they should put re stric tions on the phones.

And, as we’ll see in the next chap ter, in some cases where chil- 
dren show signs of clin i cal dis or ders, what may be needed is more
than just a phone ban.



SIX

CLIN I CAL DIS OR DERS AND THE
GLOW KIDS EF FECT

Sev eral years ago, I had been work ing with a young man named
“Robert” who had As perger’s syn drome—a de vel op men tal dis or- 
der con sid ered to be on the higher-func tion ing end of the autism
spec trum. Robert was orig i nally from down South but had moved
up North to live with his lovely grand mother af ter his mother died
sud denly, when he was 13.

When I met him, he was a very soft-spo ken 16-year-old with
very poor in ter per sonal skills—he made no eye con tact, for ex am- 
ple, and had no sense of how to en gage in a back-and-forth con- 
ver sa tion. He would also en gage in some bizarre be hav ior that
didn’t help him fit in at school: he car ried around a stuffed mon key
and, on oc ca sion, would crawl un der his desk and refuse to move.
And there was one more thing: Robert was an out-of-con trol video
game ad dict, to tally con sumed by the Fi nal Fan tasy RPG se ries.

He had a Game Boy that he con stantly played with at school
and a com puter at home that he would game on from the mo ment
he got home to the time he fell asleep—which he of ten did at the
com puter ta ble. His poor el derly grand mother, who had her hands
full try ing to rein in his be hav ior, would cry, “I can’t stay up all night
chas ing him off the com puter!” In school he was bor der line mute,
and in group coun sel ing he would barely par tic i pate—un til the
sub ject of video games came up; then he would sit up straight in



his chair and talk in a rapid mono tone about the var i ous minu tiae
of the game.

When Robert failed all of his classes due to lack of in ter est, his
grand mother fi nally shut down the elec tron ics—cold tur key. She
felt his ex plo sive wrath for a cou ple of days, but even tu ally he
calmed down. In school, the poor kid would try to bor row other
stu dents’ de vices, but be cause of his poor so cial skills, it was a
chal lenge since he didn’t have any friends and couldn’t ex press
him self clearly, of ten mum bling and look ing off in an other di rec- 
tion. Robert had about three or four melt downs in school, stand ing
on top of his desk and scream ing or bang ing his head against the
wall. In hind sight, I re al ized that he was go ing through screen
with drawal.

In try ing to fig ure out a way to con nect with Robert, I no ticed that
he was an ex cel lent writer. Sure, his fic tional sto ries dealt with
aliens and fan tasy worlds, but the kid could write. So I asked him
to write a sci ence fic tion story for me, com plete with nar ra tive arc
and char ac ters. Sure enough, he came in with a de tailed man u- 
script in mi cro scopic hand writ ten print, along with il lus tra tions.

He be gan to tell me, in an i mated fash ion, about his story. As he
talked, I no ticed some thing: he was look ing at me in the eyes. He
had been un plugged for about a week and a half at that point, and
he was mak ing eye con tact! In group, I asked him to tell the other
kids about his rather fas ci nat ing in ter ga lac tic tale. While still a bit
awk ward in the group set ting, he was now talk ing more flu idly and
paus ing to hear feed back—all great signs of im prove ment.

At one point I no ticed that Robert was look ing at a copy of The
Lord of the Rings that I had on my book case. I grabbed it off the
shelf and handed it to him. He looked at me a bit per plexed.

“Read this. I think you’ll re ally like it. It’s a fan tasy—al most like
your Fi nal Fan tasy video game—but you have to read it.”



I saw a lit tle crooked smile creep along his face as he thanked
me—an other first.

Robert wound up do ing fairly well. Over the few months that he
was screen-free, his so cial skills pro gressed dra mat i cally as he
con tin ued to read Tolkien and write his fan tasy sto ries. At some
point his grand mother gave him back the games be cause he had
been im prov ing so much in school. He did have a cou ple of set- 
backs, but he had moved the nee dle con sid er ably on his so cial
skills and was able to grad u ate.

His stuffed mon key now sits or na men tally on my book case. I
smile when ever I look at it—as I also do when I in vari ably have to
an swer the “Hey, Dr. K . . . what’s a stuffed mon key do ing in your
book case?” ques tion.

ELEC TRONIC SCREEN SYN DROME

Dr. Vic to ria Dunck ley has boldly gone where no child psy chi a trist
has gone be fore.

Hav ing worked with hun dreds of kids with a va ri ety of psy chi- 
atric, de vel op men tal and be hav ioral dis or ders, she re al ized some- 
thing very pro found: per haps these dis parate dis or ders had the
same un der ly ing cause. Maybe kids with ADHD, op po si tional de fi- 
ant dis or der, sleep dis or ders, mood dis or ders like de pres sion and
bipo lar dis or der, or be hav ioral is sues like ag gres sion—even kids
with autism—maybe they were all part of an un der ly ing syn drome
that pre sented it self in a va ri ety of dif fer ent clin i cal ex pres sions.

As she looked at the data, she saw that vis its for kids di ag nosed
with pe di atric bipo lar dis or der had in creased 40-fold from 1994 to
2003; that be tween 1980 and 2007 the di ag no sis of ADHD had in- 
creased by nearly 800 per cent, while pre scrip tions for psy- 
chotropic med i ca tions given to kids had sharply in creased over

the past two decades.1



What was hap pen ing? Was this just a case of more aware ness
and, thus, more di ag no sis, or were there re ally more psy chi atri- 
cally dis tressed kids? And, if so, what might be caus ing these
spikes in clin i cal cases? Dr. Dunck ley won dered if there could be
some com mon en vi ron men tal stres sor caus ing these epi demic in- 
creases. Per haps, she rea soned, even if all of these dis or ders
weren’t be ing en tirely caused by the en vi ron men tal stres sor, could
they be get ting am pli fied by a mit i gat ing en vi ron men tal fac tor?

As she looked over the child land scape try ing to fig ure out what
could have been the com mon de nom i na tor that kids had been get- 
ting ex posed to, one thing glow ingly stood out: screens.

The more that she looked at the prob lem, the more she be gan
to un der stand what she be gan to call elec tronic screen syn drome
(ESS). Dr. Dunck ley came to be lieve that the un nat u rally stim u lat- 
ing na ture of an elec tronic screen, re gard less of its con tent,
wreaks havoc on the still-de vel op ing ner vous sys tem and men tal
health of a child on a va ri ety of lev els—cog ni tive, be hav ioral and
emo tional.

She be gan to con cep tu al ize ESS as a dis or der of dys reg u la tion;
that is, an in abil ity in chil dren to mod u late their moods, at ten tion or
level of arousal in an ap pro pri ate or healthy man ner.

Dunck ley hy poth e sized that in ter act ing with screens over stim u- 
lates the child and shifts the ner vous sys tem into fight-or-flight
mode, which then leads to dys reg u la tion and dis or ga ni za tion of
the var i ous bi o log i cal and hor monal sys tems. These dis rupted
sys tems can then cre ate—or ex ac er bate—dis or ders such as
ADHD, de pres sion, op po si tional de fi ant dis or der and anx i ety.

But elec tronic screen syn drome isn’t just lim ited to kids with pro- 
nounced psy chi atric or be hav ioral dis or ders. Dr. Dunck ley ob- 
served that all kids were get ting im pacted on some level—even
those with so-called “mod er ate” screen ex po sure were show ing



signs of “sub tle dam age,” such as chronic ir ri tabil ity, in abil ity to fo- 
cus, a gen eral malaise, ap a thy or, of ten times, a state of be ing
“wired and tired.” (That is, they’re ag i tated but ex hausted.)

Many of these kids fell be low the thresh old of a clin i cal di ag no- 
sis but still had trou bling symp toms: “Many of the chil dren I see
suf fer from sen sory over load, lack of restora tive sleep, and a hy- 
per aroused ner vous sys tem, re gard less of di ag no sis . . . these
chil dren are im pul sive, moody, and can’t pay at ten tion.”

There’s an old ax iom in the med i cal com mu nity (placebo ef fects
aside): if the cure works, you prob a bly have the dis ease. That is, if
a par tic u lar treat ment works on an ail ment, we might rea son ably
in fer that the pa tient had the ail ment that the treat ment was de- 
signed for; if an an tivi ral drug re duces symp toms, we can in fer that
a virus was at play. If an an tibi otic does the trick, then we would
sus pect a bac te rial in fec tion.

In sim i lar fash ion, Dr. Dunck ley set about to con firm her elec- 
tronic screen syn drome hy poth e sis. If screens were in deed the
un der ly ing cul prits in these var i ous dis or ders, then, cer tainly, the
re moval of this the o rized en vi ron men tal “toxin” should al le vi ate
some of the symp toms in the hun dreds of chil dren she was treat- 
ing.

To ward that end dur ing the past decade she has pre scribed
four- to-six-week “tech fasts”—the re moval of all elec tronic
screens—to more than 500 chil dren, teens and young adults.
Here’s what she has found: for those who strictly ad hered to the
fast, the re sults have been dra matic—if elec tronic screen syn- 
drome was ob served along with a true un der ly ing psy chi atric dis- 
or der, the tech fast was ef fec tive 80 per cent of the time and typ i- 
cally re duced symp toms by at least half; in cases where there did
not ap pear to be an un der ly ing psy chi atric con di tion, she of ten

found “com plete res o lu tion of symp toms.”2



To il lus trate how amaz ingly suc cess ful the re moval of screens
can be in trans form ing trou bled kids, Dr. Dunck ley wrote in de tail
about one par tic u lar stu dent whom she treated:

“Mikey” had been a real prob lem. In the year be fore he was
treated, the fifth-grader had be come in creas ingly re sis tant to do ing
home work and had be come more and more op po si tional and de fi- 
ant. If he was told “no” about any thing—es pe cially re gard ing his
elec tron ics—he would fly into a rage and would typ i cally de stroy
school prop erty. These ex plo sive rages were wreak ing havoc in
his class room, as he of ten would throw chairs and knock desks

over.3

The ten-year-old had been di ag nosed with mild autism and
ADHD; there were also whis pers of bipo lar dis or der. Not sure what
to do, the school dis trict in sisted that Mikey un dergo a psy chi atric
eval u a tion. Luck ily, he was re ferred to Dr. Dunck ley.

She dis cov ered that Mikey had been play ing video games since
age seven and would play his non vi o lent games for sev eral hours
a day, usu ally start ing as soon as he got home from school. When
he was out with his fam ily, he would play with his sis ter’s or fa- 
ther’s iPhone; at school, he had daily com puter time and of ten
watched car toons.

But things had got ten worse in the past year: he’d be come more
re sis tant to do ing home work and was now play ing his video
games to the ex clu sion of all other in ter ests. In ad di tion, his op po- 
si tional be hav ior had started to es ca late, and his vi o lent rages in- 
creased and had be come more vi o lent. Al though bipo lar dis or der
was dis cussed as a pos si ble di ag no sis, there was no his tory of it
in his fam ily.

Be fore pre scrib ing any med i ca tions, Dr. Dunck ley sug gested a
four-week elec tronic screen fast, to both as sess the role that
screens may have been play ing in his be hav ior as well as to help



him re set and down shift his ob vi ously over aroused ner vous sys- 
tem. His fam ily sup ported the de ci sion to re move all screens—in- 
clud ing tele vi sion—for four weeks. They also bought him Le gos
and puz zles and set up ten nis and park out ings in or der to re struc- 
ture his life with screen-free ac tiv i ties.

Af ter one month, he’d only had one episode of ag gres sion at
home and none at school. In ad di tion, Dr. Dunck ley reeval u ated
his med i ca tion needs and con cluded that no meds were nec es- 
sary at that time. One year later, this boy who had had al most
daily rages amaz ingly had not had any in ci dents of ag gres sion.

He has also been able to slowly in te grate some elec tron ics back
into his life; he doesn’t play video games, but he does watch some
TV on the week ends (though no car toons). He has some com- 
puter time at school, but his par ents have re quested that it not be
daily.

In light of the sever ity of his ag gres sion and the con cerns for his
own safety as well as that of oth ers, in 99 cases out of 100, a boy
be hav ing this way would have in vari ably been put on strong psy- 
chotropic med i ca tion and per haps even se dat ing an tipsy chotic
meds. And as any men tal health provider can tell you, once the
med i ca tion merry-go-round be gins, good luck get ting off.

Luck ily Mikey had been re ferred to Dr. Dunck ley and averted a
col li sion with a pre scrip tion pad; all that was re quired was a re- 
moval of the hy per stim u lat ing screens that were rais ing his
arousal ther mo stat to the point where he couldn’t shut it off.

The navy’s Dr. Doan also talks about the hy per-arous ing na ture
of screens and video games, which ac ti vate the HPA axis and
where adren a line and blood pres sure are con sis tently raised as
kids go into chronic fight-or-flight mode and are un able to re set
their adrenal ther mostats.



In the past 14 years that I have worked with teenagers with
emo tional, cog ni tive, be hav ioral or de vel op men tal is sues, I have
had the op por tu nity to par tic i pate as a com mit tee mem ber in over
one thou sand Com mit tee on Spe cial Ed u ca tion (CSE) meet ings
for those var i ous teenagers. And, like Dr. Dunck ley, over the past
seven or eight years, I also be gan to see a pat tern—a con nec tion
—be tween many of those teens that had been clas si fied with a
dis abil ity and their ad dic tion to screens—ei ther video games,
phones or so cial me dia.

I be gan to start track ing those num bers, and fully ninety per cent
of the stu dents that had been clas si fied with ei ther an at ten tional,
be hav ioral, emo tional or de vel op men tal prob lem also had a prob- 
lem atic re la tion ships with screens. At a re cent CSE meet ing, an
in tel li gent, high-func tion ing boy with ADHD and a mild autism di- 
ag no sis was not do ing well in school and fall ing asleep in all of his
classes. These som no les cent ten den cies were so se vere, that the
boy would of ten snore loudly and would be dif fi cult to awaken by
his flum moxed teach ers.

The par ent men tioned mak ing an ap point ment for a sleep study
for ap nea and was also mak ing an ap point ment to see a neu rol o- 
gist. I asked the ob vi ous ques tion to the boy: “Are you do ing any- 
thing that’s keep ing you up late at night?” The mother be gan nod- 
ding her head as the boy’s eyes lit up as he men tioned a par tic u lar
video game that he played for hours and hours: “I just . ��� it! I
love it!! I can’t help it, but I love that game so much that I play un til
3 or 4 in the morn ing. I can’t help my self!”

Shock ingly, the mother looked at me and asked: “Do you think
the game has got some thing to do with this? Do you think that’s
part of the prob lem?” I said that it very well could and sug gested
that she try an ex per i ment: “Un plug the boy for 4 weeks and let’s
see what hap pens.” As the boy loudly protested and shot me a



dirty look, his mother agreed: “As of tonight—no more games!”
Within a week, the boy stopped sleep ing and loudly snor ing in
class and, not so sur pris ingly, his grades dra mat i cally im proved.

Un for tu nately, of ten times, the screen ef fect on the child can be
much more se vere than just sleep de pri va tion. I had in ter viewed
Dr. Chantelle Bernier, a Pe di atric Oc cu pa tional Ther a pist on the
West Coast who de scribes see ing an epi demic rise in chil dren
with se ri ous psy chi atric is sues and had also no ticed the ad verse
ef fect that screens were hav ing on these kids. She de scribed one
of her pa tients, a 9-year-old boy who had been hos pi tal ized for at- 
tempted sui cide.

The child had been ob sessed with play ing Grand Theft Auto and
had been so sleep de prived af ter play ing the game for hours that
he started hear ing com mand voices to kill his en tire fam ily. The
voices per sisted un til the boy grabbed a knife and tried to kill him- 
self. The boy was hos pi tal ized and put on an tipsy chotic med i ca- 
tions which, ap par ently, only made things worse.

An other pa tient, an in tel li gent 17-year-old gamer whom Dr.
Bernier de scribed as quite thought ful and sen si tive, had been re- 
ferred to her unit be cause he started hav ing homi ci dal ideations—
thoughts of killing oth ers. To de sen si tize those thoughts, he had
be gun watch ing very vi o lent porn. He fi nally went bal lis tic when
his fos ter-fa ther tried to get him off the com puter; he grabbed a
large hunt ing knife and started stab bing a large dummy that was
in his room and then chased af ter the fos ter-fa ther with the knife
as the older man ran out of the house.

Adding to the prob lem, Dr. Bernier was flab ber gasted that her
hos pi tal was giv ing iPads to these hos pi tal ized kids; in ad di tion to
ex ac er bat ing their psy chi atric symp toms, on a phys i cal level,
these chil dren were de vel op ing bed cramps from just sit ting in
their hos pi tal beds all day and play ing video games.



She ed u cated the staff and par ents about the ad verse ef fects of
the iPads and the video games and, even tu ally, be came suc cess- 
ful in hav ing the tech nol ogy re moved. She sub sti tuted ac tiv i ties
like yoga, mind ful ness, crafts, jour nal ing and labyrinth walk ing.
The chil dren be gan to feel a sense of rou tine and self-ef fi cacy and
saw a huge im prove ment.

Ac cord ing to Dr. Dunck ley, see ing ESS chil dren who are “revved
up” and prone to rages or, al ter na tively, de pressed and ap a thetic
has be come dis turbingly com mon place. Homi ci dal and sui ci dal
cases are cer tainly the ex treme cases; but most chron i cally ir ri ta- 
ble chil dren are of ten in a state of ab nor mally high arousal and
may seem “wired and tired.” Be cause chron i cally high arousal lev- 
els im pact mem ory and the abil ity to re late, these kids are also
likely to strug gle aca dem i cally and so cially.

These kids would nor mally be di ag nosed with heavy-duty dis or- 
ders such as ma jor de pres sion, bipo lar dis or der, or ADHD and be
prime can di dates for the pre scrip tion pad. But be fore the de ci sion
is made to go the med i ca tion route is where the tech fast comes
in.

Dr. Dunck ley is adamant in ad vo cat ing for a full fast/detox rather
than a tech re duc tion in or der for the ner vous sys tem to fully re- 
boot; in her ex pe ri ence, tech re duc tions sim ply don’t work—the
prob lem atic dys reg u la tion that leads to clin i cal symp toms does not
get sta bi lized by that less-in tense ap proach.

The one dif fer ence that I have with the way that “dig i tal detoxes”
or tech fasts are cur rently done—both by Dr. Dunck ley and at tech
ad dic tion re hab fa cil i ties like reSTART—is the cold tur key ap- 
proach. As an ad dic tions ex pert who runs one of the most re- 
spected re habs in the coun try, I think we need to bor row what
we’ve learned from the drug ad dic tion treat ment com mu nity. That
is, when we do a drug detox, we no longer make the ad dict go



cold tur key; that’s when we get ex plo sive and ag gres sive episodes
—as we’ve seen with some of the kids I’ve de scribed who have
been un plugged abruptly.

In the bar baric old days of drug and al co hol treat ment, the al co- 
holic would be thrown into a dry-out tank or, worse, a psy chi atric
“snake pit” in an asy lum. To day, when we detox ad dicts, we do so
grad u ally be cause (a) it’s more hu mane and (b) it elim i nates any
of the above-men tioned ad verse be hav ioral ef fects. There is no
punch ing, kick ing or scream ing when some one is grad u ally ta- 
pered down to ward ab sti nence.

Sim i larly, when do ing a “dig i tal detox,” we should slowly ta per
the young per son down: for ex am ple, five hours of screen time
should be ta pered down by one hour per day. Thus, grad u ally over
a roughly week long pe riod, the child is weaned off screens. How- 
ever, dur ing this time it’s crit i cally im por tant that al ter nate healthy
ac tiv i ties be sub sti tuted. You don’t just cut back the screens and
have the kids sit ting in their rooms twid dling their thumbs. You
take them to the park, or give them cre ative projects to work on.
Things like that.

Once the young per son is down to zero screen time, then the
min i mum rec om mended pe riod of ab sti nence to re set his or her
adrenal clock is four weeks, al though some kids need sev eral
months. Ob vi ously, long-term tech ab sti nence is dif fi cult if not
close to im pos si ble in our screen cul ture. Short of liv ing a her metic
and as cetic life off the grid, most peo ple have to in evitably in ter- 
sect with screens and tech nol ogy at some point.

Af ter the fast, once the child’s brain is re set, par ents can mon i tor
him or her to de ter mine just how much elec tron ics use can be tol- 
er ated with out the symp toms re turn ing. But the treat ment goal af- 
ter the fast-as-detox is to en cour age a healthy re la tion ship with
tech nol ogy and to learn to iden tify the dif fer ence be tween “dig i tal



veg eta bles” and “dig i tal candy” so as to avoid the lat ter. Dig i tal
veg eta bles can be a healthy use of screens (re search ing a term
pa per), while dig i tal candy (Minecraft, Candy Crush) are hy per- 
arous ing and dopamine-ac ti vat ing dig i tal stim u lants with out any
os ten si ble “health ben e fit.”

In ter est ingly, the new DSM-5 (Di ag nos tic and Sta tis ti cal Man ual)
has in cluded a new child hood di ag no sis called dis rup tive mood

dys reg u la tion dis or der (DMDD).4 DMDD is a con di tion wherein a
child is chron i cally ir ri ta ble and ex pe ri ences fre quent, se vere tem- 
per out bursts that seem grossly out of pro por tion to the sit u a tion at
hand. These symp toms sound fa mil iar to those of us who have
worked with hy per aroused kids suf fer ing from ei ther screen ad dic- 
tion or ESS.

In ad di tion to DMDD, many re searchers and clin i cians have also
pointed the fin ger of blame at screens for the ex plo sive in crease in
the ADHD epi demic. Let’s take a look at some of those claims.

SCREENS AND THE ADHD EF FECT

Six mil lion kids have been di ag nosed with ADHD. That’s one in
ten kids.

What the hell is go ing on?
Some have at tempted to ex plain away what has been called the

ADHD epi demic by say ing that the higher rates of di ag no sis are
just a func tion of more screen ing and more aware ness about the
dis or der. Oth ers dis agree.

Ear lier, in chap ter one, we dis cussed the no tion that ex pos ing
kids to hy per stim u lat ing screen ex pe ri ences con di tions them to
con tin u ally re quire stim u lat ing screens in or der to stay en gaged.
Sure, glow ing screens may quiet lit tle Johnny and Suzie down for
a bit and make life for mom and dad a bit eas ier—in the short
term.



As Dr. Su san Linn, au thor of Con sum ing Kids and a lec turer in
psy chi a try at Har vard Med i cal School, puts it: “It’s true that if you
pro vide chil dren with a screen de vice when you go on car trips,
take pub lic trans porta tion, or go for their an nual phys i cal, the pe ri- 
ods you spend wait ing may be more rest ful or eas ier to man age.
But such con ve nience comes at a cost. It fos ters de pen dence on
screens to get through a day, and pre vents chil dren from get ting in
the habit of notic ing, and en gag ing with, the world around them.”

Said an other way, once kids have de vel oped a taste for Grand
Theft Auto, sit ting down to do their al ge bra home work just doesn’t
cut it any more.

Sure enough, am ple re search has shown that ex po sure to video
games and tele vi sion in child hood and ado les cence is a sig nif i cant
risk fac tor for sub se quent at ten tion prob lems. In ad di tion to the
the ory that ex pe ri enc ing some thing ex cit ing makes it dif fi cult for a
kid to down shift to some thing less ex cit ing, oth ers have hy poth e- 
sized that be cause most TV shows or video games in volve rapid
changes in fo cus, fre quent ex po sure to screens may com pro mise
chil dren’s abil i ties to sus tain fo cus on tasks that are not in her ently
as at ten tion-grab bing—like school work.

In a 2010 Iowa State Uni ver sity study called “Tele vi sion and
Video Game Ex po sure and the De vel op ment of At ten tion Prob- 
lems,” pub lished in the jour nal Pe di atrics, 1,323 mid dle-child hood

par tic i pants were as sessed dur ing a 13-month pe riod.5 The con- 
clu sions? View ing tele vi sion and play ing video games each are
as so ci ated with in creased sub se quent at ten tion prob lems in child- 
hood; 6- to 12-year-olds who spent more than two hours a day
play ing video games or watch ing TV had trou ble pay ing at ten tion
in school and were 1.6 to 2.1 times more likely to have at ten tion
prob lems. Sur prise, sur prise.



“The re al ity is that we’re see ing ten times more ADHD then we
were see ing twenty years ago,” says Dr. Dim itri Chris takis, co-au- 
thor of the study and as so ciate pro fes sor of pe di atrics at the Uni- 
ver sity of Wash ing ton and a long time re searcher into screen ef- 
fects. “I think that the con cern is that the pac ing of the pro gram,
whether it’s video games or TV, is over stim u lat ing and con trib utes
to at ten tion prob lems.”

The re searchers con sider the in creased risk sig nif i cant. Ac cord- 
ing to study co-au thor Dr. Craig An der son, “The risk is just big
enough that it does war rant par ents tak ing ac tion.” He sug gests
that they al low only one to two hours of screen time per day, con- 
sis tent with what the Amer i can Acad emy of Pe di atrics rec om- 
mends. Dr. Chris takis dis agrees: “My feel ing is that two hours is

too much.”6

In an ear lier study, from 2004, Dr. Chris takis found that the more
TV a child watches be tween the ages of one and three, the
greater the like li hood that they will de velop an at ten tion prob lem
by age seven. In fact, the study showed that for each hour of tele- 
vi sion view ing, the risk of at ten tion prob lems in creased by 10 per- 
cent over that of a child who didn’t stare at a screen. Thus three
hours of TV time trans lated to a 30 per cent in crease in the like li- 
hood of de vel op ing an at ten tion prob lem.

Things to con sider that have be come known since that study
was pub lished: more re cent re search in di cates that the at ten tion-
damp en ing ef fect is am pli fied by tablets and in ter ac tive me dia. Ad- 
di tion ally, screen time for kids has in creased ex po nen tially since
2004. Ac cord ing to the Kaiser Fam ily Foun da tion (2010), kids be- 
tween age 8 and 18 spend a whop ping 7.5 hours a day in front of
a screen—com puter, tele vi sion or other elec tronic de vice. That
time es ti mate does not count the ad di tional 1.5 hours kids spend
tex ting or the half-hour that they talk on their cell phones. That’s



the ma jor ity of a kid’s wak ing life—in fact, that’s more time than
they spend sleep ing.

Know ing what we do about the at ten tion-damp en ing ef fects of
hy per-stim u lat ing and hy per-arous ing screens on young brains, is
it any won der that we have an ADHD epi demic?

Dr. Chris takis puts it this way: “When you con di tion the mind to
be come ac cus tomed to high lev els of in put, there’s a chance that
re al ity can just be come bor ing.”

And that, in a nut shell, is what I’ve seen in my clin i cal work with
the hun dreds of teens I’ve worked with. Re al ity is, you know, bor- 
ing. How can it com pare to the sur real and larger-than-life, vivid
and hy per stim u lat ing im agery of World of War craft or the rapid-fire
stim u la tion of hy per tex ting? Look at any kids’ show from an ear lier
gen er a tion—say, Mis ter Rogers’ Neigh bor hood, with its star’s
thought ful and slow man ner as he spoke, God bless him, to his
young au di ence. Com pare that to a Nick elodeon whiz-bang show
of to day—say, Team Umi zoomi or even Sponge Bob SquarePants;
the scene cuts are much faster, the mu sic is louder, the pace more
fre netic. How does con stantly watch ing some thing fre netic vs.
some thing that re quires pa tience to watch shape a young child?

Of course, there are those who dis agree with the the ory that hy- 
per stim u lat ing tech nol ogy causes ADHD. While ac knowl edg ing
that the re search clearly links screen view ing with poorer at ten tion
spans later in life, the screen de niers will use the age-old chicken-
or-the-egg ar gu ment, sug gest ing that per haps par ents of al ready
rest less ADHD-like kids are more likely to put them in front of the
TV to calm them down. As Dr. Jacque lyn Gamino, head of ADHD
re search at the Uni ver sity of Texas, suc cinctly puts it: “Which
causes which?”

These are valid ques tions from peo ple trained in the sci ences;
we are taught the dis tinc tion be tween cor re la tion and cau sa tion



early on. To be sure, we know that at ten tion is in ter est-based; chil- 
dren with ADHD may in deed be drawn to video games be cause
they are stim u lat ing enough to fo cus on. And the game stim u la tion
can be self-med i cat ing and dopamine-boost ing for kids who may
have a dopamine deficit.

But did the screens per haps cause the ADHD thirst for stim u lat- 
ing fare?

I would of fer sev eral ar gu ments to push the dial to ward cau sa- 
tion rather than cor re la tion—mean ing that screens are in deed
caus ing dis or ders of at ten tion.

First, we have brain-imag ing re search that shows that the frontal
cor tex (which con trols im pul siv ity—a big ADHD com po nent) gets
com pro mised by screen ex po sure stim u la tion. The re search by Dr.
Wang at In di ana Uni ver sity School of Medicine showed that peo- 
ple who had been nongamers who then played ten hours of video
games for one week showed less ac ti va tion in the left in fe rior
frontal lobe and less ac ti va tion in the an te rior cin gu late cor tex than
in their base line re sults and less than the con trol group. Those are
brain re gions in stru men tal in im pul siv ity and emo tional reg u la- 

tion.7

“For the first time, we have found that a sam ple of ran domly as- 
signed young adults showed less ac ti va tion in cer tain frontal brain
re gions fol low ing a week of play ing vi o lent video games at home,”
Dr. Wang says. “The af fected brain re gions are im por tant for con- 
trol ling emo tion and ag gres sive be hav ior.”

Be yond brain imag ing, we have Dr. Dunck ley’s pre vi ously men- 
tioned clin i cal work and my own clin i cal ob ser va tions. By us ing
“tech fasts,” we see a sig nif i cant de cline in clin i cal symp toms, in- 
clud ing symp toms as so ci ated with ADHD, when screens are re- 
moved from kids’ lives, thus prov ing the old ax iom that “if the cure
works, you prob a bly have the dis ease.”



Fi nally, we have our own com mon sense and pow ers of ob ser- 
va tion. Based on ev ery thing that we know about how chil dren
grow and de velop, does it make sense that if we hy per stim u late
their frag ile ner vous sys tems and not-yet-fully-de vel oped brains
that this some how won’t lead to some prob lems? Do any of us
who have kids—or have worked with kids—not see how eas ily
they can get over stim u lated? And then how they need to keep get- 
ting stim u lated in or der to sit still and stay en gaged?

The trap that many par ents fall into is in be liev ing that when
their kids are hyp not i cally look ing at a screen, they are demon- 
strat ing a pro found abil ity to stay fo cused. Af ter all, they main tain
a laser like at ten tion on the screen, so how can there pos si bly be
an at ten tion prob lem?

But that rapt at ten tion to the screen ac tu ally typ i fies an at ten tion
prob lem. As NYU pe di atrics pro fes sor Dr. Perri Klass wrote for the
New York Times (May 9, 2011): “In fact, a child’s abil ity to stay fo- 
cused on a screen, though not any where else, is ac tu ally char ac- 
ter is tic of at ten tion deficit hy per ac tiv ity dis or der.”

She adds that the kind of con cen tra tion kids bring to video
games and TV is not the kind that will help them thrive in school or
else where in their life. Ac cord ing to Dr. Christo pher Lu cas, as so- 
ciate pro fes sor of child psy chi a try at NYU School of Medicine, that
kind of con cen tra tion is prob lem atic: “It’s not sus tained at ten tion in
the ab sence of re wards; it’s sus tained at ten tion with fre quent in ter- 

mit tent re wards.”8

It’s those fre quent in ter mit tent re wards that, as men tioned in the
ad dic tion chap ter, cre ate the ad dic tive hook that then, in a clas sic
vi cious cy cle, fur ther per pet u ates the at ten tion prob lem, which in
turn fur ther com pro mises the child’s im pulse con trol and abil ity to
avoid be ing glued to the screen. In deed, what we have seen in the



age of Glow Kids is that chil dren raised on a high-screen diet have
laser fo cus for screens but lit tle pa tience for any thing else.

Be yond just a wide spread lack of in ter est in school, we’ve seen
this lack of pa tience ap ply to at ten tion-chal lenged kids when it
comes to the sports they play. Many sports com men ta tors have
lamented the de clin ing pop u lar ity of pa tience-re quir ing base ball,
both among spec ta tors and as an ac tiv ity for Amer i can kids, as
faster-paced sports like foot ball, soc cer and bas ket ball have
rapidly grown in pop u lar ity and many kids com plain that base ball
is just too slooooow.

New York Mets base ball leg end Dar ryl Straw berry was in ter- 
viewed sev eral years ago and asked about why young Amer i can
kids aren’t play ing base ball in the same num bers that they used
to. He sadly replied that the game just seems to be too bor ing for
to day’s kids, who are raised on ac tion and video games. His own
son, DJ Straw berry, who chose to play col lege bas ket ball at the
Uni ver sity of Mary land, said in an in ter view: “I liked base ball, but it
was kind of bor ing to me. I played out field, and just stand ing out
there was bor ing. I’m more of an up-and-down [the court] kind of

per son. I like the ac tion.”9

If you re ally want a child to thrive and blos som, lose the screens
for the first few years of their lives. Dur ing those key de vel op men- 
tal pe ri ods, let them en gage in cre ative play. Le gos are al ways
great, as they en cour age cre ativ ity and the hand-eye co or di na tion
nur tures synap tic growth. Let them ex plore their sur round ings and
al low them op por tu ni ties to ex pe ri ence na ture, ei ther at a park or
in the real deal. Ac tiv i ties like cook ing and play ing mu sic also have
been shown to help young chil dren thrive de vel op men tally. But
most im por tantly, let them ex pe ri ence bore dom; there is noth ing
health ier for a child than to learn how to use their own in te rior re- 
sources to work through the chal lenges of be ing bored. This then



acts as the fer tile ground for de vel op ing their pow ers of ob ser va- 
tion, cul ti vat ing pa tience and de vel op ing an ac tive imag i na tion—
the most de vel op men tally and neu rosy nap ti cally im por tant skill
that they can learn. Let them live with out the glow while they’re
kids—they’ll have plenty of time later on to deal with screens.

SCREENS AND DE PRES SION

We talked about Face book de pres sion in the last chap ter; yet
other re cent clin i cal re search is also link ing de pres sion to in- 
creased In ter net use as well:

A 2012 Mis souri State Uni ver sity study of 216 kids showed
that 30 per cent of In ter net users showed signs of de pres -
sion and that the de pressed kids were the most in tense
Web users.
A 2014 study in the jour nal Com pre hen sive Psy chi a try that
looked at 2,293 sev enth-graders found that In ter net ad dic -
tion ex ac er bated de pres sion, hos til ity and so cial anx i ety.
A 2014 study done in Pak istan with 300 grad u ate stu dents
found that there is a pos i tive cor re la tion be tween In ter net
ad dic tion and de pres sion and anx i ety: “This re sult shows
that ex ces sive use of In ter net makes stu dents ad dicted to it
and con se quently causes anx i ety and stress among users.
The more one is ad dicted to it the more one is psy cho log i -
cally de pressed.”
A 2006 Ko rean study found a cor re la tion with In ter net ad -
dic tion, de pres sion and in creased sui ci dal ideation. The
par tic i pants were 1,573 high school stu dents liv ing in a city,
who com pleted the self-re ported mea sures of the In ter net
Ad dic tion Scale, the Ko rean ver sion of the Di ag nos tic In ter -
view Sched ule for Chil dren–Ma jor De pres sion Dis or der–



Sim ple Ques tion naire and the Sui ci dal Ideation Ques tion -
naire–Ju nior.
An ear lier 1998 Carnegie Mel lon Uni ver sity study found that
Web use over a two-year pe riod was linked to in creased
de pres sion, lone li ness and the loss of “real world” friends.

SCREENS AND ELEC TRO MAG NETIC FIELDS (EMFS)

What is very, very of ten over looked when we con sider neg a tive
screen ef fects is the ra di a tion emit ted by phones and screens. We
have all grown up in a world bathed with ra dio and tele vi sion
waves, and per haps, like the fish who isn’t aware of the ex is tence
of wa ter, we are un aware that in vis i ble waves course through our
bod ies at all times. But we are dis cov er ing that the elec tro mag- 
netic fields (EMFs) emit ted by screens and cell phones are a bit
dif fer ent from oth ers—and more dan ger ous.

Let’s start with phones.
Af ter years of deny ing that there were any ad verse ef fects to cell

phone use, the World Health Or ga ni za tion (WHO) fi nally got on
board in 2011 and de clared that ra di a tion from cell phones can
pos si bly cause can cer. The agency now lists mo bile phone use in
the same “car cino genic haz ard” cat e gory as lead, en gine ex haust

and chlo ro form.10

En gine ex haust? Chlo ro form? Good Lord—ADHD and tech ad- 
dic tion may be the least of our wor ries re gard ing screens.

The type of ra di a tion com ing out of a cell phone is called non-
ion iz ing ra dio fre quency (RF); it’s less like an X-ray than like a
very low-pow ered mi crowave oven—you know, the ra di a tion box
that we nuke our bur ri tos in—and it’s hav ing a sim i lar ef fect on our
brains. Ac cord ing to Dr. Keith Black, chair man of neu rol ogy at
Cedars-Sinai Med i cal Cen ter in Los An ge les: “What mi crowave ra- 



di a tion does in the most sim plis tic terms is sim i lar to what hap- 

pens to food in mi crowaves, es sen tially cook ing the brain.”11

It doesn’t take long for our cell phones to make our brain cells
go snap, crackle and pop: A 2011 study con ducted by re searchers
at the Na tional In sti tutes of Health showed that it only took 50 min- 
utes of cell phone ra di a tion to “in crease ac tiv ity” in brain cells; “in- 
crease ac tiv ity” is a nice, aca demic way to say “cook.”

Yet while our brain cells can show signs of be ing mi crowaved af- 
ter only 50 min utes, it could take years be fore our mi crowaved
brains be gin to show signs of trou ble: “When you look at can cer
de vel op ment—par tic u larly brain can cer—[it] takes a long time to
de velop. I think it is a good idea to give the pub lic some sort of
warn ing that long-term ex po sure to ra di a tion from your cell phone
could pos si bly cause can cer,” says Dr. Henry Lai, re search pro fes- 
sor in bio engi neer ing at the Uni ver sity of Wash ing ton, who has
stud ied ra di a tion for more than 30 years.

Dr. Black echoes that sen ti ment: “The big gest prob lem we have
is that we know most en vi ron men tal fac tors take sev eral decades
of ex po sure be fore we re ally see the con se quences.” Yet Dr. Black
also in di cates that we may be vul ner a ble to ra di a tion ef fects other
than just can cer: “In ad di tion to lead ing to a de vel op ment of can- 
cer and tu mors, there could be a whole host of other ef fects like
cog ni tive mem ory func tion, since the mem ory tem po ral lobes are
where we hold our cell phones.”

Um. Okay. Brain can cer. Tu mors. Cog ni tive deficits. But hey, I
can take a selfie!

The World Health Or ga ni za tion fi nally made the “oh yeah, by the
way, cell phones can cause brain can cer” an nounce ment af ter a
team of 31 sci en tists from 14 coun tries, in clud ing the United
States, con sid ered peer-re viewed stud ies on cell phone safety. In
the largest in ter na tional study on cell phones and can cer that the



WHO team looked at, from 2010, re searchers found that par tic i- 
pants who had used cell phones for ten years or more had dou ble
the rate of brain glioma, a type of tu mor. They also found ev i dence
of an in crease in acous tic neu roma brain can cer for mo bile phone
users as well.

As a re sult of the WHO an nounce ment, the Eu ro pean En vi ron- 
men tal Agency has pushed for more stud ies, say ing that cell
phones could be “as big of a pub lic health risk as smok ing, as- 
bestos and leaded gaso line.”

And to all those par ents who think it’s a swell idea to give smart- 
phones to your lit tle ones, Dr. Black sheds some very sober ing
light on that idea: “Chil dren’s skulls and scalps are thin ner. So the
ra di a tion can pen e trate deeper into the brain of chil dren and
young adults. Their cells are di vid ing at a faster rate, so the im pact
of ra di a tion can be much larger.”

This, then, begs the ques tion: is any os ten si ble ed u ca tional ben- 
e fit or abil ity to “stay con nected” worth get ting brain can cer?

In deed, to day there is an en tire move ment that en cour ages peo- 
ple to use an ti ra di a tion hol low-tube head sets with their phones
and to keep phones as far away from peo ples’ bod ies as pos si ble.
Per son ally, I need to spend a lot of time on my phone for pro fes- 
sional rea sons and have found the hol low-tube head sets to be a
god send. My friend Dr. Car o line Fierro, a well ness M.D., en cour- 
ages her clients not to have phones in their bed rooms or any- 
where on their bod ies; if you do have it in your bed room, she tells
them, put it in a ra di a tion-proof lead box.

That’s the ad vice for the adults. The ad vice for kids is sim pler:
don’t give them a phone. Don’t give their lit tle brains and thin ner
skulls the glow ing lit tle mi crowave ovens to put next to their
heads.

And what about EMFs with tablets and com put ers?



Com put ers gen er ate both low-fre quency (LF) and ra dio-fre- 
quency (RF) EMFs (the same as cell phones). Both types are po- 
ten tially harm ful. All com put ers, no mat ter what the tech nol ogy, ra- 
di ate a rel a tively strong EMF con sist ing of 5–60 Hz and higher.

The EMFs don’t come only from the com puter screen; the elec- 
tron ics in side the com puter gen er ate a pow er ful EMF as well.
Stud ies have shown EMF ex po sure above 2 mil li gauss (mG) be- 
gins to harm bi o log i cal or gan isms; pro longed ex po sure to higher
lev els, from 2 mG up, has been as so ci ated with can cer and im- 
mune sys tem ef fects. How much is your typ i cal desk top com puter
throw ing off? At three feet away, com put ers typ i cally mea sure
from 2mG to 5mG; at four inches and closer, com put ers mea sured

from 4mG all the way to 20 mG.12

But tablets and lap tops are even worse than desk top com put ers.
Tablets that con nect to the In ter net via WiFi and cel lu lar con nec- 

tiv ity emit EMF ra di a tion like the WiFi from your lap top and cel lu lar
trans mis sions from your cell phone. This means that you are now
be ing hit from two ra di at ing sources. There is also a third source
of tablet ra di a tion: tablets emit ex tremely low fre quency (ELF) ra- 
di a tion from the com po nents and cir cuitry found within them; desk- 
tops also have low fre quency ra di a tion, but we are typ i cally not
very close to it (al though it can reg is ter up to 18 inches away).

The big ger prob lem with lap tops and tablets is that un like desk- 
top com put ers, by their very de sign, they are car ried close to the
body, thus in creas ing the ex po sure to tablet ra di a tion. Many peo- 
ple ac tu ally work with their lap tops or tablets on their laps. This is
the worst pos si ble way to use the de vice, as it max i mizes EMF ex- 
po sure—es pe cially to the re pro duc tive or gans. There is re search
about EMF caus ing dam age to sperm and af fect ing male fer til ity;
for a woman, the con cern can be even greater, as dam aged eggs
can never be re placed.



Re searchers are also ex plor ing other EMF dan gers. Re search
has been done at Har vard on a po ten tial cor re la tion be tween EMF
ex po sure and autism. Ac cord ing to the au thors, EMF is sug gested
as a con tribut ing fac tor in the dis rup tion of nor mal bio elec tri cal
syn chro niza tion, which is be lieved to ag gra vate autism spec trum
con di tions.

In Au gust 2009 re searchers at Co lum bia Uni ver sity pub lished a
pa per de scrib ing how EMF can in ter fere with and break down

DNA.13 In a Hun gar ian study from 2000, EMFs were doc u mented
as a cause of ir re versible struc tural and func tional changes to
cells and or ganelles, the spe cial ized sub units within cells that al- 
low them to work. Per haps more trou bling, mor pho log i cal sig nals
as so ci ated with cell death were also trig gered. In an Ital ian study
from 2005, in de pen dent re search cor rob o rated the Hun gar ian
find ings; EMFs were shown to in duce apop to sis, or pro grammed

cell death, in hu man re com bi nant cells.14

We had al ways known that our screens glowed; now we are
also re al iz ing that they are mak ing us—and our kids—glow as
well. Un for tu nately, it ain’t a healthy glow.

* * *

We’ve ex am ined some psy cho log i cal, clin i cal, de vel op men tal and
phys i cal prob lems as so ci ated with glow ing screens. But what
about be hav ior? Can the con tent of what a child sees on a screen
ac tu ally shape the way that the child be haves?

As we shall read in the next chap ter, that de bate has raged for
decades.



SEVEN

MON KEY SEE, MON KEY DO
MASS ME DIA EF FECTS

Do things that kids see on screens re ally in flu ence their be hav ior?
Yeah, we know com mer cials can get kids to ask for ev ery thing

from Happy Meals to Teenage Mu tant Ninja Tur tle ac tion fig ures
and that what Katy Perry wears can in flu ence the pre teen fash ions
of count less young girls. But the ques tion that many ask is: can
elec tronic me dia with vi o lent con tent, like cer tain video games and
TV shows, make kids more ag gres sive and more vi o lent?

Politi cians and ad vo cacy groups have cer tainly thought so. In
2005, af ter a pub lic out cry over the ex plicit con tent in Grand Theft
Auto: San An dreas, then–U.S. sen a tor Hillary Clin ton be came so
con cerned about the in flu ence of vi o lent or sex u al ized video
games that she in tro duced a bill that crim i nal ized the sell ing to mi- 
nors of video games that were rated “ma ture” or “adults only.”

Ar gu ing that those games were a “silent epi demic of de sen si ti- 
za tion,” the Fam ily En ter tain ment Pro tec tion Act was re ferred to
the Sen ate Com mit tee on Com merce, Sci ence and Tech nol ogy.
De spite the for mer First Lady’s best ef forts, the bill ex pired with out
be com ing law at the end of the 109th Con gress.

Try ing to crim i nal ize, cen sor or la bel prob lem atic me dia con tent
was noth ing new. A few years ear lier, back in the early 1990s,
right around the time when Kurt Cobain and Nir vana were still
smelling like teen spirit and a pre-Mon ica Lewin sky Bill Clin ton



was the fresh new face in D.C., there was a fierce cul ture war go- 
ing on—one that rages to this day.

In this cul tural di vide, you had the “fam ily val ues” fac tion, led by
Tip per Gore and the so-called val ues war riors of James Dob son’s
Fo cus on the Fam ily, vs. the “coars en ing of the cul ture” crowd led
by hip hop icons—at that time, 2 Live Crew—who ex tolled the
virtue of cre ative ex pres sion and free speech, while painfully con- 
tort ing the def i ni tion of art and pro tected speech with lyrics rife
with racial ep i thets, pro fan ity and misog yny.

So Tip per vs. 2 Live Crew be came must-see-TV for the sheer
the atrics of the cul tural po lar i ties that they rep re sented. The val- 
ues war riors felt that con tent mat tered and that cer tain lan guage
and im ages sim ply shouldn’t be ac cepted in the me dia of a civ i- 
lized so ci ety. Af ter all, kids were watch ing . . . and lis ten ing . . .
and, most im por tantly, im i tat ing. Such vile ness surely must be in- 
flu enc ing their im pres sion able lit tle hearts and minds, the think ing
went.

Luther Camp bell, aka 2 Live Crew’s front man, Luke Skyy- 
walker, wasn’t hav ing it. But 2 Live Crew was un der siege by the
val ues war riors; with songs like “Pop that Pussy” and “Me So
Horny,” their al bum As Nasty As They Wanna Be was viewed as
pornog ra phy; the Amer i can Fam ily As so ci a tion (AFA) hired at tor- 

ney Jack Thomp son* to ap peal to Flor ida gov er nor Bob Mar tinez
to de clare their mu sic ob scene.

In 1990 County Cir cuit Court judge Mel Gross man found that
grounds for charges of ob scen ity vi o la tions did in deed ex ist, and
on March 15 of that year, a 19-year-old Sara sota, Flor ida, record
store clerk was ar rested on a felony charge af ter sell ing a copy of
the al bum.

In June of 1990, Nasty be came the first record to be legally
ruled as “ob scene”—as de cided by U.S. dis trict court Judge Jose



Gon za lez—which con se quently made the al bum il le gal to sell.
Record chains and in de pen dent stores stopped sell ing the con tro- 
ver sial record, but Charles Free man, a lo cal Flor ida re tailer, was
ar rested two days af ter the rul ing for sell ing a copy to an un der- 
cover cop. This was fol lowed by the ar rests of three mem bers of 2
Live Crew af ter they per formed songs from their al bum at Club Fu- 
tura in Hol ly wood, Flor ida.

Camp bell, aka Skyy walker, didn’t un der stand why he and his
mu sic were un der at tack, say ing that peo ple should fo cus on more
im por tant things like “poverty and hunger.” He de cided to fight
back; hop ing to pre vent ad di tional ob scen ity ar rests and re verse
the porno graphic stigma at tached to the al bum, Camp bell’s at tor- 
ney filed suit on March 16, 1990, in Fed eral Dis trict Court in Fort
Laud erdale, seek ing to de clare that the record was not ob scene.

In a 1990 in ter view with the Los An ge les Times, Camp bell said
that his mu sic is “adult com edy, not pornog ra phy” and that his
many crit ics sim ply didn’t un der stand it. “These peo ple act like I in- 
vented the idea of sex u ally ex plicit ma te rial,” Camp bell said.
“Haven’t they ever heard of Richard Pryor or An drew Dice Clay? .
. . Why, all of a sud den, is ev ery body pick ing on me?” Camp bell
went on to say: “The way I feel about it, 2 Live Crew is no dif fer ent
from sculp tors who carve naked stat ues. We’re not sex fiends. In
our minds, we’re artists.”

But Flor ida’s gov er nor and the U.S. Dis trict Court didn’t share
Camp bell’s sense of hu mor or out look on art. And Camp bell and
his mu sic con tin ued to get evis cer ated by me dia watch dog groups
like Fo cus on the Fam ily and the Rev erend Don ald Wild mon’s
Fam ily As so ci a tion for be ing “porno graphic.” Mean while, the na- 
tional me dia was eat ing it up, with the Los An ge les Times say ing
that the 2 Live Crew le gal bat tle had “the blow by blow in ten sity of
a prize fight.”



If it were a box ing match, we might say that the Crew got off the
can vas and staged a fu ri ous 15th-round come back, as the U.S.
Court of Ap peals for the 11th Cir cuit over turned the ob scen ity rul- 
ing of Judge Gon za lez in 1992. Dur ing the trial, Har vard pro fes sor
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., tes ti fied in de fense of the group’s lyrics, ar- 
gu ing that the ma te rial that the county al leged to be pro fane ac tu- 
ally had im por tant roots in African-Amer i can ver nac u lar, games
and lit er ary tra di tions and should be pro tected.

The court agreed. Aided by all of the con tro versy, As Nasty As
They Wanna Be went on to sell more than two mil lion records.

Tip per Gore and her Par ents Mu sic Re source Cen ter (PMRC)
had a vic tory of sorts as well. In 1990 the Record ing In dus try As- 
so ci a tion of Amer ica (RIAA), in or der to alert par ents to po ten tially
un suit able ma te rial, agreed to put a black-and-white warn ing la bel
read ing “Parental Ad vi sory: Ex plicit Lyrics” on records deemed to
have ex ces sive pro fan ity or in ap pro pri ate ref er ences. So 2 Live
Crew was al lowed to sing their songs, but their records—and all
oth ers with ques tion able con tent re leased since then—got that big

“Parental Ad vi sory” sticker slapped on the cover.†

Even though 2 Live Crew had won the le gal bat tle, the ques tion
re mained: was their mu sic so vul gar that it was neg a tively in flu- 
enc ing the youth of Amer ica? Af ter all, the idea that words, lyrics
and im ages could be im pact ing the young and im pres sion able
was not a new one; mass me dia boogey-men had been scar ing
par ents for decades, from Reefer Mad ness to Joe Camel; from
rock and roll to Mar i lyn Mon roe; from Elvis’s hips to Steal this
Book.

Even our beloved comic books were once upon a time in the
me dia crosshairs (no first-per son-shooter pun in tended)—in the
1950s, when they were the sub ject of a Sen ate hear ing in ves ti gat- 
ing their role in ju ve nile delin quency. At that hear ing, the foren sic



sci en tist Fred eric Wertham de cried the “end less stream of bru tal- 
ity” in comic books, de nounc ing one ti tle in par tic u lar as em body- 
ing sadis tic fan tasies that would be “par tic u larly in ju ri ous to the
eth i cal de vel op ment of chil dren.”

Just what was the sadis tic and bru tal comic book that Wertham
warned the Sen ate about? Clue: He wears a red cape and has the
let ter “S” on his chest. Yes, that’s right, our beloved Su per man
was once sus pected of cor rupt ing the youth of this coun try and
con tribut ing to their mis con duct.

In the 1960s, the film in dus try came un der sim i lar scru tiny when
con tro ver sial movies like Who’s Afraid of Vir ginia Woolf—with its
sex ual themes and pro fan ity—led the Mo tion Pic ture As so ci a tion
of Amer ica (MPAA) to aban don the old sys tem of self-cen sor ship
and adopt the film rat ing sys tem that’s still in use to day. Even
though that Mike Nichols film was one of the top-gross ing movies
of 1966 and re ceived crit i cal ac claim and 13 Os car nom i na tions,
there was a pub lic back lash that cer tain con tent needed to be la- 
beled with an adult-con tent rat ing as a tool for par ents.

In 1975 the tele vi sion in dus try—which had long used cen sors to
mon i tor ques tion able con tent—cre ated the short-lived “fam ily
view ing hour,” a pol icy that was es tab lished by the Fed eral Com- 
mu ni ca tions Com mis sion (FCC), ac cord ing to which each net work
had a re spon si bil ity to air “fam ily-friendly” pro gram ming dur ing the
first hour of prime time. Af ter lit i ga tion, the pol icy was over turned
in court in 1977.

While the FCC had fed er ally man dated it, the im pe tus for the
fam ily view ing hour had been a pub lic groundswell in 1974 re gard- 
ing the amount of sex and vi o lence on TV, with one tele vi sion
scene in par tic u lar caus ing the bulk of the back lash: a les bian
gang-rape scene in Born In no cent, the no to ri ous 1974 NBC tele vi- 
sion movie star ring Linda Blair; a dis turb ing scene that had fea- 



tured a plunger han dle was even briefly shown in day time com- 
mer cials for the film.

Re flect ing the idea that the me dia can in flu ence real-life be hav- 
ior, the scene was pulled from the movie af ter it was blamed for
the rape of a nine-year-old girl with a glass soda bot tle by some of
her peers. The Cal i for nia Supreme Court in Olivia v. Na tional
Broad cast ing Com pany (1981) de clared that the film wasn’t ob- 
scene and that NBC wasn’t li able for the ac tions of the kids who
had com mit ted the crime.

Yet while NBC was found legally not li able by the ju di cial sys- 
tem, the field of psy chol ogy has been able to demon strate that the
me dia can in flu ence peo ple’s be hav ior. Not count ing ob vi ous ex- 
am ples such as TV com mer cials’ shap ing peo ple’s shop ping or
eat ing habits, there is a sig nif i cant amount of re search that shows
that tele vi sion vi o lence can in crease viewer ag gres sion.

In a 2014 meta-anal y sis of 217 stud ies pub lished be tween 1957
and 1990, psy chol o gists Dr. George Com stock and Dr. Hae jung
Paik found that the short-term ef fect of ex po sure to tele vi sion vi o- 
lence on ac tual phys i cal vi o lence against a per son was mod er ate
to large in strength. Their re sults, pub lished in the jour nal Com mu- 
ni ca tion Re search, showed a “pos i tive and sig nif i cant cor re la tion

be tween tele vi sion vi o lence and ag gres sive be hav ior.”1

Dr. Com stock is no light weight when it comes to un der stand ing
the me dia’s ef fects; hav ing earned his Ph.D. at Stan ford, he’s cur- 
rently the S. I. New house Pro fes sor at the School of Pub lic Com- 
mu ni ca tions at Syra cuse and is the au thor of Tele vi sion and the
Amer i can Child as well as the for mer sci ence ad vi sor and se nior
re search co or di na tor of the U.S. Sur geon Gen eral’s Sci en tific Ad- 
vi sory Com mit tee on Tele vi sion and So cial Be hav ior.

Sup port ing Dr. Com stock’s study is an ear lier (2005) com pre- 
hen sive re view of the re search on me dia and vi o lence that was



pub lished in The Lancet by Dr. Kevin D. Browne from the Uni ver- 
sity of Not ting ham Med i cal School and Dr. Cather ine Hamil ton-Gi- 

achris tis from the Uni ver sity of Birm ing ham.2

Their con clu sions?
The weight of the stud ies re viewed sup ports the po si tion that ex- 

po sure to me dia vi o lence leads to ag gres sion, de sen si ti za tion with
re gard to vi o lence and lack of sym pa thy for vic tims of vi o lence,
par tic u larly in chil dren. Ac cord ing to Drs. Browne and Hamil ton-Gi- 
achris tis: “There is con sis tent ev i dence that vi o lent im agery in
tele vi sion, film and video, and com puter games has sub stan tial
short-term ef fects on arousal, thoughts, and emo tions, in creas ing
the like li hood of ag gres sive or fear ful be hav iour in younger chil- 
dren, es pe cially in boys.”

Yet many peo ple give an eye roll when me dia ef fects on be hav- 
ior are men tioned. “I watched a lot of mur ders on TV and I haven’t
killed any one!” is a typ i cal re sponse that I hear.

When Jim Car rey tweeted that he was dis tanc ing him self from
his film Kick-Ass 2 be cause he felt un com fort able with its vi o lent
con tent in the wake of the New town school shoot ings, Mark Mil lar,
a cre ator of the Kick-Ass comic book se ries and one of the
movie’s ex ec u tive pro duc ers, re sponded in an Au gust 23, 2013,
New York Times ar ti cle that he has “never quite bought the no tion
that vi o lence in fic tion leads to vi o lence in real life any more than
Harry Pot ter cast ing a spell cre ates more boy wiz ards in real life.”

Cute quote. But in ad di tion to be ing non sen si cal, it’s sim ply not
ac cu rate.

Be cause the re search does cor re late vi o lent con tent with in- 
creased ag gres sion. In deed, at the Con gres sional Pub lic Health
Sum mit in July of 2000, the re spected heads of the coun try’s six
lead ing pub lic health groups (the Amer i can Med i cal As so ci a tion,
the Amer i can Psy chi atric As so ci a tion, the Amer i can Acad emy of



Pe di atrics, the Amer i can Psy cho log i cal As so ci a tion, the Amer i can
Acad emy of Fam ily Physi cians and the Amer i can Acad emy of
Child and Ado les cent Psy chi a try) ALL signed a “Joint State ment
on the Im pact of En ter tain ment Vi o lence on Chil dren”:

“At this time, well over 1,000 stud ies—in clud ing re ports from the
Sur geon Gen eral’s of fice, the Na tional In sti tute of Men tal Health,
and nu mer ous stud ies con ducted by lead ing fig ures within our
med i cal and pub lic health or ga ni za tions—our own mem bers—
point over whelm ingly to a causal con nec tion be tween me dia vi o- 
lence and ag gres sive be hav ior in some chil dren. The con clu sion
of the pub lic health com mu nity, based on over 30 years of re- 
search, is that view ing en ter tain ment vi o lence can lead to in- 
creases in ag gres sive at ti tudes, val ues and be hav ior, par tic u larly
in chil dren.”

The strongly worded state ment went on to say, “Its ef fects are
mea sur able and long-last ing. More over, pro longed view ing of me- 
dia vi o lence can lead to emo tional de sen si ti za tion to ward vi o lence
in real life. . . . View ing vi o lence may lead to real life vi o lence. Chil- 
dren ex posed to vi o lent pro gram ming at a young age have a
higher ten dency for vi o lent and ag gres sive be hav ior later in life
than chil dren who are not so ex posed.”

This il lus tri ous group charged with safe guard ing our pub lic
health also took a shot at the naysay ers in the en ter tain ment in- 
dus try who have, for decades, tried to dis pute the harm ful in flu- 
ence of vi o lent me dia on chil dren:

“There are some in the en ter tain ment in dus try who main tain that
1) vi o lent pro gram ming is harm less be cause no stud ies ex ist that
prove a con nec tion be tween vi o lent en ter tain ment and ag gres sive
be hav ior in chil dren, and 2) young peo ple know that tele vi sion,
movies, and video games are sim ply fan tasy. Un for tu nately, they
are wrong on both counts.”



The state ment con cluded by point ing a fin ger to ward the po- 
tency of in ter ac tive me dia (i.e., video games): “Al though less re- 
search has been done on the im pact of vi o lent in ter ac tive en ter- 
tain ment (video games and other in ter ac tive me dia) on young
peo ple, pre lim i nary stud ies in di cate that the neg a tive im pact may
be sig nif i cantly more se vere than that wrought by tele vi sion,

movies, or mu sic.”3

Keep in mind that that re port, in di cat ing the nascent state of in- 
ter ac tive me dia re search and warn ing about the “sig nif i cantly
more se vere” ef fects of video games, was writ ten 16 years ago;
since then, hun dreds of peer-re viewed stud ies have been done
that con firm the link be tween vi o lent video games and in creased
ag gres sion.

Also in 2000, the FBI re leased a re port on shoot ings in schools
that stated that me dia vi o lence is in deed a risk fac tor in such

shoot ings.4 In 2003 a panel of me dia vi o lence ex perts con vened
by the Na tional In sti tute of Men tal Health, at the re quest of the
U.S. sur geon gen eral, pub lished its com pre hen sive re port on the
ef fects of me dia vi o lence on youth and af firmed that me dia vi o- 

lence is a “sig nif i cant causal fac tor in ag gres sion and vi o lence.”5

In 2007, the Fed eral Com mu ni ca tions Com mis sion (FCC) re- 
leased its own re port on vi o lent TV pro gram ming and its ef fects on
chil dren and agreed with the sur geon gen eral that there is “strong
ev i dence” that ex pos ing kids to vi o lent me dia can in crease their

ag gres sive be hav ior.6 Most re cently, in 2009, our friends at the
Amer i can Acad emy of Pe di atrics pub lished a com pre hen sive re- 
port on me dia vi o lence in the jour nal Pe di atrics that stated: “Ex po- 
sure to vi o lence in me dia, in clud ing tele vi sion, movies, mu sic and
video games rep re sents a sig nif i cant risk to the health of chil dren

and ado les cents.”7



For good mea sure, the re port added: “The weight of sci en tific
ev i dence has been con vinc ing to pe di a tri cians, with more than
98% of pe di a tri cians . . . ex press ing the per sonal be lief that me dia
vi o lence af fects chil dren’s ag gres sion. Yet, the en ter tain ment in- 
dus try, the Amer i can pub lic, politi cians, and par ents all have been
re luc tant to ac cept these find ings and to take ac tion. The de bate
should be over.”

I think we all get why the en ter tain ment in dus try, in clud ing video
game man u fac tur ers, may want to keep these stud ies on the
down-low—af ter all, there are bil lions of dol lars at stake. But why
are the par ents late to the dance? It is mind-bog gling, in light of all
of the re search that ex ists, that there are still par ents who fail to
see that let ting their kid play Call of Duty for hours on end may not
be a good thing.

Of course, this is not to say that some one who watched Ko jak
shoot a bad guy on TV or any kid who plays Call of Duty will go
out and fire off a few rounds at some one. It sim ply means that, as
we know from So cial Learn ing The ory, we learn by watch ing
things; we are in flu enced and shaped by be hav ioral mod els, both
in the real world and in the me dia. The ex tent to which those me- 
dia mod els and shap ing in flu ences im pact us is largely de ter mined
by other me di at ing fac tors (psy chi atric/emo tional fac tors, IQ, en vi- 
ron ment and other coun ter vail ing in flu ences, etc.).

This idea that video games are just one pos si ble risk fac tor
amongst many in in creas ing ag gres sion and vi o lence is echoed in
the Con gres sional Pub lic Health Sum mit Joint State ment: “We in
no way mean to im ply that en ter tain ment vi o lence is the sole, or
even nec es sar ily the most im por tant fac tor con tribut ing to youth
ag gres sion, anti-so cial at ti tudes, and vi o lence . . . nu mer ous other
fac tors may all con trib ute to these prob lems.”



As Ohio State Uni ver sity pro fes sor Dr. Brad Bush man, one of
the most pro lific re searchers on the me dia’s role in ag gres sive be- 
hav ior, puts it: “No re searcher I know would say vi o lence in the
me dia is the only risk fac tor for ag gres sion or vi o lence or that it’s
the most im por tant fac tor. It’s usu ally a cul mi na tion of fac tors.” Ac- 
cord ing to Dr. Bush man, while video games aren’t the only risk
fac tor for vi o lence, they can be viewed as an “am pli fier.”

Dr. David Walsh, a child psy chol o gist who co-au thored one of
the stud ies con nect ing vi o lent video games to ag gres sion, ex- 
plains the mul ti ple-fac tors per spec tive this way: “Not ev ery kid
[who] plays a vi o lent video game is gonna turn to vi o lence. And
that’s be cause they don’t have . . . other risk fac tors go ing on. It’s
a com bi na tion of risk fac tors. . . .”

If we can be gin to un der stand ex po sure to vi o lent video games
as a con tribut ing risk fac tor to ward act ing vi o lently or, us ing Dr.
Bush man’s term, as an am pli fier, we then have to also un der stand
that such ag gres sion am pli fi ca tion would, based on other fac tors,
af fect dif fer ent kids in dif fer ent ways, just as any ag gres sion am pli- 
fier may af fect any adult dif fer ently.

For ex am ple, let’s say that we have three ran dom adults who all
drink two cups of their beloved Star bucks mocha latte ev ery morn- 
ing. We know from re search—and some of you may know this ex- 
pe ri en tially—that caf feine, as a stim u lant, can also lead to in- 
creased ag gres sion and can be an ag gres sion am pli fier.

Now that’s not to say that Star bucks devo tees are homi ci dal ma- 
ni acs; it merely means that a per son’s caf feine con sump tion can
am plify or in crease his or her ag gres sion level. So let’s say that
our three ran dom and amped-up Star bucks fans get into their cars
to drive to work and all three get cut off by rude driv ers. All three
have po ten tially had their ag gres sion am pli fied by the caf feine, but



that doesn’t mean that all three will re act or act ag gres sively or vi- 
o lently, be cause other fac tors also come into play.

Two of our cof fee-wired par tic i pants may just bite their tongues
and grip their steer ing wheels a bit tighter as they con tinue their
drive to work. Yet our third driver might have had an ar gu ment with
his or her spouse that morn ing—an other ag gres sion am pli fier—
and, let’s say, has also been wor ried and stressed about pos si ble
job loss. And per haps driver num ber three has poor cop ing skills
and is tem per a men tally pre dis posed to ward ag gres sive re ac tions
be cause of be ing wired with a short fuse.

Thus the caf feine, the stress of the job and the ar gu ment that
morn ing all act as ag gres sion am pli fiers for an al ready ag gres- 
sively pre dis posed per son, push ing that per son over the edge into
a fit of full-blown road rage.

Yet the other driv ers had cof fee—and in creased ag gres sion—
but with out go ing af ter the driv ers who had cut them off; can we
then con clude that cof fee didn’t play a role in the third driver’s
road rage? No, we can’t; in fact, it most likely was a fac tor, but we
cer tainly can’t say that it was the sole fac tor, or even the most im- 
por tant fac tor—and it cer tainly wasn’t the caf feine’s “fault,” just as
we can’t say that the do mes tic ar gu ment or the job stress
“caused” the road rage in ci dent. But were they all con tribut ing fac- 
tors in the driver’s tip ping point? Ob vi ously.

* * *

Re searcher Dr. Walsh also points to the de vel op men tal vul ner a bil- 
i ties that teenagers have that makes them more sus cep ti ble to
cer tain risk fac tors: “The im pulse con trol cen ter of the brain, the
part of the brain that en ables us to think ahead, con sider con se- 
quences, man age urges—that’s the part of the brain right be hind
our fore head called the pre frontal cor tex. That’s un der con struc- 



tion dur ing the teenage years. In fact, the wiring on that is not
com pleted un til the early twen ties.”

Walsh fur ther ex plains that this di min ished im pulse con trol is
height ened when a per son has ad di tional risk fac tors such as be- 
ing from a trou bled house hold, hav ing emo tional is sues and/or be- 
ing un duly stressed: “And so when a young man with a de vel op ing
brain, al ready an gry, spends hours and hours re hears ing vi o lent
acts and then he’s put in this sit u a tion of emo tional stress, there’s
a like li hood that he will lit er ally go to that fa mil iar pat tern that’s
been wired re peat edly, per haps thou sands and thou sands of
times.”

When it comes to gam ing ef fects, rep e ti tion mat ters. And, sure
enough, there have been stud ies that show that ag gres sion in- 

creases the longer a per son sits and plays a vi o lent game.8

This repet i tive as pect of video gam ing is a key dy namic in in- 
creased ag gres sion. Ac cord ing to Dr. Rus sell Heusmann, a psy- 
chol o gist at the Uni ver sity of Michi gan: “The im por tant thing is rep- 
e ti tion. I think any child can play Grand Theft Auto or a first-per son
shooter a few times, and it’s not go ing to have much ef fect. But if
they play day in and day out, over a pe riod of years, any psy chol o- 
gist who un der stands the power of ob ser va tional learn ing is go ing
to find it hard to be lieve that it’s not go ing to have a ma jor ef fect on
in creas ing risk.”

Yet while most re searchers tend to agree that there is in deed a
strong cor re la tion be tween vi o lent gam ing and in creased ag gres- 
sion, some re searchers, like Dr. Chris Fer gu son, feel that “in- 
creased ag gres sion” is not only an im pre cise con cept but one
that’s dif fi cult to quan tify.

Dr. Fer gu son is a Stet son Uni ver sity pro fes sor and me dia-ef- 
fects re searcher who has been the most vo cal critic of the in- 
creased-ag gres sion stud ies. Hav ing writ ten a pro-gam ing piece for



the De cem ber 7, 2011, is sue of Time mag a zine (“Video Games
Don’t Make Kids Vi o lent”) and hav ing been quoted in dozens of
pro–video game ar ti cles and blogs, Fer gu son has be come the
dar ling of video gamers ev ery where. In fact, odds are that if you
see a head line say ing some thing like “No Link Be tween Video
Games and Real Life Vi o lence,” Chris Fer gu son’s name will be
close by.

Ac cord ing to Fer gu son, stud ies that show in creased ag gres sion
have no prac ti cal util ity: “Let’s imag ine you played a vi o lent video
game and it made you one-half of a per cent more ag gres sive (as
one study showed)—would you no tice that? I don’t think you
would. To put it into con text, if to mor row you’re one-half of a per- 
cent more happy than you are to day, what does that re ally mean?
It’s a very tiny ef fect. . . . If my son was one-half a per cent more
ag gres sive to day than he was yes ter day, I’d never no tice that.”

But as we’ve al ready noted, the re search shows that the ag gres- 
sion ef fect in creases with time and rep e ti tion. The stud ies that
Fer gu son points to, which in di cate a half-per cent in crease, were
those in which par tic i pants played a vi o lent video game for 15 to
30 min utes and then were as sessed for ag gres sion im me di ately
there after (more later about how that’s done). We wouldn’t ex pect
to see whole-cloth per son al ity changes in 15 to 30 min utes. But
what about the kid im mersed in gam ing—the kid play ing hour af ter
hour in a vir tual bunker?

If we un der stand ag gres sion to be on a con tin uum that’s af- 
fected by rep e ti tion and time played, where might we say that the
prover bial tip ping point to vi o lence is? Where on that con tin uum
does an an gry kid get vi o lent or an al ready un sta ble Adam Lanza
—who fa tally shot 20 chil dren in New town, Con necti cut, in 2012—
go from be ing “just” more ag gres sive to be ing homi ci dal and vi o- 
lent?



While Iowa State Uni ver sity pro fes sor Doug Gen tile echoes the
mul ti ple-risk-fac tor per spec tive, he also very ap pro pri ately sug- 
gests that we be care ful about not re flex ively point ing the fin ger of
blame to just one cause—es pe cially af ter tragedies like New town:

“Once we have a hor ri ble tragedy like this, it re ally dis torts the
way we think about the is sue . . . we have what I call a cul prit
men tal ity. ‘What’s the cause of this?’ Well, it’s never the cause.
There’s never one rea son for any thing like this. There’s never one
rea son. Hu mans are com plex.”

Dr. Gen tile is right. Post-New town-style rushes to judg ment, in
which video games are blamed for tragedies, shouldn’t hap pen;
yet nor should we dis count their im pact as con tribut ing fac tors in a
larger, com plex dy namic.

In ter est ingly, physi cian and epi demi ol o gist Dr. Gary Slutkin
views the spread of real-life vi o lence as be ing anal o gous to an in- 
fec tious dis ease—and vi o lent video gam ing as a risk fac tor in con- 
tract ing that dis ease.

As the founder of Cure Vi o lence (www.cure vi o lence.org), an in- 
no va tive or ga ni za tion that has suc cess fully re duced gun vi o lence
in ma jor cities and coun tries through out the world, Dr. Slutkin em- 
ploys the Cure Vi o lence Health Model, which ap plies the same
meth ods that he learned fight ing in fec tious dis eases to erad i cat ing
vi o lence. In keep ing with the in fec tious-dis ease anal ogy, first-per- 
son-shooter games weaken the psy cho log i cal im mune sys tem
and change the odds of whether vi o lence (the dis ease) takes root
within the per son or not.

* * *

While we can ar gue about the de gree to which the me dia in flu- 
ences peo ple, we have to, if we are to be hon est as we look at the
re search, ac knowl edge that the me dia—while not all-pow er ful—



cer tainly does have an im pact as a po ten tial con tribut ing fac tor in
in creas ing ag gres sive be hav ior.

But, as the Con gres sional Pub lic Health Sum mit state ment in di- 
cated, not all me dia are cre ated equal in their abil i ties to shape
and im pact. That’s es sen tially the en tire premise of this book; that
the new vir tual me dia—pri mar ily be cause of its ubiq uity, in ter ac tive
na ture, re al ism and in ten sity—has an even big ger im pact, an even
larger shap ing in flu ence, than the mass me dia that pre ceded it.
And within the new vir tual me dia realm, video games have specif i- 
cally been tar geted for re search on elec tronic me dia and in- 
creased ag gres sion over the past 15 years.

In deed, the first ma jor vi o lent video game study took place even
fur ther back than that, way back in 1984—the year made fa mous
by George Or well. Pub lished in the Jour nal of Com mu ni ca tion,
that study looked at the rather quaint idea of vi o lent video ar cade
games, sur vey ing 250 high school stu dents (110 boys; 140 girls)
who were quizzed about their video game–play ing habits, vi o lent
TV–view ing habits and ag gres sive be hav ior with a se ries of ques- 
tions such as, “Some body picks a fight with you on the way home

from school. What do you do?”9

Stu dents who watched vi o lent TV tended to also play vi o lent
video games; those stu dents “were sig nif i cantly re lated to man i- 
fest phys i cal ag gres sion.” In the end, the re searcher’s con clu sions
were some what am bigu ous: “The data in di cate that video game
play ing is nei ther the men ace that many of its crit ics have por- 
trayed it to be, nor nec es sar ily with out pos si ble neg a tive con se- 
quences.”

But 1984 ar cade video games are qual i ta tively an en tirely dif fer- 
ent an i mal from to day’s first-per son-shooter games. Since that
early study, we now have the ben e fit of hun dreds of oth ers with
tens of thou sands of par tic i pants, with the vast ma jor ity of that re- 



search at tempt ing to ex plore whether ex po sure to vi o lent me dia
in creases ag gres sion.

NOTES
* Jack Thomp son is the same at tor ney we’ll read about in the next chap ter, in- 
volv ing the 2003 Grand Theft Auto mur der trial—and sub se quent Sony law suit
—of Devin Moore, the Al abama teenager who was con victed of killing three po- 
lice of fi cers.
† Over 20 years later, a more cir cum spect Luther Camp bell said dur ing a 2014
in ter view that if he had it to do all over again, 2 Live Crew wouldn’t have been
so ex treme. “Some of the things that were said I wouldn’t have al lowed to be
said,” he ex plained. “In some of the cases, some of the guys went over board.”



EIGHT

VIDEO GAMES AND AG GRES SION
THE RE SEARCH

Can watch ing vi o lent video games make a kid more likely to act
more phys i cally ag gres sive over the course of a school year?

That was the ques tion that Iowa State Uni ver sity Dis tin guished
Pro fes sor of Psy chol ogy Craig An der son wanted to an swer in
2008. Dr. An der son, the di rec tor of the school’s Cen ter for the
Study of Vi o lence, is a well-known pi o neer and lead ing re searcher
in video game ef fects. Since earn ing his Ph.D. from Stan ford in
1980, he has spent the bulk of his pro fes sional ca reer try ing to re- 
search the im pact that vi o lent video games have on kids, even
tes ti fy ing be fore the U.S. Sen ate on the sub ject.

The study that he and his re search as so ciates con ducted in
2008 ex am ined the “lon gi tu di nal ef fects of vi o lent video games in
Japan and the United States.” Pub lish ing their work in the jour nal
Pe di atrics, the of fi cial jour nal of the Amer i can Acad emy of Pe di- 
atrics, An der son and his team set out to see if vi o lent video game
ex po sure had an ad verse ef fect on kids and teens over time, hy- 
poth e siz ing that ex po sure to vi o lent video games early in a school
year would pre dict phys i cal ag gres sive ness later in the school

year.1

They were right.
Us ing three dif fer ent sam ple groups (364 U.S. third- to fifth-

graders; 1,050 Ja pa nese stu dents aged 13 to 18; and a third sam- 
ple con sist ing of 180 Ja pa nese stu dents aged 12 to 15), the re- 



searchers found that ha bit ual vi o lent video game play ing ear lier in
the year pre dicted ag gres sion when mea sured later in the school
year (three to six months later)—even af ter sta tis ti cally con trol ling
for gen der and pre vi ous phys i cal ag gres sive ness.

Re sults from each sam ple group yielded “sta tis ti cally re li able
pos i tive cor re la tions” be tween HVGV (ha bit ual video game vi o- 
lence) ex po sure and ag gres sive acts sev eral months later “of a
mag ni tude that falls in the medium to large range for lon gi tu di nal
pre dic tors of phys i cal ag gres sion and vi o lence.” In re search par- 
lance, this is a “ro bust” ef fect—not some thing that hap pens just by
chance.

The study noted that Amer i can chil dren were play ing (as of
2008, the time of the study) over four times more video games ev- 
ery week than they were in the 1980s (16–18 hours vs. 4 hours)
and that pre vi ous re search (An der son et al., 2004; Dill et al.,
1998) had shown a link be tween vi o lent video gam ing and ag gres- 
sive be hav ior.

The re searchers de fined “ag gres sion” as be hav ior that’s in- 
tended to harm an other per son and is not just an emo tion, thought
or in ten tion; rather, “ag gres sion,” for the pur poses of the study,
had to be an ac tual harm ful act, such as kick ing, punch ing, get ting
into fights, etc. For the Ja pa nese stu dents in the study, these be- 
hav iors were self-re ported; for the Amer i can stu dents, ag gres sive
be hav ior was an in dex of teacher, peer and stu dent self-re ports of
phys i cal ag gres sion.

Not only did the re searchers con clude that “ha bit u ally play ing vi- 
o lent video games leads to in creases in phys i cal ag gres sion . . .
rel a tive to those who do not play vi o lent video games,” but that
those im pacts were roughly the same in the Amer i can stu dents
and the Ja pa nese stu dents, even though the United States is con- 
sid ered an in di vid u al is tic cul ture that has high lev els of so ci etal



ag gres sion and vi o lence while Japan is con sid ered a col lec tivist
so ci ety with low lev els of ag gres sion and vi o lence. Yet the gam- 
ing-and-in creased-vi o lence ef fect was the same in both, al beit
more pro nounced in the younger chil dren, both in the United
States and Japan.

The re searchers con cluded that this cross-cul tural con sis tency
of the in creased-vi o lence ef fect of gam ing “il lus trates the power of
vi o lent video games to af fect chil dren’s de vel op men tal tra jec tory in
a harm ful way.” The fact that the find ings of a gam ing-and-ag gres- 
sion link were so uni form also led the re searchers to con clude:
“These find ings also con tra dict an other pop u lar al ter na tive hy poth- 
e sis: that only highly ag gres sive chil dren (ei ther by na ture, cul ture
or other so cial iza tion fac tors) will be come more ag gres sive if re- 
peat edly ex posed to vi o lent video games.”

In other words, it wasn’t just the al ready ag gres sive kids who
were af fected—all kids who were ex posed to vi o lent games be- 
came more ag gres sive. The re searchers hy poth e sized that the
un der ly ing psy cho log i cal mech a nism of this in creased ag gres sion
was “ex po sure to vi o lent mod els, in ei ther the real world or in en- 
ter tain ment me dia,” which “teaches a host of ag gres sion-en hanc- 
ing be hav ioral scripts, at ti tudes and be liefs.”

The fact that peo ple—and es pe cially chil dren—learn new be- 
hav iors by ob serv ing “mod els” in, as the re searchers point out, “ei- 
ther the real world or in en ter tain ment me dia” is a key pre cept in
So cial Learn ing The ory. But the re searchers hy poth e size that this
mon key-see, mon key-do phe nom e non is in creased by the “in ter- 
ac tive na ture of video games . . . [and] their im mer sive qual i ties,
the fact that the user is an en ac tor as well as an ob server of ag- 
gres sion.”

To that I would also add the vis ual in ten sity and graphic re al ism
of the lat est gen er a tion of video games, cou pled with, as I men- 



tioned in chap ter three, the fre quent “re ward sched ule” and rep e ti- 
tion of some thing as highly dopamin er gic as video gam ing, only
fur ther in ten si fies the strong shap ing and “mod el ing” po ten tial ef- 
fect of vi o lent video games.

Some more re search:
A 2014 study ti tled “The Ef fect of On line Vi o lent Video Games

on Lev els of Ag gres sion” by Dr. Jack Holling dale, Uni ver sity of
Sus sex, United King dom, and Dr. To bias Gre it e meyer, Uni ver sity
of Inns bruck in Aus tria, found that par tic i pants who played vi o lent
video games showed more ag gres sion than those who played

neu tral video games.2

The re searchers ran domly di vided 101 stu dents into vi o lent
gam ing and non vi o lent gam ing groups. The vi o lent gam ing group
played Call of Duty: Mod ern War fare for 30 min utes while the non- 
vi o lent group played Lit tle Big Planet 2 for 30 min utes. Call of
Duty: Mod ern War fare is an ul tra vi o lent mil i tary first-per son-
shooter game set in both Mid dle East ern and Rus sian com bat
zones, with the player be ing ei ther a U.S. ma rine or a British com- 
mando. The game in volves re al is tic shoot ing and killing of en emy
sol diers. In con trast, Lit tle Big Planet 2 is an in nocu ous, car toon-
like puz zle plat form game that fea tures the lov able Sack boy as the
pri mary char ac ter.

Af ter the par tic i pants played their re spec tive video games, their
lev els of ag gres sion were mea sured sur rep ti tiously, us ing the “chili
sauce par a digm,” a method that has been suc cess fully used in
other stud ies to mea sure ag gres sion.

What’s the chili sauce par a digm, you might ask? Af ter their 30
min utes of video gam ing, the stu dents were asked to par tic i pate in
a bo gus mar ket ing sur vey, os ten si bly to in ves ti gate a new hot chili
sauce recipe. The stu dents were not made aware that the chili



sur vey was fake or that it had any thing to do with their just-com- 
pleted gam ing ex pe ri ence.

The stu dents were asked to sea son food with the chili sauce in
ques tion—a very spicy recipe that they were told was “3 out of 3”
in “hot ness”—for a taste tester who, the stu dents were told,
“couldn’t stand hot chili sauce” but was par tic i pat ing in ex change
for good pay.

The stu dents were also told that they them selves weren’t re- 
quired to taste the sea soned food. Af ter the stu dents left the room,
the re searchers were able to mea sure the amount, in grams, of
hot sauce that the par tic i pants had added with the idea that the
amount of hot sauce added for an anony mous taste-tester rep re- 
sented the par tic i pants’ an i mus or ag gres sion level.

The re searchers found that those stu dents who had just played
Call of Duty added sig nif i cantly more hot sauce dur ing the chili
sauce par a digm. Now, does this mean that adding more hot chili
sauce means that they’re also more likely to shoot up a school?
Of course not. But it does in di cate that play ing vi o lent games
raises one’s ag gres sion. And, as we’ve al ready noted, that can be
es pe cially prob lem atic for those with un der ly ing psy chi atric vul ner- 
a bil i ties.

A sim i lar con clu sion was reached by Kan sas State Uni ver sity re- 
searcher C. Bar lett in a 2007 study pub lished in the jour nal Ag- 

gres sive Be hav ior.3 In his re search pa per, en ti tled “Longer You
Play, the More Hos tile You Feel: Ex am i na tion of First Per son
Shooter Video Games and Ag gres sion Dur ing Video Game Play,”
Bar lett’s team mea sured phys i o log i cal arousal and how ag gres- 
sively par tic i pants would re spond to three hy po thet i cal sce nar ios
af ter play ing the first-per son-shooter-game Time Cri sis 3 for 15
min utes over two sep a rate tri als.

Their con clu sion?



“This study adds to the ex ist ing lit er a ture on video games and
ag gres sion by show ing that in creased play of a vi o lent first per son
shooter video game can sig nif i cantly in crease ag gres sion from
base line.”

In ter est ingly, ag gres sion re searchers have iden ti fied frus tra tion
and the pres ence of blood and gore as “ag gres sion elic it ing fac- 
tors.” In deed, in a fas ci nat ing 1996 study by Bal lard and Wiest,
pub lished in the Jour nal of Ap plied So cial Psy chol ogy, the re- 
searchers made a dis cov ery about Mor tal Kom bat II, a com pet i tive
mar tial arts–style video game in which com peti tors can fight each

other to the death.4 In ear lier ver sions of the game, play ers were
able to turn off the dig i tal blood, which spilled co pi ously; par tic i- 
pants who played with the “blood func tion” turned on had a sig nif i- 
cant in crease in hos til ity as com pared with those who had dis- 
abled the blood func tion.

We can hy poth e size that see ing blood—even video game blood
—trig gers some thing pri mor dial in our an cient rep til ian brain,
where the fight-or-flight re sponse lives. For eons, blood equaled
vi o lence and dan ger, which is not an as so ci a tion that a twenty-
first-cen tury gamer can choose to shut off.

This no tion that see ing more graph i cally vi o lent im agery can
make a per son more ag gres sive was also echoed by Dr. Rus sell
G. Geen, a pro fes sor at the Uni ver sity of Mis souri and the au thor
of Hu man Ag gres sion (1990). He the o rizes that see ing (or vi su al- 
iz ing) vi o lent de pic tions can “prime” an in di vid ual to act upon ag- 
gres sive thoughts or emo tions.

An il lu mi nat ing 2011 study pub lished in the jour nal Psy cho log i- 
cal Sci ence by Dr. To bias Gre it e meyer, from the Uni ver sity of Inns- 
bruck in Aus tria, and Dr. Neil McLatchie, from Lan cas ter Uni ver sity
in the United King dom, con cluded that play ing vi o lent video
games “in creased de hu man iza tion, which in turn evoked ag gres- 



sive be hav ior. Thus, it ap pears that video-game-in duced ag gres- 
sive be hav ior is trig gered when vic tim iz ers per ceive the vic tim to

be less than hu man.”5

We know from his tory that when peo ple are de hu mainized—as
Jews were in Nazi Ger many or blacks were dur ing slav ery—it be- 
comes eas ier to in flict vi o lence on them. Ac cord ing to Dr. Gre it e- 
meyer’s re search, play ing vi o lent video games de sen si tizes the
player to the ba sic hu man ity of all peo ple; it de hu man izes them,
thus mak ing them eas ier to hurt.

Dr. Gre it e meyer also pub lished an other study in the Jour nal of
Ap plied So cial Psy chol ogy in 2013, ti tled “The Chang ing Face of
Ag gres sion: The Ef fect of Per son al ized Avatars in a Vi o lent Video

Game on Lev els of Ag gres sive Be hav ior.”6 His study con cluded
that gamers who had de signed their own avatars were sig nif i- 
cantly more ag gres sive than those who played non vi o lent games
and even more ag gres sive that those who played vi o lent video
games but used generic avatars. There seems to be an em pow er- 
ing ef fect when a per son “cre ates” his or her own dig i tal per sona;
one can only imag ine the po ten tially ad verse and vi o lent as pect of
that em pow er ing ef fect on the trou bled, alien ated kids of the
world, like New town’s Adam Lanza.

Now let’s take a look at a brain-imag ing study. Brain-imag ing
stud ies are par tic u larly won der ful in that they of fer very clear ev i- 
dence of any ad verse neu ro phys i o log i cal ef fects as a re sult of
video gam ing.

Re call that in chap ter three, we dis cussed Dr. Yang Wang’s
work at the In di ana Uni ver sity School of Medicine in 2011. His
brain-imag ing re search was the first of its kind that clearly showed
a di rect re la tion ship be tween play ing vi o lent video games and
mea sur able brain changes that in cluded “less ac ti va tion in cer tain



frontal brain re gions (re gions that con trol ag gres sion, self-con trol

and emo tion) fol low ing one week of play ing vi o lent video games.”7

Ac cord ing to Dr. Wang: “These find ings in di cate that vi o lent
video game play has a long-term ef fect on brain func tion ing.
These ef fects may trans late into be hav ioral changes over longer
pe ri ods of game play. . . . The af fected brain re gions are im por tant
for con trol ling emo tion and ag gres sive be hav ior . . .”

Thus peo ple with com pro mised frontal brain re gions tend to be
much more im pul sive and po ten tially ag gres sive; this, in turn,
helps us to un der stand from a neu ro log i cal per spec tive what those
ag gres sion stud ies were show ing. Since Dr. Wang’s re search
showed frontal lobe ef fects af ter just one week of vi o lent gam ing,
the ques tion then be comes: what might hap pen to kids af ter years
of vi o lent video gam ing?

Fi nally, in a mas ter ful sum mary of years’ worth of re search, Iowa
State Uni ver sity’s Dr. Craig An der son, in the most com pre hen sive
meta-study re view ever con ducted in this area, ex haus tively an a- 
lyzed 130 re search stud ies with more than 130,000 par tic i pants
world wide. The re sult, he found, “proves con clu sively that ex po- 
sure to vi o lent video games makes more ag gres sive, less car ing
kids—re gard less of their age, sex or cul ture.” Pub lished in 2010 in
the APA jour nal Psy cho log i cal Bul letin, the study con cluded that
vi o lent games are not just a cor re la tion, but a causal risk fac tor for

in creased ag gres sive thoughts and be hav ior.8

Dr. An der son had more to say about his con clu sions:
“We can now say with ut most con fi dence that re gard less of re- 

search method—that is ex per i men tal, cor re la tional, or lon gi tu di nal
—and re gard less of the cul tures tested in this study [East and
West], you get the same ef fects. And the ef fects are that ex po sure
to vi o lent video games in creases the like li hood of ag gres sive be- 
hav ior in both short-term and long-term con texts.”



I know that when I speak to my gam ing clients, they tell me that
if they’ve been play ing a vi o lent game all week end they are more
prone to be ag gres sive. “I’m def i nitely more amped and would get
into a fight if some one bumped into me or mouthed off” was how
one of my gamers put it.

An other young man, “Sam,” who, af ter play ing Call of Duty all
week end, came into my of fice the fol low ing Mon day and proudly
pro claimed: “I did it! I signed up for the marines! Now I can go kill
for real!” When I asked him what he was talk ing about, he said
that he had been so pumped up af ter play ing the game all week- 
end that he wanted the chance to do the real thing. When I re- 
minded him that Call of Duty is a game that can be turned off, and
that the Iraq War is real and has no off but ton, he just grinned and
said, “Yeah, I know!”

Dr. An der son, who has spent the bulk of his pro fes sional re- 
search ca reer study ing video games’ ef fects on ag gres sion, be- 
lieves that the de bate over whether or not video games in crease
ag gres sive be hav ior is now over: “From a pub lic pol icy stand point,
it’s time to get off the ques tion of, ‘Are there real and se ri ous ef- 
fects?’ That’s been an swered and an swered re peat edly. It’s now
time to move on to a more con struc tive ques tion like, ‘How do we
make it eas ier for par ents—within the lim its of cul ture, so ci ety and
law—to pro vide a health ier child hood for their kids?’”

* * *

Dr. Brad Bush man, one of the re searchers who most strongly as- 
serts the link be tween video games and ag gres sion, has this to
say about mak ing the leap from ag gres sion to ac tual phys i cal vi o- 
lence: “On av er age, the re search shows that ex po sure to vi o lent
video games in creases ag gres sive thoughts, it in creases an gry
feel ings, it in creases phys i o log i cal arousal such as heart rate and
blood pres sure, which may ex plain why it also in creases ag gres- 



sive be hav ior. . . . Are they more likely to stab some one? I dunno.
Are they more likely to shoot some one? I dunno. Are they more
likely to rape some one? Beats me. Those are very rare events
and we can’t study them eth i cally . . . we can’t give our par tic i- 
pants knives and guns and see what they do with them. . . . But
we know that there is a link be tween play ing vi o lent video games
and more com mon forms of ag gres sive be hav ior—such as get ting
in fights.”

But not ev ery one agrees with that. As men tioned, Dr. Fer gu son
dis putes the no tion that vi o lent video games are prob lem atic and
has been very crit i cal of the ag gres sion re search. The only prob- 
lem is that his cri tiques of the vo lu mi nous ag gres sion re search
are, at best, faulty ar gu ments. And Dr. Fer gu son’s own head line-
mak ing 2014 re search study—which in spired lit er ally dozens of
news sto ries and blogs that breath lessly screamed: “Long Term
Study Finds Zero Link Be tween Vi o lence in Video Games and
Real Life Vi o lence” (an ac tual head line)—was, as I’ll ex plain, fa- 

tally flawed in its as sump tions and con clu sions.9

But that didn’t mat ter—it made for great head lines and guilt-free
gam ing; one gam ing blog, us ing Fer gu son’s “no link” study as its
head line, opened with the re as sur ing line: “Go ahead and keep
play ing Grand Theft Auto.” Game on!

So what did Dr. Fer gu son, who, in ter est ingly, is the au thor of the
fic tional thriller Sui cide Kings (2013), about a Lu cife rian death cult,
ac tu ally re search in his study to draw the “no link” con clu sions?

He used as his two ex per i men tal vari ables rates of me dia vi o- 
lence (both in tele vi sion and in video games) and na tional youth
crime rate sta tis tics to see if there was any con nec tion be tween
the two. Feel ing that pre vi ous stud ies in “lab o ra tory” set tings were
too ar ti fi cial to gather good data—al though sev eral lon gi tu di nal ag- 
gres sion stud ies col lected their data over time from the “real



world”—Fer gu son de cided that culling youth crime stats and com- 
par ing them with analy ses of vi o lent video game play ing would an- 
swer the old does-me dia-cause-vi o lence ques tion.

Be fore we even look at his re sults, what might we think is a
prob lem with the way that Fer gu son’s study is con structed? Un for- 
tu nately, Fer gu son didn’t just look at a par tic u lar sam ple group of
gamers and mon i tor their vi o lent episodes or vi o lent be hav iors
over time; in stead, he con sid ered the en tire youth pop u la tion,
among which gam ing us age had sig nif i cantly in creased, and then
looked at na tional sta tis tics for youth crime.

When he did that, Fer gu son saw an in verse re la tion ship: video
gam ing had gone up while youth crime rates had gone down. Cue
the scream ing head lines: No Link Be tween Vi o lent Video Games
and Real Life Vi o lence!

But what about the in ter ven ing vari ables? Usu ally, when try ing
to see if one ex per i men tal vari able is im pact ing an other ex per i- 
men tal vari able—in this case, vi o lent video games and ac tual
player vi o lence—ex per i menters try to cre ate stud ies that min i mize
or ac count for any other “in ter ven ing vari ables,” or vari ables that
could also be im pact ing the re sults.

We know that crime rates as a whole have de creased from the
1990s to the present. This has been var i ously cred ited to: bet ter
polic ing prac tices, youth gang in ter ven tion pro grams, youth drug
and al co hol treat ment pro grams. These crime rate in ter ven tions
have proven to be ef fec tive be cause we know that the vast ma jor- 
ity of vi o lent crime is gang- or drug-re lated.

In fact, ac cord ing to the FBI Web site, 48 per cent of vi o lent
crime is gang-re lated (2011), while an ABC News re port stretches
that num ber to 80 per cent, say ing that “as many as one mil lion
gang mem bers are be lieved to be re spon si ble for as much as 80%

of crime in Amer ica.”10 These gang-re lated crime sta tis tics have



noth ing to do with video games and ev ery thing to do with gang
cul ture and vi o lent drug traf fick ing.

Yet, oddly, the fact that na tional crime-re duc ing pro grams have
been ef fec tive is be ing hailed as “data” that vi o lent video games
don’t in crease gamer ag gres sion. That’s a bizarre con clu sion. Un- 
for tu nately, Fer gu son didn’t study a more tar geted sam ple group
of, say, ex treme gamers (who play 25 hours a week or more) in or- 
der to mea sure how their ag gres sion lev els were af fected across
time; in stead, he looked at mis lead ing over all na tional youth crime
stats.

The other prob lem with re ly ing on crime stats as the barom e ter
of gamer ag gres sion is that most ag gres sive or vi o lent acts are
not re ported as crimes; if I kick my sis ter, odds are that a po lice re- 
port won’t be filed, but it is, none the less, an ag gres sive and vi o lent
act.

Thank fully, even though Dr. Fer gu son’s head-scratcher of a
study found a “strong cor re la tion” be tween vi o lent video game
con sump tion and de clines in youth crime stats, he con ceded that
this down ward cor re la tion was likely re lated to “chance” and
“should not be taken as an in di ca tion that play ing vi o lent video
games can lead to a safer world.”

Un for tu nately, this flawed study with its un ten able con clu sions
gets a sig nif i cant amount of news ink. In spite of the mis lead ing
na ture of his own work, the ubiq ui tous Dr. Fer gu son is very crit i cal
of other ag gres sion stud ies. When point ing out method olog i cal
flaws, he cites the fact that many of the stud ies have used col lege
stu dents and not chil dren, ar gu ing that col lege stu dents are more
prone to give re searchers the re sponses they want to hear, a type
of re sponse bias known in the re search world as “de mand char ac- 
ter is tics”: “Of course most of these col lege stu dents prob a bly have
heard the o ries about me dia vi o lence and ag gres sion, be cause



they’re in col lege and tak ing these classes. . . . [A] typ i cal col lege
stu dent can draw that link of what they’re sup posed to do, ba si- 
cally.” Col lege stu dents are more likely than kids to show ev i dence
of ag gres sion, Fer gu son spec u lates, be cause “these col lege stu- 
dents are guess ing what they’re sup posed to do and do ing it, in
or der to get their ex tra credit.”

But Dr. Fer gu son’s tor tured ex pla na tion doesn’t make sense; in
stud ies in which stu dents par tic i pate for ex tra credit, that credit is
not con tin gent on the na ture of their re sponses, one way or an- 
other. In other stud ies, mid dle and high school chil dren were used
rather than col lege stu dents. Dr. Fer gu son’s dis missal, on those
rather spec u la tive grounds, of re search—which, he ac knowl- 
edges, demon strates in creased ag gres sion—doesn’t hold wa ter.

Other crit ics and video game en thu si asts have at tempted to dis- 
pute some of the in creased-ag gres sion find ings by sug gest ing
that, per haps, more-ag gres sive kids are grav i tat ing to vi o lent
games—so that, in chicken-or-the-egg fash ion, the ag gres sion
that’s be ing mea sured in fre quent gamers was a pre ex ist ing con di- 
tion, as it were.

But that’s re futed by both Dr. An der son’s and Dr. Wang’s stud- 
ies; in Dr. An der son’s study, a base line for ag gres sion was de ter- 
mined, and the ag gres sive acts came later in the year; ad di tion- 
ally, the same ef fects were shown in “low-ag gres sion” Ja pa nese
stu dents. In Dr. Wang’s study, the brain imag ing was done be fore
and af ter the ex po sure to the vi o lent games, which clearly showed
that the mea sur able brain changes were a byprod uct of the ex po- 
sure to the game.

Dr. Fer gu son has also sug gested that per haps what’s be ing
mea sured in some of the stud ies as in creased ag gres sion is ac tu- 
ally frus tra tion that par tic i pants ex pe ri ence when they’re asked to
stop play ing the game af ter 15 or 30 min utes.



Here Dr. Fer gu son and I agree, al though prob a bly for dif fer ent
rea sons. Given the ad dic tive po ten tial of hy per arous ing games, a
gamer can in deed be come very frus trated—and an gry—if a game
is taken away.

Ac cord ing to Dr. Michael Fraser, a pro fes sor at Weil Cor nell
Med i cal Col lege and a clin i cal psy chol o gist who treats kids and
teenagers with In ter net ad dic tion, it’s not just the vi o lent con tent of
games but, as with any ad dict, the threat of hav ing the ob ject of
ob ses sion taken away that can lead to im pul sive ag gres sive ness
and even phys i cal vi o lence: “Kids can be come phys i cally and ver- 
bally abu sive. Most par ents have trou ble imag in ing this—that their
12-year-old boy would push his mother when she tries to un plug

the game.”11

Dr. Kim berly Ross, a psy chol o gist and the founder of the Cen ter
for On line and In ter net Ad dic tion, agrees: “There def i nitely seems
to be a cor re la tion be tween vi o lent game use and ag gres sive be- 
hav ior. Kids throw things, they’ll hit their par ents, they’ll start be- 
com ing vi o lent at school. Par ents say, ‘He was a good boy; he
didn’t act like this be fore.’” In deed, I’ve also worked with sev eral
fam i lies who have been at tacked by their kids, some men tioned
al ready in this book, when the kids’ de vices were taken away.

Odds are that most of the above men tioned types of in creased
ag gres sion and vi o lence never make it to na tional crime stats that
Dr. Fer gu son uses as data. Yet ac cord ing to Dr. Young and Dr.
Fraser, while the Adam Lanza–type cases are ex ceed ingly rare,
in creased “ev ery day” ag gres sion—like kids’ shov ing or push ing
par ents who at tempt to take away their games—is be com ing in- 
creas ingly more com mon.

The ex treme cases that do make the news—like many of the
“ripped from the head lines” sto ries that we’ll ex plore in the next
chap ter—share sim i lar i ties to and par al lels with drug ad dic tion and



the vi o lent way that ad dicts can re act when their drugs are taken
away.

In deed, there’s an old say ing in the drug ad dic tion re cov ery
com mu nity: “Never get in be tween a drug ad dict and their drugs.”
In the next chap ter, we’ll see just how ex plo sively vi o lent gam ing
ad dicts can be when their drug of choice is taken away.



A CLIN I CAL SNAP SHOT: A PAR ENT’S DIS TRESS

“Can you help my son?”
The mother on the other end of the phone told a fairly typ i cal story in

to day’s teenage land scape: a once-so cial 15-year-old who had played
soc cer and been a good stu dent had been swal lowed up by his video
gam ing ad dic tion and was now fail ing all of his classes and un will ing to
at tend school.

I asked her to tell me when she first re al ized there was a prob lem. Her
an swer was a bit more atyp i cal: “When he was ten years old . . . he was
hos pi tal ized . . . in a psych hos pi tal.” Her voice be came more ner vous,
per haps from em bar rass ment, as she tried to nor mal ize some thing that
no par ent should have to en dure: “He was fine . . . I mean, it was just to
make sure that he was okay.”

“Why was he hos pi tal ized? And how long was he there for?”
“He’s a good kid—re ally. I don’t want you to think he’s crazy or any- 

thing. He’s not. He’s just . . . just got ten into some bad habits. When he
started play ing it was like some thing came over him . . . like he was
some one else. He was hos pi tal ized for a month. My hus band and I were
scared. . . . He started iso lat ing more and more and would only play that
hor ri ble game. So we took it away from him. We took the game away, we
took his Xbox away . . . we took it all away.”

Then she added, wist fully, “He used to love to be out doors all the time
. . . soc cer . . . and he would love to be on the wa ter—sail ing, boo gie-
board ing. . . . I have pho tos of when he was eight or nine—”

“Why was he hos pi tal ized?” I asked again.
“He came af ter me with a butcher knife . . . I . . . I don’t think he was

go ing to hurt me, but when we took away his game . . .” As she dis solved
in tears, she re peated again, “I don’t think he would have hurt me . . .”



NINE

RIPPED FROM THE HEAD LINES
REAL CASES OF VIDEO GAME–IN FLU ENCED VI O LENCE*

DANIEL PETRIK KILLED MOTHER, SHOT FA THER BE CAUSE THEY TOOK

HALO 3 VIDEO GAME, PROS E CU TORS SAY1

Welling ton, Ohio, is a clas sic Amer i can small town; quaint and pic- 
turesque, it’s lo cated about 50 min utes south west of Cleve land.
With just un der 5,000 res i dents, Welling ton is a ves tige of a rapidly
dis ap pear ing Amer ica: a small town where ev ery one knows ev ery- 
one else.

But back in 2007, sleepy Welling ton made na tional news. It be- 
came Ground Zero in the vi o lent-video-game de bate thanks to
Dan Pet ric, a 16-year-old Welling ton boy who had in ex pli ca bly
shot both of his par ents, killing his mother while his fa ther sur vived
a gun shot wound to his face.

What made na tional head lines was the mo tive: po lice in di cated
that Dan had shot his par ents be cause they had taken away his

Halo 3,† a vi o lent video game to which he had be come com pul- 
sively ad dicted. What made the case es pe cially com pelling was
that Dan Pet ric, by all ac counts and as clichéd as it may sound,
was a nor mal kid raised by lov ing, car ing par ents.

Here are the de tails of the crime as pre sented dur ing Dan’s trial:
Ac cord ing to his sis ter Heidi’s tes ti mony, Dan had never played

the game Halo un til he got into a snow board ing ac ci dent and de- 
vel oped a staph in fec tion, which caused him to miss school for al- 
most a year. Dur ing that time, he dis cov ered Xbox and Halo while



play ing at a friend’s house, even tu ally be com ing so com pul sively
ad dicted that he would of ten play up to 18 hours a day with out tak- 
ing a break.

Dan’s fa ther, Marc, a min is ter with the New Life As sem bly of
God, tes ti fied that he be came so con cerned about his son’s video
game habits, es pe cially in light of the vi o lent na ture of the game,
that he for bade him from pur chas ing it. He went on to tes tify that
his son snuck out of the house one evening and bought the game
any way. When Dan re turned home, his par ents caught him with
the game, took it away from him, and put it in a lock box they kept
in a closet—the same lock box where his fa ther also kept a 9mm
hand gun.

About a week af ter his game was taken away, Dan used his fa- 
ther’s key to un lock the lock box and take his game out—along
with the hand gun. Daniel then went up be hind his par ents as they
were re lax ing on their couch in the liv ing room and said, “Would
you close your eyes, I have a sur prise for you.” Dan pro ceeded to
shoot both of his par ents; his fa ther said that “his head went numb
and he saw blood pour ing down from his skull” as Dan’s mother
died from shots to the head, arms and chest.

A few min utes af ter the shoot ing, Dan’s sis ter and her hus band,
Heidi and An drew Archer, came over to watch the Cleve land In di- 
ans base ball game; Dan tried to shoo them away at the front door
by telling them that their par ents had been ar gu ing, but his sis ter
and hus band heard groan ing and pushed their way past Dan to
find the bloody scene in the liv ing room.

Dan’s sis ter called the po lice, but be fore they could get there,
Dan ran out of the house and fled in the fam ily van. He was
caught by Welling ton po lice a short time later—with his beloved
Halo 3 rid ing shot gun on the front seat.



Dur ing the trial, Dan’s at tor ney ar gued that he wasn’t in the right
state of mind to un der stand the fi nal ity of shoot ing his par ents—
that he’d been play ing the game for so long that he didn’t com pre- 
hend the fact that death was real and per ma nent. Be cause of his
age, Dan was not el i gi ble for the death penalty but could have re- 
ceived life with out pa role.

In stead, Judge James Burge found him guilty of mur der but
gave him a lesser sen tence of life in prison with the pos si bil ity of
pa role af ter 23 years, say ing that Dan had been so ob sessed with
the game that he may have be lieved that, as with the char ac ters in
the game, death wasn’t real.

Dan had showed lit tle emo tion through out the trial; in deed, he
main tained a de tached, al most bored ex pres sion—ex cept when
his mother’s au topsy pho tos were flashed on a large screen. That
was when he bowed his head and stared at his hands for about 20
min utes while the pho tos were dis cussed.

Since the trial, Dan’s fa ther has for given him, say ing that his son
apol o gized:

“Dad, I’m so sorry for what I did to Mom, to you and to the
fam ily . . . I’m so glad you’re alive.”

“You’re my son,” Marc Pet ric re sponded. “You’re my boy.”

Five years later, in a 2013 jail house in ter view with ABC News,
when asked if he had re al ized dur ing the shoot ings that he was
killing his par ents, a more re flec tive and game-free 22-year-old
Dan Pet ric re sponded: “I’m used to play ing these video games
and at the end of ev ery round, ev ery thing just re sets . . . ev ery one
is still there.”

When asked if he blames the video games, he an swers, “No,
I’ve al ways taken re spon si bil ity . . . I know that it’s no body’s fault



but my own. But did it [the game] play a part? Yes. It did. It was
the cat a lyst be hind the mind set that caused the mur der.”

NATHON BROOKS, TEEN WHO AL LEGEDLY SHOT PAR ENTS OVER VIDEO

GAMES, CHARGED WITH AT TEMPTED MUR DER2

Four teen-year-old Nathon Brooks loved play ing bas ket ball. Known
through out his small town of Moses Lake, Wash ing ton, as an avid
baller, he was con sid ered an all-Amer i can kid. But on Fri day
March 8, 2013, just be fore 10:00 p.m., Nathon qui etly crept into
his par ents’ bed room as they slept and aimed a .22 cal iber pis tol
at the back of his fa ther’s head.

Ac cord ing to the po lice re port filed by Moses Lake po lice
sergeant Mike Williams, the Wash ing ton State teen then “ . . . shot
his dad first, [and] then he shot his mom, [and] then shot again at
his dad when [his fa ther] rolled out of bed. Nathon said that when
he was fir ing at his mom, she tried to get up, so he fired at her
twice more and she stopped mov ing.”

Why would a clean-cut kid like Nathon try to kill his par ents?
The po lice re port in di cated that Nathon was up set that he’d re- 
cently been grounded for two weeks from us ing elec tronic de vices
—in clud ing play ing video games. Nathon told po lice that he’d
been ob sessed with video games; as Sgt. Williams wrote in his re- 
port: “I asked him how much he played video games, and he told
me ‘24/7,’ up un til he got his elec tron ics taken away.”

Po lice be lieve the boy pried open a gun safe to re trieve his fa- 
ther’s pis tol and then went to his room and lis tened to mu sic for an
hour and a half as he tried to de cide whether or not he should
shoot his par ents: “He said he was re think ing it, but said ul ti mately
the voice telling him to do it was louder than the one telling him
not to,” Sgt. Williams wrote. “He said he just heard over and over



in his head that he would be able to do what ever he wanted if he
killed his par ents.”

Af ter about 90 min utes, his ra dio bat ter ies went dead; as he
plugged the ra dio into a wall charger, he de cided that he would go
into his par ents’ bed room and kill them. He then slowly and qui etly
en tered their dark ened room and be gan fir ing.

When the gun was empty, Nathon went back down stairs to
reload; he be came scared when he heard his fa ther, Jonathon—
who, un be knownst to Nathon, had sur vived the shoot ing—yelling
and say ing he was get ting his .40 cal iber pis tol. That prompted
Nathon to drop the bul lets he was car ry ing and run out the back
door, where he threw the reloaded gun into the fam ily’s swim ming
pool.

Blood ied and wounded, his fa ther was able to dial 911 and, not
re al iz ing that his son had been the shooter, told the op er a tor that
an in truder had shot both him and his wife.

When of fi cers ar rived on the scene, they were greeted by young
Nathon at the front door; the in ves ti ga tion re port noted that the
two of fi cers rec og nized Nathon be cause he played bas ket ball on
teams with the of fi cers’ sons. Po lice dis cov ered that both par ents
were still alive. Jonathan Brooks had been shot at least once in
the head, and his wife had been shot at least twice, once in the
left side of the face and once in the hand.

Nathon’s story about an in truder came un done when po lice re- 
viewed a sur veil lance video from in side the house, which clearly
showed Nathon walk ing through the liv ing room while car ry ing a
gun. The jig was up, and Nathon soon con fessed. The en tire com- 
mu nity was shocked. Nathon’s neigh bors in di cated that he
seemed like a nor mal kid: “He played bas ket ball and threw hoops
out here a lot,” said Arnold Valdez. “I never seen any trou ble with
him at all.”



Nathon faced up to 30 years in prison for at tempted mur der; in
Feb ru ary 2015 he was sen tenced to 15 years in prison af ter the
court re fused to sen tence him as a ju ve nile of fender.

“GRAND THEFT AUTO” COP KILLER FOUND GUILTY3

In 2003 15-year-old Devin Moore was brought into an Al abama
po lice sta tion to be booked for grand theft auto af ter he had been
found sleep ing in a stolen car. Devin, who had no prior crim i nal
his tory, had ini tially co op er ated with Of fi cer Arnold Strick land. But
once in side the po lice sta tion, he sud denly snapped when Of fi cer
Strick land told him that he might have to spend a few years in jail
if he were found guilty of grand theft auto. He lunged at the of fi cer,
grabbed Strick land’s .40 cal iber Glock and shot him twice, once
fa tally in the head. Hear ing the com mo tion, Of fi cer James Crump,
who had been in an other part of the sta tion house, started run ning
to ward the gun fire. He was met by Devin in the hall way and was
shot three times, also once fa tally in the head.

Devin kept walk ing down the hall way, to ward the door of the
emer gency dis patcher. There, he fired five shots into dis patcher
Ace Mealer, killing him as well. Devin then grabbed a set of car
keys and sped away in a po lice cruiser.

Three of fi cers were dead. It all took less than a minute.
Devin was cap tured sev eral hours later in Mis sis sippi, where he

told the ar rest ing of fi cers: “Life is a video game. Ev ery body’s got
to die some time.” Dur ing his trial for cap i tal mur der, his at tor ney
ar gued that PTSD from se vere child hood phys i cal abuse and the

re peated play ing of Grand Theft Auto‡ caused him to dis so ci ate
from re al ity when stressed. His at tor ney dis cov ered that Devin had
played Grand Theft Auto for hun dreds of hours and, shock ingly,
that there is a vivid de pic tion in the game of a player do ing ex actly
what Devin did: es cap ing a po lice sta tion by shoot ing of fi cers and



flee ing in a squad car. But the judge didn’t al low ex pert wit nesses
to tes tify re gard ing the video game de fense, and the at tor ney was
thus un able to present an in san ity plea. Devin was found guilty
and sen tenced to death by lethal in jec tion.

In Feb ru ary 2005 at tor ney Jack Thomp son, a long time me dia
cru sader, filed a civil law suit against Sony, Wal mart and
GameStop on be half of the three po lice vic tims’ fam i lies, al leg ing
un der Al abama’s man u fac tur ers’ li a bil ity and wrong ful death
statutes that Grand Theft Auto had re sulted in “copy cat vi o lence”
that caused the deaths of the three of fi cers.

Ac cord ing to Thomp son in a 2005 60 Min utes story about the
case: “What we’re say ing is that Devin Moore was, in ef fect,
trained to do what he did. He was given a mur der sim u la tor.”
Thomp son went on to ex plain: “The video game in dus try gave him
a cra nial menu that popped up in the blink of an eye, in that po lice
sta tion. And that menu of fered him the split-sec ond de ci sion to kill
the of fi cers, shoot them in the head, flee in a po lice car, just as the
game it self trained them to do.”

Child psy chol o gist Dr. David Walsh agreed: “When a young man
with a de vel op ing brain, al ready an gry, spends hours and hours
re hears ing vi o lent acts, and then, he’s put in this sit u a tion of emo- 
tional stress, there’s a like li hood that he will lit er ally go to that fa- 
mil iar pat tern that’s been wired re peat edly, per haps thou sands
and thou sands of times.”

Steve Strick land, a Methodist min is ter and the brother of slain
of fi cer Arnold Strick land, was con vinced that vi o lent video games
and the cop-killing scenes in Grand Theft Auto had played a role
in his brother’s death: “Why does it have to come to a point where
some body’s life has to be taken be fore they re al ize that these
games have reper cus sions to them? Why does it have to be to
where my brother’s not here any more?”



On July 29, 2009, the court granted sum mary judg ment to
Sony/Take Two; Devin Moore is still on death row.

* * *

Ad mit tedly, some of the cases of video game vi o lence de scribed
above can be tough to read—and to be lieve—but they are merely
a sam pling of the dozen or so cases of gam ing-in flu enced mur der
or ma t ri cide/pat ri cide that have oc curred in the United States. But
can that be pos si ble? Can gamers be come such ad dicts that they
ac tu ally kill peo ple in or der to get their vir tual fixes, just like strung-
out heroin ad dicts might? Ap par ently so.

In ad di tion to the vi o lent rage of a drug-de prived ad dict and the
re search that we’ve al ready read about, which in di cates that video
games can make kids more ag gres sive, there is an other fac tor to
con sider in the gam ing-vi o lence dy namic: the repet i tive sim u la tion
of vi o lent acts is ac tu ally “train ing” kids to shoot and kill.

Lt. Col. David Gross man, a for mer West Point psy chol ogy pro- 
fes sor and au thor of Stop Teach ing Our Kids to Kill (1999), uses
the term “mur der sim u la tor” to de scribe first-per son-shooter
games that he be lieves train chil dren in the use of weapons and,
even more im por tantly, emo tion ally de sen si tizes them to mur der.
Gross man, a for mer spe cial forces of fi cer who spe cial izes in “kil- 
lol ogy”—the psy chol ogy of killing—places the blame for this
shooter-train ing and vi o lence-gen er at ing ef fect di rectly with video
game man u fac tur ers.

Un for tu nately, the gov ern ment moves at a glacial pace when it
comes to keep ing up with the sci en tific con sen sus about an is sue
—just ask the cli mate-change crowd.

Thus it wasn’t un til 2013, af ter the New town, Con necti cut, mas- 
sacre, that Sen ate Com merce Com mit tee chair man Jay Rock e- 
feller (D-WV) in tro duced a bill to have the Na tional Acad emy of
Sci ences study the link be tween vi o lent video games and vi o lent



acts by chil dren. Also in 2013, Pres i dent Barack Obama asked
Con gress to set aside $10 mil lion for the Cen ters for Dis ease Con- 
trol and Pre ven tion to study the ties be tween vi o lent im ages in the
me dia—specif i cally men tion ing “the ef fects vi o lent video games
have on young minds” and vi o lent crime.

Yet, as we saw in the pre vi ous chap ter, there’s al ready a
plethora of stud ies sup port ing that link—over two decades’ worth
of re search.

We have just looked at cases in which ad dicted gamers acted
like vi o lent, crazed drug ad dicts when their games are taken away.
In other in stances, it ap pears that the pen e trat ing screen im- 
agery’s blurred re al ity—as we have dis cussed with re gard to
Game Trans fer Phe nom e non—can lead to delu sional or psy chotic
vi o lent be hav ior. In still other in stances, ad dic tive gam ing has
seemed to am plify the gamers’ sense of iso la tion and de pres sion.

A TROU BLED GAM ING AD DICT TAKES HIS LIFE4

In 2002, 21-year-old Wis con sin na tive Shawn Wool ley com mit ted
sui cide on Thanks giv ing af ter hav ing be come ad dicted to the vir- 
tual re al ity game Ev erQuest; his body was found in a rock ing chair
in front of his com puter, still fac ing the screen of the on line game
that had be come his ob ses sion.

Po lice found his body in a filthy apart ment with dozens of empty
pizza boxes, dirty clothes and chicken bones hap haz ardly thrown
on the floor. Based on the few scrib bled names and Ev erQuest
terms found in his sui cide note, his mother, Liz Wool ley be lieves
that his sui cide was fu eled by a re jec tion or be trayal in the game:
“That damn game. Shawn was worse than any junkie I’ve ever
seen. Af ter he started play ing the game, he just didn’t en joy life
any more.”



Shawn’s younger brother, Tony, says that Shawn changed once
he dis cov ered the game; they no longer hung out to gether, go ing
bowl ing and rid ing go-karts as they used to. Ob sessed, he’d lock
him self in his room for end less hours. Hope lessly ad dicted, he
stole his mother’s credit card and used it to pay for the game.
Des per ate, his mother tried tak ing his key board to work with her.

Even tu ally he moved out and quit his job as the game be came
his en tire life. His mother found his body Thanks giv ing morn ing af- 
ter pound ing on his door and win dows for two days; she had to cut
through his chain lock to get into his apart ment that ter ri ble morn- 
ing.

“If you’re an al co holic or ad dicted to drugs, there’s places you
can go for help,” she told a lo cal re porter, tears run ning down her
face. “But there was no one there for him—no one who knew how
to help.” That’s why Liz Wool ley started an or ga ni za tion called On- 
line Gamers Anony mous and a Web site to help peo ple like
Shawn.

“I can’t just sit here,” she says. “I can not let him die in vain.”

PO LICE: 8-YEAR-OLD SHOOTS, KILLS EL DERLY CARE GIVER AF TER PLAY -

ING VIDEO GAME5

An eight-year-old boy liv ing in a trailer park in the un for tu nately
named town of Slaugh ter, Lou i si ana, shot his 87-year-old grand- 
mother in the back of the head as she watched tele vi sion.

She died in stantly.
In ves ti ga tors be lieve that the shoot ing was in ten tional, point ing

to the child’s hav ing played the hy per vi o lent video game Grand
Theft Auto IV just be fore the time of the shoot ing.

Ac cord ing to the lo cal sher iff’s de part ment: “In ves ti ga tors have
learned that the ju ve nile sus pect was play ing a video game on the
Play Sta tion III Grand Theft Auto IV, a re al is tic game that has been



as so ci ated with en cour ag ing vi o lence and awards points to play- 
ers for killing peo ple, just min utes be fore the homi cide oc curred.”

The boy won’t face charges; un der Lou i si ana law, a child
younger than ten is ex empt from crim i nal re spon si bil ity. He now
re sides with his par ents.

THE GIRLS WHO TRIED TO KILL FOR SLEN DER MAN6

Slen der who? That was the re ac tion of most of the adults who
read about the “Slen der Man stab bings,” which made na tional
head lines in 2014.

In the shock ing case, 12-year-olds Mor gan Geyser and Anissa
Weier were charged with first-de gree at tempted mur der in Wis con- 
sin af ter they had lured a class mate into the woods and stabbed
her 19 times, al most killing the girl. As Mor gan and Anissa told po- 
lice, they be lieved that by mur der ing some one, they could be el e- 
vated to the realm where vir tual phan tasm Slen der Man lives and
be come his “prox ies”; they had first learned about Slen der Man on
the hor ror Web site Creep y pasta.com.

Most adults had heard of nei ther Slen der Man nor Creep y- 
pasta.com. Thus many were shocked to learn that a large per cent- 
age of kids and teens know all about the site and the leg end be- 
hind Slen der Man. When I asked a ran dom sam pling of the
teenagers I work with, the ma jor ity nod ded their heads and went
on to give me their own takes on the site and the eerie, tall fel low
with out a face.

While not a video game per se, Slen der Man was a very psy- 
cho log i cally pen e trat ing vir tual im age that the girls dis cov ered af- 
ter they were given iPads in school. Video-in flu enced vi o lence is
of ten thought to be the purview of boys. And, to be sure, vi o lent
first-per son-shooter games are pre dom i nantly played by boys (al- 
though girls do play as well).



In this case, we have a dif fer ent sort of ob ses sion that led to vi o- 
lence—not the de sen si tiz ing and ag gres sive amp ing-up of shooter
games. In stead, the Wis con sin girls be came se duced by a vir tual
ur ban leg end, so much so that they al most killed their friend in or- 
der to be with him. It was a teen heart throb sce nario, with vir tual
re al ity and a dash of re al ity-blur ring psy chosis thrown in.

In deed, Mor gan told de tec tives that Slen der Man com mu ni cated
to her tele path i cally and “ap peared in my dreams”—clas sic Game
Trans fer Phe nom e non. But Mor gan and Anissa were not the only
ones; there are sev eral “Slen derblogs” as well as a num ber of
sup port sites that help other young peo ple to purge the vir tual
Slen der Man from their in fected dreams.

Mor gan and Anissa had seemed like any other 12-year-old girls
be fore their creepy ob ses sion. Ac cord ing to one of Anissa’s class- 
mates, “It’s re ally scary be cause she seemed so nor mal. We were
like, in a group project to gether and, you know, she seemed com- 
pletely nor mal. She was re ally nice . . .” And Anissa’s brother
William said: “If you looked at my younger sis ter you’d see a
happy nor mal 12-year-old. She loved Creepy Pasta and Slen der
Man . . . but I don’t see why it changed from dream to re al ity.”

Both girls were found com pe tent to stand trial in No vem ber 2014
and are charged with at tempted mur der. If con victed, they face up
to 65 years in state prison. At the time this book went to press, the
ques tion of whether they should be tried as adults was still pend- 
ing on ap peal.

A fur ther sam pling of gam ing-in duced psy chotic be hav ior from
around the world:

On De cem ber 27, 2004, af ter play ing World of War craft for
36 straight hours, and be fore jump ing to his death from a
tall build ing, a 13-year-old boy in China named Xioyi left a



sui cide note say ing that he wanted “to join the he roes of the
game he wor shipped.” His par ents sued the Chi nese dis -
trib u tors of the game for $12,500.
In 2007 a boy in Bei jing, af ter los ing a school yard fight,
poured gaso line on a class mate and set him on fire, burn ing
the other boy over 55 per cent of his body. When asked by a
re porter why he did it, he re sponded that he had lost him -
self in World of War craft and be lieved that he had be come
a “fire mage.” The boy has been sen tenced to eight years in
prison and or dered to pay the vic tim and his fam ily a resti tu -
tion of 760,000 RMB (ap prox i mately $103,140).
A young South Ko rean cou ple was ar rested af ter their
three-month-old baby had starved to death. Ac cord ing to re -
ports, the baby had been ne glected and mal nour ished as
the par ents had be come ad dicted to play ing Prius On line, a
game sim i lar to Sec ond Life, in which play ers work vir tual
jobs and raise vir tual fam i lies. In the game, the par ents had
been nur tur ing a vir tual baby—while their real baby was left
to die. Af ter their ar rest, the cou ple ad mit ted to feed ing their
baby rot ten milk and spank ing it nu mer ous times when it
cried, while their vir tual baby was well-main tained and per -
fectly healthy.
In China in 2005, Qiu Chen wei stabbed Zhu Caoyuan to
death af ter Caoyuan had sold Chen wei’s vir tual sword in
the game Leg end of Mir 3. Caoyuan had of fered the money
to Chen wei, but Chen wei lost his tem per and re port edly
stabbed Caoyuan while he slept. While China has no laws
to deal with the theft of vir tual prop erty, some coun tries
(such as South Ko rea) have a sec tion of their po lice force
that in ves ti gates in-game crime.



Fi nally, in the next chap ter, I will ex am ine one very well-known
and dis turb ing case that I am now con vinced is an ex am ple of
homi ci dal video game psy chosis.

NOTES
* The head lines in this chap ter are ac tual head lines from var i ous news pa pers or
mag a zines with the sources cited in the notes at the end of this book. The ac- 
counts writ ten in this chap ter have been writ ten by the au thor us ing those var i- 
ous news sto ries as a pri mary source.
† Halo is one of the most pop u lar first-per son-shooter vi o lent video games; it is
based on a mil i tary/sci ence fic tion theme. The Halo fran chise has, as of 2014,
sold over 60 mil lion units and grossed over $3.4 bil lion for Mi cro soft.
‡  The Grand Theft Auto video fran chise is the grand daddy of vi o lent video
games. Play ers are as pir ing gang sters in grimy in ner cities who have to com mit
a se ries of vi o lent crimes in or der to ad vance. There are vivid de pic tions of
shoot ings and of beat ings of pros ti tutes with base ball bats; Grand Theft Auto V
even has a “rape mod” that al lows play ers to sim u late rap ing fe male vic tims.



TEN

THE NEW TOWN MAS SACRE
VIDEO GAME PSY CHOSIS

As I sat at my desk writ ing this chap ter and re flect ing on the im- 
pact that vi o lent im agery can have on a psy chi atri cally vul ner a ble
teen, I thought of “Tom,” a 15-year-old client whom I worked with
al most ten years ago. While Tom did not have a video game prob- 
lem—in deed, I worked with him be fore I had even be come aware
of tech ad dic tion—his case can be help ful in il lu mi nat ing the in ter- 
play be tween men tal ill ness and vi o lent im agery.

When Tom first walked into my of fice, there was noth ing mem o- 
rable or note wor thy about his ap pear ance: he had that awk ward
fa cial hair that many 15-year-old boys have—not quite a shave-
wor thy beard, just scat tered clus ters of hair on his cheeks and
chin with a loose ar ray of up per-lip hair mas querad ing as a mus- 
tache. To com plete his work-in-progress look, he wore a yel lowed
white T-shirt and had a small, unim pos ing stature.

He’d been di ag nosed and was strug gling with a nasty case of
ob ses sive com pul sive dis or der (OCD). OCD can have many vari a- 
tions and ex pres sions. In some cases it can look more like a
“thought dis or der” con sist ing of men tal ob ses sions (as in not be ing
able to get cer tain thoughts out of one’s head); in other cases,
trou bling thoughts or un der ly ing anx i eties and/or fears lead to
prob lem atic and of ten times rit u al is tic and com pul sive be hav iors.
Tom had the ob ses sive, in tru sive thought va ri ety of OCD. More
specif i cally, his mind was con stantly bom barded by vi o lent, hor rific



im ages of dis mem ber ments and bloody mu ti la tions. It would be
fair to say that the land scape of Tom’s mind was not a pretty
place.

Be ly ing his in trapsy chic demons, the scruffy boy in the yel low ing
T-shirt pre sented as a fairly nice kid—po lite, soft-spo ken, with sta- 
ble and sup port ive par ents. Yet he was ob vi ously a young man
with a tur bu lent mind. I rec og nized the look of a per son with in tru- 
sive thoughts: the ten dency to stare down or off into space dur ing
a con ver sa tion as the un in vited thoughts marched dis rup tively
through his head; de lays in his re sponses, as he had to shake
him self out of his fan tasy-thought world and get back into the re al- 
ity of the mo ment.

Tom had been away at a spe cial school for chil dren with psy chi- 
atric dis or ders and had just re turned to a main stream school set- 
ting. As I got to know him bet ter, I dis cov ered that, while he had
suf fered from per sis tent and ob ses sive thoughts since he was a
child, his thoughts had be come graph i cally vi o lent only af ter he’d
been ex posed to such im agery in the sadis tic Saw movies, the
pro gen i tors of what crit ics have come to call “tor ture porn” films.

Un for tu nately for Tom, be cause of his OCD, once those im ages
be came seared into his mind’s eye, they be came a per ma nent
part of his men tal fur ni ture. Worse still, Tom didn’t just con stantly
re mem ber those scenes—they fed his fan tasies as he used them
as fod der for his own tor ture im agery.

Tom had also been work ing with Dr. Fred Pen zel, the man who
lit er ally wrote the book on OCD, Ob ses sive Com pul sive Dis or ders
(2000). Dr. Pen zel had en cour aged our ob sessed client to jour nal
his fan tasies as a means of ex pelling some of the power of those
thoughts, or what I liked to call “loos en ing the valve of the pres- 
sure cooker and dis pelling the steam—be fore the cooker blows.”
While this hor ror-jour nal ing pre sented a chal lenge to his fright- 



ened Eng lish teach ers, who chanced upon some of his en tries, it
did seem to keep him in check.

But I’ll ad mit that I was con cerned. As he’d go into de tail about
his tor ture fan tasies (again, a rec om mended treat ment ap proach
—bot tling up or push ing away the trou bling thoughts can give
them more in trapsy chic power), I would find my self won der ing if
the young man had the po ten tial to act on those fan tasies.

In deed, I found my self putting away the pic tures of my wife that I
kept on my desk be fore I’d meet with Tom. I started do ing this af- 
ter one un nerv ing ses sion, dur ing which I found Tom star ing in- 
tensely—as if in a trance—at my wife’s pic ture for sev eral long
mo ments. He had just been shar ing with me the dif fi cul ties he was
hav ing in con trol ling his vi o lent fan tasies of tor tur ing and dis mem- 
ber ing women when he just hap pened to look over at her pic ture
and went silent, star ing at it. You could see on his face that his
mind was in the land of his ob ses sions; un nerved, I had to re peat
his name two or three times to shake him out of his trance.

Yet Dr. Pen zel would as sure me that “these types of clients
����� act out vi o lently.” When I in cred u lously re sponded, “Dr.
Pen zel . . . never? That’s a rather ab so lute state ment,” he coun- 
tered, “Well, al most never.”

It was that “al most never” that wor ried me, since it im plied that
there were cases—ad mit tedly out liers—in which the men tal tip- 
ping point would be reached and thought would spill over into ac- 
tion. Af ter all, the whole ba sis of cog ni tive be hav ioral ther apy—the
most pop u lar and ev i dence-based form of psy chother apy—is that
thoughts (cog ni tions) shape our be hav iors. But what if a per son
suf fers from un der ly ing men tal dis or ders—like OCD—that make it
ex tremely dif fi cult for a per son to ef fec tively con trol, re frame or
man age the con tent of thoughts?



About a year later, a shock ing and grue some mur der on Long
Is land in nearby Glen Cove con firmed that Dr. Pen zel should
never say never re gard ing the pos si bil ity that those con sumed by
de viant ob ses sive thoughts might act out vi o lently. In a crime that
sick ened our lo cal area, 31-year-old Evan Mar shall dis mem bered
and de cap i tated his neigh bor, 57-year-old spe cial ed u ca tion
teacher Denice Fox, who had lived across the street from him. Po- 
lice found sex ual fetish draw ings of dis mem bered women—sim i lar
to the draw ings that my client Tom had—along with a col lec tion of
tor ture porn which is said to have fu eled his vi o lent fan tasies.

My client Tom did not go on to hurt any one; he was helped im- 
mensely by psy chotropic med i ca tions and psy chother apy, and his
life went on to fol low a some what more nor mal ized tra jec tory. Not
hav ing di rected spe cific threats to ward any one per son, he didn’t
reach that crit i cal point at which he needed to be re ported to law
en force ment au thor i ties. In deed, psy chother a pists of ten work with
clients who have trou bling thoughts; we can’t—and don’t—re port
ev ery client who has a vi o lent fan tasy, but we are com pelled by
law to re port those clients who we be lieve are in im mi nent dan ger
of hurt ing them selves or hurt ing some one else.

But the men tal health field is not an ex act sci ence; there are no
crys tal balls when it comes to hu man be hav ior; as sess ing when
vi o lent thoughts cross over into the “acute” and “im mi nent risk”
realm can be a tricky and sub jec tive busi ness.

Un for tu nately, there are sev eral high-pro file cases of men tally ill
young men who had been on the psy chi atric radar yet who were
still able to com mit vi o lent crimes: Jared Lee Lough ner, who shot
Ari zona con gress woman Gabrielle Gif ford and killed six oth ers;
“Bat man” shooter James Holmes, who killed 12 at an Au rora, Col- 
orado, movie the ater; Vir ginia Tech shooter Se ung Hui-Cho, who
killed 32. All of these young men had ei ther been psy chi atri cally



eval u ated, re ceived psy chi atric care or been re ferred for psy chi- 
atric eval u a tion.

Years later, as I be gan to work more in the area of video gam ing
ef fects, I would think: how would my se verely OCD client Tom
have be haved if he were con stantly bom barded by graphic video
game vi o lence? He saw vi o lent im agery only ev ery cou ple of
months in a movie the ater, and that was enough to en tirely pre oc- 
cupy his mind. What if he had played Grand Theft Auto for 18
hours a day, as some kids do; might he have be come one of those
out liers whose thoughts spill over into vi o lent be hav ior?

My pro fes sional opin ion is: very pos si bly. The re search—which
we’ve al ready ex am ined—is show ing us that vi o lent video games
do in crease ag gres sive be hav ior in chil dren with out un der ly ing
dis or ders. That then begs the ques tion: how can it not be more im- 
pact ful to the psy chi atri cally vul ner a ble? And, un for tu nately, that’s
what we’re see ing: vi o lent out lier be hav ior in kids with un der ly ing
men tal health is sues.

In or der to crys tal ize this point, I would like to ex am ine the case
that I think most pow er fully—and dis turbingly—il lus trates that
point.

SHOOT ING IN NEW TOWN, CON NECTI CUT SCHOOL LEAVES 28 DEAD

LANZA’S DE SCENT TO MAD NESS AND MUR DER: SANDY HOOK SHOOTER
NOTCHED UP 83,000 ON LINE KILLS IN CLUD ING 22,000 “HEAD SHOTS” US ING

VI O LENT GAMES TO TRAIN HIM SELF FOR HIS MAS SACRE1

New town, Con necti cut. Sandy Hook El e men tary. Adam Lanza.
This is per haps the most pow er ful—and con tro ver sial—ex am ple

of what we are dis cussing, rep re sent ing the worst, most hor rific
pos si ble out come of the in ter sec tion of men tal ill ness and de vel- 
op men tal is sues with vi o lent and graphic video game im agery. It’s
dif fi cult to even write about the New town mas sacre with out a feel- 



ing of over whelm ing grief . . . of sad ness . . . of anger . . . but
mostly of the sense less ness of the loss of in no cent life that morn- 
ing on De cem ber 14, 2012.

There are tragic events that oc cur in a so ci ety that scar the col- 
lec tive con scious ness: 9/11 . . . the Chal lenger space shut tle ex- 
plo sion . . . and the New town mas sacre. We are not used to the
slaugh ter of chil dren, and hope fully we will never be come ac cus- 
tomed to that. So when we read about a child who is mur dered,
we, as a civ i lized so ci ety, grieve.

But when we read—and see—the me thod i cal slaugh ter by semi- 
au to matic weapons of 20 chil dren who were in no cently at tend ing
el e men tary school that fate ful, sunny morn ing, some thing deeper
hap pens: it un der mines our sense of an or derly world—in no cent
kids are not sup posed to be butchered in their class rooms. That’s
not the way things are sup posed to be.

Those with faith are forced to ques tion it, and those with out faith
are also left un rav eled. When kids die in car ac ci dents or in nat u- 
ral dis as ters, our col lec tive soul is left scarred, be cause chil dren
rep re sent our pu rity and in no cence; but as hor ri ble as those so-
called “acts of God” may be, we, on some level, un der stand that
ac ci dents, earth quakes and tsunamis hap pen.

But how do we rec on cile a sen tient be ing, strapped with semi au- 
to matic weaponry, walk ing into a crowded el e men tary school and
shoot ing small chil dren with high-pow ered ammo like so many fish
in a bar rel? Didn’t the 20-year-old shooter—barely an adult him- 
self—feel any com pas sion, any em pa thy, for the lit tle ones as his
bul lets pierced their skin and mor tally wounded them? Didn’t he
have any re morse or in cli na tion to stop when he heard the blood-
cur dling screams as the chil dren ran for their lives? Ap par ently
not. Be cause Adam Lanza kept shoot ing and shoot ing un til he
took his own life.



And now, post mortem, we, as a griev ing so ci ety, are left with a
hor ror puz zle: what went wrong with Adam Lanza that he was able
to do such a thing? Yes, we know; there have been crazy mur der- 
ers and se rial killers since time im memo rial; but this young man—
this de ranged mur derer—had some shap ing in flu ences dif fer ent
from those of the usual Ted Bundys or John Wayne Gacys . . . this
young man had a pro file that we should—that we must—look at.
The gun de bate jus ti fi ably rages, but what shapes the mind of a
killer, al low ing that per son to use such a weapon? What went into
cre at ing a mon ster who could shoot bul lets into the backs of
kinder garten ers?

Strangely, when you look at Adam Lanza’s bug-eyed pic ture,
you don’t see evil. You see an awk ward, lost kid. Gacy was evil.
Bundy was evil. They were cun ning and in tel li gent men who rel- 
ished tor ture and hu man suf fer ing. Adam Lanza, mean while, looks
like so many video game–play ing geeks, lost in a first-per son-
shooter fan tasy world. I’ve never met Adam Lanza. But look ing at
his face, I see the ex pres sion I’ve seen many times be fore. Not
nec es sar ily evil; just lost in a vi o lent dream of vir tual bul lets and
the crackle of video gun fire.

While we can never re ally know what was go ing on in side the
mind of Adam Lanza, we now have sev eral very im por tant clues
from Matthew Lysiak’s shock ing and re cently pub lished in ves tiga- 

tive book New town: An Amer i can Tragedy2 and two re cently re- 
leased re ports from the state of Con necti cut that chron i cle his all-
con sum ing vi o lent video gam ing habits and his macabre ob ses- 
sion with mass killers. (He as signed them points for kills.) This in- 
for ma tion points to the con clu sion that he just may have been psy- 
chot i cally play ing out a first-per son-shooter video game fan tasy.

The facts:



We know that long be fore the shoot ing, Adam had shown signs
of be ing a trou bled kid; an ex haus tive 114-page in ves tiga tive re- 
port re leased in No vem ber of 2014 by the Con necti cut Of fice of

the Child Ad vo cate3 in di cates that sev eral med i cal pro fes sion als
at the Yale Child Study Cen ter had, sev eral years be fore the
shoot ings, rec om mended that Adam be treated for psy cho log i cal
is sues. Un for tu nately, those rec om men da tions went largely un- 
heeded by Adam’s mother, Nancy.

The Con necti cut re port was painstak ingly put to gether by state
of fi cials as well as psy chi atric ex perts in or der to help shed light
on what led to the shoot ing. It re mains the most de tailed pub licly
avail able doc u ment chron i cling Adam’s life, giv ing us a win dow
into his child hood and psy cho log i cal de vel op ment.

Ac cord ing to the re port, his prob lems in his early teens were be- 
lied by a rel a tively nor mal early child hood. Adam’s fa ther told the
in ves ti ga tors that Adam seemed to en joy be ing a kid when he was
eight or nine years old; that he took part in school ac tiv i ties, in- 
clud ing a school play, and at tended Boy Scout meet ings. His fa- 
ther also said that Adam played base ball for two sea sons.

Yet also in cluded in the Con necti cut re port was Adam’s pre oc cu- 
pa tion with vi o lence, which went back to at least the fifth grade,
when he co-au thored “The Big Book of Granny,” a class project
that was filled with nar ra tive and im ages of child mur der, can ni bal- 
iza tion and taxi dermy. In it, there is also a prophetic de pic tion of a
boy shoot ing his mother in the head—just as Adam would shoot
his own mother in the head ten years later.

Ac cord ing to the ex perts who au thored the Con necti cut re port, a
ma jor red flag was missed with Adam’s hor rific fifth-grade writ ing
project: “Men tal health pro fes sion als con tribut ing to this re port de- 
ter mined that the con tent of ‘The Big Book of Granny’ can only be
de scribed as ex tremely ab hor rent and, if it had been care fully re- 



viewed by school staff, it would have sug gested the need for a re- 
fer ral to a child psy chi a trist or other men tal health pro fes sional for
eval u a tion.”

Also in the re port: con cerned about his son’s men tal state,
Adam’s fa ther took him to the Yale Child Study Cen ter in 2006,
when the boy was a ninth-grader, via his com pany’s Em ployee As- 
sis tance Pro gram; Adam had also been see ing a com mu nity psy- 
chi a trist at the same time. He was di ag nosed with se vere anx i ety
and As perger’s syn drome. Adam told one of the cen ter’s psy chi a- 
trists that he didn’t want to have more friends and that he didn’t
even re ally un der stand what a friend was.

Kath leen A. Koenig, a nurse at the Yale Child Stud ies Cen ter, in- 
di cated that Adam also pre sented with symp toms of OCD, be- 
cause he fre quently washed his hands and changed his socks up
to 20 times a day, to the point where his mother did three daily
loads of laun dry. In ad di tion, he would some times go through a
box of tis sues in a day be cause he couldn’t touch a door knob with
his bare hand.

The au thors of the Con necti cut re port did stress that those with
autism spec trum dis or der and the other psy chi atric prob lems that
Adam had rarely en gage in out ward vi o lence and are far more
likely to in ter nal ize their is sues: “In di vid u als with those men tal
health or de vel op men tal dis or ders are more likely to in ter nal ize
(that is, to feel dis tressed emo tion ally or to be con fused, so cially
in ap pro pri ate or in ept, and some times to harm them selves in ad- 
ver tently or in ten tion ally) than to ex ter nal ize (that is, to act out ag- 
gres sively).”

None the less, the psy chi a trist who eval u ated Adam in di cated
that Adam’s con structed so cial and ed u ca tional world was a mat- 
ter of con cern and pre scribed him anti-anx i ety med i ca tion, which
Adam re fused. The psy chi a trist went on to note that cre at ing a



“pros thetic en vi ron ment” for Adam posed sig nif i cant risk and that
those around Adam should work to help him over come so cial dif fi- 
cul ties in stead of form ing a “bub ble.” He also noted that the fam ily
needed “tons of parental guid ance . . .”

Ac cord ing to the re port, an ad vanced prac tice reg is tered nurse
(APRN) also told Adam that he had psy cho log i cal dis or ders that
could be helped with med i ca tion, in di cat ing that Adam was liv ing
in a box that was only go ing to get smaller over time if he didn’t
get treat ment. Adam did briefly go on an tide pres sants and anti-
anx i ety med i ca tions in 2007, but his mother took him off them,
say ing that he was ex pe ri enc ing ad verse side ef fects.

In 2008, when he was 16, Adam’s “box” did in deed be come
smaller when his mother pulled him out of New town High School
in or der to home school him, in di cat ing that she’d been un happy
with the pub lic school sys tem’s plans for her son. Be tween re ceiv- 
ing home in struc tion and tak ing some classes at West ern Con- 
necti cut State Uni ver sity, he ac quired enough cred its to grad u ate a
year early.

Af ter grad u a tion Adam would some times play the ar cade mu sic
video game Dance Dance Rev o lu tion with his brother and his one
friend; that one friend in di cated that he had a some what nor mal
friend ship with Adam, telling in ves ti ga tors that he and Adam would
talk about a num ber of top ics, in clud ing “com put ers, chimp so ci ety,
hu man na ture, moral ity, prej u dice and oc ca sion ally . . . fam ily
mem bers.” That sole friend said that Adam was ca pa ble of show- 
ing emo tion and would laugh, smile and make jokes, though he
did also say that Adam wasn’t very ex pres sive.

But not hav ing a struc tured so cial set ting like school was an in- 
creas ing prob lem for Adam. While a pub lic school set ting—where
he had been an honor stu dent, joined the tech club and been de- 
scribed as “in tel li gent, but ner vous and fid gety” by those who



knew him—may not have been the per fect place for Adam, he at
least had a sem blance of nor malcy and so cial in ter ac tion.

But now that the so cial tether of school had been cut, Adam
with drew fur ther into his vir tual fan tasy world. He had first shown
signs of an ab nor mal video ob ses sion the prior year when, at age
15, he dis cov ered World of War craft, a game in which, as pre vi- 
ously dis cussed, play ers live in an al ter nate uni verse of myth i cal
mon sters and must hero ically van quish com peti tors in or der to
move ahead.

As time wore on and Adam con tin ued to play alone for hours on
end in his mother’s bunker like base ment, his ob ses sion with
World of War craft quickly mor phed into an ob ses sion with Com bat
Arms, a mul ti player first-per son-shooter game. The ob ject of the
game, as with most first-per son-shooter games, is to kill the most
en emy com bat ants.

By Sep tem ber 2009 Adam had be come a fix ture in the on line
com mu nity for Com bat Arms and was ac cepted into a “clus ter,” a
group of other on line Com bat Arms play ers, among whom gam ing
strat egy dis cus sions were mixed with small talk and ban ter. By all
ac counts, Adam fit in this vir tual world much more com fort ably
than he did among the face-to-face in ter ac tions of the non vir tual
realm.

But ac cord ing to the men tal health ex perts who au thored the
Con necti cut Of fice of the Child Ad vo cate re port, re plac ing real-
world so cial in ter ac tions with a vir tual group of peers was a prob- 
lem for a boy with Adam’s is sues: “Un like nor mal iz ing in flu ences
and pos i tive com mu nity peer groups, his cy ber group would have
had lit tle will ing ness or abil ity to stop his dan ger ous tra jec tory or to
of fer cau tion ing feed back to him about his im pulses.”

Since he was un able to fit into the real world, the vir tual realm—
with its myr iad of avatar games—al lowed this meek, so cially awk- 



ward boy to rein vent him self; in Com bat Arms, Adam was able to
cre ate a pow er ful anti-Adam avatar. As au thor and in ves tiga tive
jour nal ist Matthew Lysiak de scribes it in New town: An Amer i can
Tragedy (2013): “Alone and in the dark ness, with the il lu mi nated
screen his only light, Adam had found a level of com fort in his
world of com put ers and video games that he could rarely at tain in
the out side world. . . . Adam was able to show a bravado and con- 
fi dence that was un fa mil iar to class mates and fam ily who only
knew him as an awk ward and meek teenager. . . . In his al ter na- 
tive on line uni verse, the skinny and frail teenager chose to cre ate
an im pos ing bulky mus cle-bound sol dier dressed in desert cam ou- 
flage and also a light vest, gog gles, and a black beret. He chose
equally im pos ing weapons for his mis sions: the M16A3, a mil i tary
vari ant of the Bush mas ter AR-15 as sault ri fle, and the G23 pis tol,
which strongly re sem bles a Glock 10-mil lime ter hand gun.”

By the time Adam had turned 17, in 2009, he had logged over
500 hours in the dark ness of his se questered fan tasy world. Ac- 
cord ing to his on line pro file, Adam-as-lethal-war rior had tal lied
83,496 kills, in clud ing 22,725 “head shots.”

At an age when most kids were plan ning for col lege, Adam was
deep in the vir tual bunker; us ing an on line per sona, “Kayn bred,”
he demon strated an ever-grow ing fix a tion with vi o lence as he be- 
gan fre quent ing In ter net chat rooms that fo cused on vi o lent video
games, weapons and mass killers.

His ob ses sion with mass killers was very trou bling. As his real
world con tin ued to shrink—he stopped com mu ni cat ing with his fa- 
ther in 2010, had stopped speak ing with his only friend over the
sum mer of 2012 af ter a dis pute in volv ing a movie, and, while liv ing
in the same house with her, would com mu ni cate with his mother
only via email—his ob ses sions with vi o lence deep ened.



Be tween Au gust 2009 and Feb ru ary 2010, us ing his Kayn bred
alias, Adam spent count less hours go ing over en tries about mass
killers on Wikipedia, ob ses sively cor rect ing small de tails of the
killers’ lives or the types of firearms that they used. Ac cord ing to
the Con necti cut re port: “AL [Adam Lanza] in creas ingly lived in an
al ter nate uni verse in which ru mi na tions about mass shoot ings
were his cen tral pre oc cu pa tion.”

But Adam’s mass killer ob ses sion went be yond just cor rect ing
the minu tiae of Wikipedia pages or col lect ing mass-mur der fun
facts. In deed, af ter a foren sic re view of his com puter us age, the
FBI Be hav ioral Anal y sis Unit in di cated that Adam’s ob ses sion and
at ten tion to de tail with mass killings was “un prece dented.”

In a de tailed in ves tiga tive re port4 re leased by Stephen J.
Senden sky, Con necti cut’s state at tor ney, on No vem ber 13, 2013—
roughly one year af ter the mur ders—in ves ti ga tors in di cated that
they had also found among Adam’s pos ses sions a news clip ping
from the New York Times re gard ing the Feb ru ary 18, 2008, shoot- 
ing at North ern Illi nois Uni ver sity; pho to copies of news pa per ar ti- 
cles from 1891 re gard ing the shoot ing of school child ren; a book
on the 2006 mass shoot ing of chil dren at an Amish school in Lan- 
cas ter County, Penn syl va nia; a spread sheet list ing mass killings
over the years; and other “elec tronic ev i dence or dig i tal me dia that
ap peared to be long to the shooter [that] re vealed that the shooter
had a pre oc cu pa tion with mass shoot ings, in par tic u lar the
Columbine shoot ings.”

Ac cord ing to a March 17, 2013, New York Daily News story by
Mike Lupica, the mass killing “spread sheet” that was men tioned in
the Con necti cut at tor ney’s re port was not just a spread sheet
meant to com pile mur der data; in stead, the macabre seven-foot-
by-four-foot sheet of pa per was a mur der score sheet that had
been ob ses sively filled in in nine-point font with the names of hun- 



dreds of mur der ers, along with their death tal lies and the names of

weapons they used.5

Lupica had in ter viewed vet eran cops who had gath ered at the
an nual con fer ence for the In ter na tional As so ci a tion of Po lice
Chiefs and Colonels in New Or leans three months af ter the New- 
town mas sacre; at that con fer ence, Con necti cut State Po lice
colonel Danny Steb bins, one of the speak ers, told his fel low of fi- 
cers what had been found at Adam Lanza’s house.

As one vet eran cop told Lupica, the Con necti cut State Po lice
be lieve with re gard to the score sheet that it was Adam’s “in tent to
put his own name at the very top of that list. They be lieve that he
picked an el e men tary school be cause he felt it was a point of least
re sis tance, where he could rack up the great est num ber of kills.”

The vet eran cop told Lupica that the spread sheet was so com- 
pre hen sive that “it sounded like a doc toral the sis, that was the
qual ity of the re search,” and he spec u lated that it had to have
taken Adam years to put to gether.

Based on Adam’s dual ob ses sions with real-life mur der ers and
vir tual-world vi o lence, is it pos si ble that the two be came blurred in
his mind and that he be lieved the flesh-and-blood mur ders he was
com mit ting on that hor ri ble day in 2012 were all part of some
game? It ap pears that this slow-yet-steady blur ring of re al ity for
Adam—a blur ring in which the real mass killers on his spread- 
sheet were just so many first-per son shoot ers on his glow ing com- 
puter screen—con tin ued as he fell deeper and deeper into the
dark ness of his gam ing bunker.

But do gamers shoot civil ians—and chil dren, no less? We may
have some more clues from Adam’s ac tual on line pro file, which
tells us the games that he im mersed him self in: by 2011, 19-year-
old Adam had stopped play ing Com bat Arms and moved on to
Call of Duty and Call of Duty: Mod ern War fare 2, both vi o lent, first-



per son-shooter games in which, as with Com bat Arms, play ers
com pete to rack up the most num ber of kills.

But in Call of Duty: Mod ern War fare 2, in a fore shad ow ing of the
mur ders at New town, the shoot ing vic tims are civil ians, in clud ing
women and chil dren. In this shock ing game, Adam be came an un- 
der cover CIA agent who joined a group of Rus sian ter ror ists at an
air port to mas sacre un armed civil ians; in or der to keep his cover
and ful fill the mis sion’s ob jec tive, he had to shoot and kill women
and chil dren. Un be liev ably, just as in New town, the shot and in- 
jured civil ians in the game would crawl away, leav ing a trail of
smeared blood, while those who had ini tially sur vived would make
at tempts to help oth ers—only to be shot dead. Just as in New- 
town.

Ac cord ing to the Con necti cut at tor ney’s re port, Adam is said to

have also had an ob scure game called School Shooter* on his
hard drive; in that first-per son-shooter game, the player goes from
class room to class room tar get ing chil dren and teach ers be fore
tak ing his own life—just as Adam did in New town.

But didn’t any body see the red flags of his deep en ing prob lems?
In deed, Adam was such a sick and ad dicted video gamer that, like
that of drug ad dicts, his phys i cal health also de te ri o rated as he
pur sued his ob ses sion. The Con necti cut re port in di cated that
Adam had “pro found anorexia” at the time of his death, weigh ing
just 112 pounds de spite be ing six feet tall.

Un for tu nately, dur ing Adam’s down ward spi ral into mad ness, his
mother, Nancy, be came an ea ger en abler. It was Nancy who
thought it would be a good idea to ex pose her trou bled, video
game–ob sessed son to the world of real guns, mis guid edly be liev- 
ing that she was en gen der ing some healthy mother-son bond ing
at shoot ing ranges; it was Nancy who pulled her autis tic and so- 
cially awk ward son out of school, thus prac ti cally en sur ing the



lonely and iso lated ex is tence that led to his vir tu ally en abled psy- 
chotic soli tude; and it was she who, in obliv i ous de nial, told a
friend who had ex pressed con cerns about Adam’s in creas ing iso- 
la tion, “He’s fine. Just so long as he has his com puter and video
games, he can keep him self oc cu pied.”

Adam cer tainly was oc cu pied—and ob sessed. The base ment,
which Adam’s mother had orig i nally re mod eled into a game room
for him, had taken on the look of a mil i tary bunker, with nearly ev- 
ery inch of the walls cov ered by posters of weapons and mil i tary
equip ment. In a for mer ex er cise room, Adam cre ated a quasi–in- 
door shoot ing range; there, he would dress in head-to-toe mil i tary
gear and shoot his pel let gun at card board tar gets he’d set up on
a clothes line. In his bed room, ev ery inch of win dow was cov ered
in plas tic, so as not to let in one ray of out side light.

At some point, even Adam’s clue less mother be gan to be come
some what con cerned, telling a friend that she had be gun to no tice
that her son rarely ven tured out side and was “like a zom bie in
front of the screen.” Adam, she re vealed, sat and played his
games well into the night and slept most of the day.

She fi nally be came con cerned enough that she se cretly went
into his room one day to look around. She found sev eral draw ings,
hid den un der neath his night stand, that de picted mu ti lated
corpses; an other draw ing she found was of a blood ied woman
clutch ing a rosary as bul lets ripped through her spine; yet an other
de picted a grassy field lined with the corpses of young chil dren.

In that grue some sketch, the faces of the chil dren were se verely
mu ti lated and couldn’t be rec og nized. Still an other sketch ap- 
peared to be a self-por trait of a younger Adam with blood gush ing
from a large hole in his fore head and his arms stretched to ward
the sky in a pos ture of tri umph.



It’s im por tant to re mem ber that these games and vi o lent im ages
were Adam’s en tire world. For a young man who had shown signs
of OCD, they were just so much kerosene to throw onto his al- 
ready burn ing, ob ses sive and tur bu lent mind. As the vet eran cop
told Mike Lupica at the law en force ment con fer ence: “In the end, it
was just a per fect storm: These guns, one of them an AR-15, in
the hands of a vi o lent, in sane gamer. It was like porn to a rapist.
They feed on it un til they go out and say, enough of the video
screen. Now I’m ac tu ally go ing to be a hunter.”

The cop went on to say that ac cord ing to the the ory of the Con- 
necti cut State Po lice, Adam thought that go ing to the school “was
the way to pick up the eas i est points. It’s why he didn’t want to be
killed by law en force ment. In the code of a gamer, even a de- 
ranged gamer like this lit tle bas tard, if some body else kills you,
they get your points. They be lieve that’s why he killed him self.”

There are two things that in ves ti ga tors the o rize may have
pushed Adam from vir tual vi o lence into real-world vi o lence: ac- 
cord ing to Lysiak, just a few days be fore the shoot ings, Adam’s
mother told Den nis Du rant, a bar tender friend, that she had re- 
cently told her son that his “med i cal” con di tions pre cluded him
from ever be com ing a real sol dier. Nancy told Du rant, “I told
Adam, in as gen tle terms as pos si ble, that he will never be a ma- 
rine, that he’s just not cut out for it and that life has some thing dif- 
fer ent planned for him.”

Ac cord ing to Nancy, he did not take her news well.
The other blow that Adam re ceived: Adam’s mother had hinted

that she might be plan ning to move, ei ther to Wash ing ton State or
North Car olina. She had told a friend that if she moved to Wash- 
ing ton she would en roll Adam in a “spe cial school.” Ac cord ing to
the Con necti cut Of fice of the Child Ad vo cate re port, the idea of
mov ing from New town had made Adam in creas ingly de spon dent



and anx ious in the months pre ced ing the shoot ings. The re port
went on to say: “The loom ing prospect of mov ing from New town
may have in creased AL’s anx i ety, as he may have wor ried about
where he would go or live, and the loss of the sanc tu ary he had
de vel oped in his home. This was quite pos si bly an im por tant fac- 
tor lead ing to the shoot ings.”

How ever, the re port does also clearly state that Adam didn’t just
“snap”—that the shoot ings were planned out. The re port cites the
facts that he had vis ited the school’s Web site on nu mer ous oc ca- 
sions, viewed the stu dent hand book and fa mil iar ized him self with
the school’s se cu rity pro ce dures.

The no tion that Adam didn’t just snap was also echoed by the
vet eran cop whom Mike Lupica had in ter viewed: “He didn’t snap
that day, he wasn’t one of those guys who was mad as hell and
wasn’t go ing to take it any more. . . . He had been plan ning this
thing for ever. They have pic tures from two years be fore, with the
guy all strapped with weapons, pos ing with a pis tol to his head.
That’s the thing you have to un der stand: He had this laid out for
years be fore.”

Ex treme so cial iso la tion. OCD. In creas ing ex po sure to vi o lent
games. A ten u ous grasp on re al ity mixed with to tal im mer sion in
vir tual vi o lence. Ac cess to guns. Was Adam a psy cho log i cally vul- 
ner a ble youth who crossed over into a form of gam ing-in duced
psy chosis that was trig gered by his fear of mov ing—and the fear
of hav ing to leave the safety of his vir tual bunker?

The ques tion that I asked at the be gin ning of this chap ter re- 
mains: what role did video games play in Adam’s “per fect storm”
of vi o lent in san ity? We can never truly know, but we can draw psy- 
cho log i cal post mortem in fer ences based on the ev i dence that we
have.



As the vet eran cop had told Lupica, the vi o lent games were like
porn to a rapist. He went on to say: “It re ally was like he was lost
in one of his own sick games. That’s what we heard. That he
learned some thing from his game that you learn in [po lice] school,
about how if you’re mov ing from room to room—the way he was in
that school—you have to reload be fore you get to the next room.
Maybe he has a 30-round mag a zine clip, and he’s only used half
of it. But he’s will ing to dump 15 rounds and have a new clip be- 
fore he ar rives in the next room.”

Ac cord ing to Lupica, the vet eran cop’s voice started to shake as
he con tin ued: “They be lieve he learned the prin ci ples of this—the
tac ti cal reload—from his game. Reload be fore you’re com pletely
out. Keep go ing. When the strap broke on his first weapon [the
AR-15], he went to his hand gun at the end. Clas sic po lice train ing.
Or some thing you learn play ing kill games.”

Was Adam Lanza’s act the by-prod uct of what Lt. Col. David
Gross man had ear lier called a “mur der sim u la tor?” Was he psy- 
chot i cally play ing out a shooter game? We had read ear lier about
the re search into Game Trans fer Phe nom e non—through which
com pul sive gamers can blur the game with re al ity. Or was Adam
just an an gry teen who had reached a vi o lent break ing point be- 
cause he feared that life as he knew it in New town was about to
end?

In the end, we can never re ally know for sure. But what seems
cer tain is that vi o lent video games played a key role in his in sane
per fect storm—ei ther as the re al ity-blur ring mech a nism of a psy- 
chotic break or as the vir tual train ing ground wherein an an gry kid
be came de sen si tized to vi o lence and honed his skills to shoot de- 
fense less chil dren.

Ei ther way, I think it’s fair to say that first-per son-shooter games
were an in stru men tal part of the New town mas sacre equa tion.



* * *

As I’ve al ready stated, the pre vi ously men tioned cases from the
last two chap ters are the ex treme out liers. I don’t mean to sug gest
that ev ery kid who plays a video game will shoot up a school, just
as not ev ery per son who drinks a beer will be come an al co holic.

But all kids ex posed to the hy per arous ing and hy per stim u lat ing
glow ing screens will be im pacted on some level; kids whose
brains are ex posed to the hyp notic flash ing lights of elec tronic me- 
dia dur ing key de vel op men tal win dows will have their abil ity to fo- 
cus and con cen trate ad versely im pacted, leav ing them open to the
pos si bil ity of vir tual ad dic tion. And ac cord ing to all of the ag gres- 
sion re search that was cited, kids ex posed to vi o lent games will be
more ag gres sive.

At this point we have to ask our selves: how did this hap pen?
How did our en tire so ci ety shift so quickly that chil dren have gone
from be ing nor mal kids to be ing screen-ob sessed Glow Kids?

NOTE
* School Shooter isn’t the first game to ex ploit tragedy; in Su per Columbine
Mas sacre RPG, re leased in 2005, play ers as sume the roles of the Columbine
mur der ers. In 2013 Bos ton Marathon 2013: Ter ror in the Streets fea tured play- 
ers dodg ing pres sure-cooker bombs. In 2004 JFK: Reloaded al lowed play ers to
see Pres i dent Kennedy’s limou sine through the crosshairs of a ri fle scope as
the player at tempted to recre ate the lethal head shot.



ELEVEN

ETAN PATZ AND THE END OF IN NO- 
CENCE—AND OUT DOOR PLAY

May 25, 1979, brought the end of in no cence. On that day, a sweet
six-year-old boy named Etan Patz dis ap peared. He cer tainly
wasn’t the first child ever to be ab ducted and mur dered. Yet some- 
how his dis ap pear ance pro foundly af fected an en tire gen er a tion—
and changed the way that we par ent.

Born in New York City on Oc to ber 9, 1972, Etan Patz grew up in
Man hat tan, in a loft build ing near the cor ner of Prince Street and
West Broad way. Etan was near ing the end of his first year of
kinder garten when his par ents de cided that he could walk by him- 
self—for the first time—to the school bus stop lo cated just two
blocks away from his home.

They never saw him again.
Im me di ately af ter Etan’s dis ap pear ance, his fa ther, a pho tog ra- 

pher, posted pho tos of his son through out New York City, and po- 
lice ini ti ated a weeks-long search. Etan’s case would cap ti vate
Amer ica and gar ner na tional me dia at ten tion as the whole coun try
asked, “What hap pened to Etan?”

For any par ent, this is the worst hor ror that could ever hap pen.
His par ents never stopped look ing for him, and his dis ap pear ance
helped to cre ate the miss ing-chil dren move ment, in clud ing new
leg is la tion and new meth ods for track ing down miss ing kids, such
as the milk-car ton cam paigns of the mid-1980s. Lit tle Etan was
the first miss ing child to be pic tured on the side of a milk car ton.



Many so ci ol o gists and psy chol o gists point to the Etan Patz kid- 
nap ping as a turn ing point in our so ci ety. It was the be gin ning of a
new age of worry for par ents, and many of the “kid free doms” that
peo ple from an ear lier gen er a tion re mem ber are now a thing of
the past.

Be fore Etan, it wasn’t un usual for young chil dren to walk to
school with out an adult—or at least to walk to the bus stop. I have
friends who re mem ber tak ing the sub way alone or with other kids
when they were nine or ten years old. That would al most never
hap pen to day—it would al most cer tainly prompt a CPS call.

Al though they were not the first, the high-pro file kid nap ping-mur- 
ders of young chil dren in the late 1970s and early 1980s, in clud ing
Adam Walsh and Johnny Gosch, had a very sig nif i cant ef fect on
Amer i can life. The FBI had been in volved in child-ab duc tion cases
since 1932, when leg endary avi a tor Charles Lind bergh’s baby was
kid napped and mur dered, and child mur der ers like Al bert Fish had
been around since the 1920s. But it wasn’t un til 1984, af ter Etan,
Adam Walsh and a hand ful of other kids went miss ing, that the
Na tional Cen ter for Miss ing and Ex ploited Chil dren was au tho rized
by Con gress.

Par ents be came more afraid af ter the 1970s and 1980s. Was it
the in creased me dia sat u ra tion that height ened ev ery one’s fear?
In creased news cy cles and aware ness via the milk-car ton cam- 
paign aside, ab duc tions and mur ders of chil dren have al ways
been and con tinue to be ex ceed ingly rare events.

The vast ma jor ity of the 800,000 re ported an nual cases of ab- 
ducted and miss ing chil dren end with the re turn of the chil dren
within hours. More than 200,000 of those chil dren are vic tims of
fam ily ab duc tion, of ten in volv ing par ents in cus tody dis putes. Of
the 58,000 “non fam ily” ab duc tions, most in volve ab duc tors who



know the chil dren or fam i lies, and more than 99 per cent of those

chil dren are re turned alive.1

Now, to be clear, that’s not to say that those cases don’t send
shiv ers down the spines of par ents. But they fall into a dif fer ent
cat e gory than the stranger-as-bo gey man ab duc tions. Those types
of ab duc tions—the Etan Patz–like cases, in which a child is kid- 
napped by a stranger and held for ran som, or with the in tent to
harm or keep the child—oc cur ap prox i mately 115 times a year,
with a nearly 60 per cent sur vival rate and about a 4 per cent rate of
go ing un solved. That means that roughly 45 kids get ab ducted
and killed ev ery year by strangers-as-real-life-mon sters.

This num ber hasn’t in creased since the 1980s, and, in fact,
there is some ev i dence that it may have ac tu ally de creased along
with na tional crime rates as a whole. In deed, crime spe cial ists
seem to agree that this is prob a bly the safest time in his tory to be
an Amer i can child.

But a so ci o log i cal shift was also oc cur ring around the time of
Etan Patz’s dis ap pear ance—one that gave peo ple a sense that
they might be able to “con trol” the un con trol lable. Erika Chris takis,
an ed u ca tor at the Yale Child Study Cen ter, wrote in an ar ti cle,
“Did Etan Patz Mark the End of Care free Par ent ing?,” which ap- 
peared in the April 24, 2012, is sue of Time mag a zine: “Once, peo- 
ple viewed car crashes, elec tro cu tion, fires, head in juries and the
like as tragic and in evitable, per haps even ‘acts of God.’ But when
epi demi ol o gists be gan ob serv ing that most ac ci dents had clear,
pre dictable causes, they were more ac cu rately re la beled as pre- 
ventable in juries. This led to bi cy cle hel mets, car seats, food
safety and ‘baby proof ing.’ Soon, it seemed, ev ery thing ‘ac ci den- 
tal’ could be pre vented. Sud den in fant death syn drome. Asthma.
Drown ing. Burns. Bro ken bones. Al ler gic re ac tions. Con cus sions.”



As Chris takis notes, this way of think ing was soon ap plied to
par ents’ sense of re spon si bil ity: “It was a huge shift in per cep tion,
and with it came a height ened re spon si bil ity—and anx i ety—about
keep ing chil dren safe. If bad out comes were now in a par ent’s
con trol, then a par ent who didn’t take these pre ven tive steps was
a slacker at best, and crim i nally neg li gent at worst.”

The per ceived so cial pres sure on par ents was on—and he li- 
copter par ent ing and the over pro tected child were born.

The term “he li copter par ent ing” was first used in 1969, in the
book Be tween Par ent and Teenager. The au thor, psy chol o gist
Haim G. Ginott, quoted his in tensely (s)moth ered teen pa tient:
“Mother hov ers over me like a he li copter and I’m fed up with her
noise and hot air. . . . I’m en ti tled to sneeze with out ex pla na tion.”
The term be came part of the lan guage af ter for mer school prin ci- 
pal Jim Fay and psy chi a trist Fos ter W. Cline used it in their 1990
book, Par ent ing with Love and Logic. Now it’s part of our cul ture.

In her 2014 At lantic ar ti cle “The Over pro tected Kid,” Hanna
Rosin also de scribes this shift of par ent ing styles: “It’s hard to ab- 
sorb how much child hood norms have shifted in just one gen er a- 
tion. Ac tions that would have been con sid ered para noid in the ’70s
—walk ing third-graders to school, for bid ding your kid to play ball in
the street, go ing down the slide with your child in your lap—are
now rou tine. In fact, they are the mark ers of good, re spon si ble
par ent ing. One very thor ough study of ‘chil dren’s in de pen dent mo- 
bil ity,’ con ducted in ur ban, sub ur ban, and ru ral neigh bor hoods in
the U.K., shows that in 1971, 80 per cent of third-graders walked to
school alone. By 1990, that mea sure had dropped to 9 per cent,

and now it’s even lower.”2

Rosin’s par ents used to let her roam around un su per vised with- 
out ever sched ul ing things like play dates and swim ming lessons.
Rosin re al ized that she is a very dif fer ent kind of mom: “I, on the



other hand, might eas ily spend ev ery wak ing Sat ur day hour with
one if not all three of my chil dren, tak ing one to a soc cer game,
the sec ond to a the ater pro gram, the third to a friend’s house, or
just hang ing out with them at home. When my daugh ter was about
10, my hus band sud denly re al ized that in her whole life, she had
prob a bly not spent more than 10 min utes un su per vised by an
adult. Not 10 min utes in 10 years.”

Why are so many par ents to day so much more ob sessed with
their kids’ lives? I have seen it hun dreds of times in my clin i cal
prac tice and feel that ten dency in my own life as a par ent (and
need to con sciously re sist that ten dency). Par ents to day seem
much more en meshed with their chil dren—that is, par ents’ and
chil dren’s iden ti ties seem fused in ways that they weren’t in ear lier
gen er a tions. Be ing close to your child is one thing, but when chil- 
dren seem to be come ex ten sions of the par ents—and of their par- 
ents’ hopes, dreams and ex pec ta tions—the re sult can be un- 
healthy mi cro manag ing, aka he li copter ing.

It seems that many peo ple of my par ents’ gen er a tion were too
busy work ing and try ing to make ends meet to be hy per fo cused
on play dates, vi o lin lessons and soc cer camps. My gen er a tion
played sports and did things; I just don’t re mem ber our par ents
hov er ing ev ery step of the way. And that helped fos ter a sense of
re silience and agency within me and my friends. “We can do this”
was our mantra. Now many kids can’t even carry their own back- 
packs to school; I see many moms walk ing to my kids’ el e men tary
school weighted down like pack mules as they carry their kids’
bags. Why?

It’s that fine line be tween help ing and en abling. My pe di a tri cian
friend Dr. Michael Sches sel told me that his seven-year-old de- 
manded that his fa ther un tie the knot in his shoelaces. As Dr.
Sches sel bent down to ac com mo date the child’s re quest, he re al- 



ized, “Wait a minute. You can do this. Learn to un tie your own
knot!” It’s as Erika Chris takis writes: there is now so cial pres sure
to be hy per vil gi lant and end lessly sup port ive lest we be shamed
as bad par ents.

I think much of this dy namic has its roots in the case of poor lit- 
tle Etan Patz’s dis ap pear ance. The ti tle of a May 6, 2015, piece by
Michael Wil son about Etan Patz in the New York Times sums it
up: “The Legacy of Etan Patz: Wary Chil dren Who Be came

Watch ful Par ents.”3 Those of us who were kids at the time of
Etan’s dis ap pear ance were pro foundly shaped by it. We are the
ones who then pulled the leash tighter on our kids and be came
the dreaded HPs—he li copter par ents.

Wil son talked to sev eral peo ple who were kids at the time and
who give var i ous ver sions of how things changed af ter Etan’s dis- 
ap pear ance. Ed die Spaedh, who grew up in Brook lyn and was a
boy at the time, talked about how “the whole neigh bor hood
changed. We went from hav ing to go in when the lights went on, to
par ents look ing out the win dow and out on the streets, al ways
watch ing us.”

As the Etan Patz gen er a tion grew up and be came the over pro- 
tec tive he li copter gen er a tion, some thing else also hap pened: kids
were en cour aged to stay in doors, where it was thought to be
safer. Af ter all, there are no bo gey men kid nap pers—usu ally, at
least—in side the house. And so a shift be gan: kids who had once
been en cour aged to go out side and play from sunup un til sun- 
down—and maybe even a lit tle af ter that—were now en cour aged
to stay in doors.

And what’s a healthy boy or girl to do in side? Com puter time!
En ter the Glow Kids.

Yes, the Etan Patz tragedy, which led to an en tire gen er a tion of
scared and hy per vig i lant he li copter par ents, was a ma jor fac tor in



the emer gence of the Glow Kids gen er a tion. Add to that the com- 
pet i tive so cial pres sure that many par ents ex ert on each other,
and you have a mis guided “my child will out-tech your child,” sce- 
nario, a screen-based ver sion of keep ing up with the Jone ses: You
got your child an Xbox? I got mine an Ocu lus Rift vir tual re al ity
head set! What, your child has an iPad and iPhone in sec ond
grade? Mine has his in kinder garten—no—in pre-K! God bless
them, they mean well—but this screen com pe ti tion amongst par- 
ents is a huge part of the Glow Kids prob lem.

At the other end of the spec trum, we have a new coun ter vail ing
force—the “free range kids” move ment, started by Lenore Ske- 
nazy. A mother and jour nal ist from Queens, New York, Ske nazy
be lieves in giv ing kids free dom and au ton omy. Mean while, the me- 
dia de mo nized her, dub bing Ske nazy “Amer ica’s Worst Mom” in
2008 for let ting her then-nine-year old son take the New York City
sub way home alone from Bloom ing dale’s.

The fol low ing year she pub lished the book Free Range Kids:
How to Raise Safe, Self-Re liant Chil dren, in which she ad vo cates
for a “com mon sense ap proach to par ent ing” in these “over pro tec- 

tive times.”4 She, too, points to the legacy of Etan Patz as cre at- 
ing a cul ture of hy per vig i lant, fear ful par ents but be lieves that this
mind-set can be changed if moth ers and fa thers con sciously re ject
this worst-case-sce nario or “worst first” think ing.

“Some times it feels as if this con stant dread is nat u ral. As if it’s
just the way par ents are ‘pro grammed to worry.’ But it is cul tural, it
is spe cific. We can al most pin point when it be gan,” Ske nazy writes
in her blog. In 2015 Ske nazy’s Free-Range Kids Project de clared
May 9 as “Take Our Chil dren to the Park . . . and Let Them Walk
Home By Them selves Day.” This was a di rect re sponse to the
case of a Mary land cou ple who were ac cused of ne glect for let ting



their two chil dren, ages ten and six, walk home alone from the
park.

Re gard less of where on the par ent ing con tin uum a par ent may
fall—from he li copter to free-range—the healthy rec om men da tion
is to al low chil dren time out doors away from screen de vices.

But there’s a prob lem.
Even if a par ent chooses to raise a screen-free kid, he or she

faces one very, very ma jor hur dle. The in formed par ent may be gin
to un der stand that hy per arous ing screens are a dig i tal drug, but
the places where our chil dren spend the bulk of their day—
schools—haven’t got ten the memo yet that screens can be a sig- 
nif i cant prob lem and must be used ju di ciously and only when age-
ap pro pri ate.

Wel come to the screen-ob sessed Ed u ca tional In dus trial Com- 
plex.



TWELVE

FOL LOW THE MONEY
SCREENS AND THE ED U CA TIONAL IN DUS TRIAL COM- 

PLEX

There is a new Wild, Wild West in ed u ca tion: ed u ca tion tech nol- 

ogy, pre dicted to be come a $60 bil lion in dus try by 2018.1 Yes, that
in cludes things such as smart boards and data sys tems . . . but
the real gold rush, which has at tracted the deep pock ets of en- 
trepreneurs and tech com pa nies alike, is the tablet—more specif i- 
cally, the idea of a tablet for ev ery stu dent in Amer ica—and the ex- 
pen sive ed u ca tional soft ware and an nual li cens ing fees that go
with it.

To be sure, there is a place for tech nol ogy in ed u ca tion—and for
screens in the class room. But most ed u ca tion ex perts agree that
tech alone is not the cure to what ails ed u ca tion. And we must be
very care ful with how and, most im por tantly, at what age and
grade level the screens are rolled out.

Un for tu nately, for some just look ing to cash out, that hasn’t mat- 
tered. As with any gold rush, some of the spec u la tors are more
un sa vory than oth ers.

* * *

The story of tech nol ogy in the class room is a fas ci nat ing one.
As a story, it has all of the el e ments of a real page-turner: greed,

cor rup tion, be trayal. How ever, it’s more than just a story—it’s the
real-life be trayal of our chil dren by a com bi na tion of greed, in com- 



pe tence, hubris and ego. In that sense, the story of tech in the
class room reads more like a Greek tragedy.

Let me set the stage be fore we meet our drama tis per sonae.
There are ed u ca tional re form ers—also known as edupreneurs—

who are sell ing the false nar ra tive that the cur rent ed u ca tional sys- 
tem is so bro ken that only their tech nol ogy snake oil can fix it.
Some of these edupreneurs are driven strictly by a de sire for
profit; oth ers are driven by ego—the mis guided, mes sianic fer vor
that they can be “the ones” who can trans form ed u ca tion, re- 
search and re al ity be damned.

This mix of ego and greed is driv ing the ed u ca tion tech nol ogy
jug ger naut at the top of its food chain. In the mi dlevels are school
prin ci pals and su per in ten dents. Alas, this is an “em peror’s new
clothes” phe nom e non, in which many who ac tu ally know bet ter—
who re al ize that ed u ca tion can’t be fixed by gad gets—stay silent
to save their ca reers. No one likes a dis sent ing voice.

What, the em peror has no clothes? You mean the mil lions that
we’ve spent on worth less and in ef fec tive de vices that are be ing
hacked by stu dents or are sit ting in stor age rooms have been a to- 
tal waste? Be silent or be re as signed!

Oth ers are driven by an ef fort to keep up with neigh bor ing dis- 
tricts in a mis guided tech arms race. West hamp ton has tablets K-
12? Quickly—tablets for ev ery one in this dis trict! Or, worse yet,
some clue less ad min is tra tors have bought the tech com pa nies’
pitch hook, line and sinker and are blinded by the glow of the
shiny new de vices. Do they work? Do they help kids be come bet- 
ter stu dents? Who cares? Just look at how shiny they are!

When speak ing to school ad min is tra tors in the course of giv ing
pre sen ta tions at tech-ef fects work shops, I’ve en coun tered var i ous
ver sions of all of the above. A se lect few seem to gen uinely get it
and are even pre pared to halt—or at least slow down—the march



of screens into the younger and younger grades. Oth ers, not so
much.

My sense is that par ents must speak up in a uni fied voice and
ask more ques tions like: does all of this tech in the class room ac- 
tu ally help my child learn? And, more im por tantly, can some of
these tablets even be hurt ing my child de vel op men tally and psy- 
cho log i cally? Un til par ents be gin to speak up to pro tect their chil- 
dren, school ad min is tra tors will be led by tech com pany Pied
Pipers.

And now, I present Act I of Greed in Ed u ca tion.

AN UN HOLY AL LIANCE: RU PERT MUR DOCH AND JOEL KLEIN

Joel Klein, for mer New York City schools chan cel lor, has be come
the lead ing voice in “trans form ing” our bro ken ed u ca tional sys tem
via tech nol ogy. He sees the so lu tion as be ing a tablet for ev ery
stu dent in Amer ica, K-12—the dig i tal equiv a lent of a chicken in ev- 
ery pot—a plan that, con ve niently, his ed u ca tion tech com pany
Am plify is ready, will ing and able to carry out for ev ery school dis- 
trict in the na tion.

Yet for years Klein has been dogged by con flict-of-in ter est al le- 
ga tions and has been ac cused of us ing mis lead ing and er ro neous
in for ma tion to claim that the cur rent ed u ca tional sys tem is more

bro ken than it ac tu ally is.2

But just who is Joel Klein? We should know, be cause this man
could very well shape the ed u ca tional land scape for gen er a tions
to come—as he be comes a very, very rich man.

Klein had never taught in a class room or stud ied ed u ca tion. Be- 
fore be ing ap pointed as chan cel lor by Mayor Michael Bloomberg
in 2002, Klein had been a Har vard-ed u cated lawyer.

He was in pri vate prac tice be fore found ing his own law firm;
then, in the 1990s, be fore be ing ap pointed as As sis tant At tor ney



Gen eral in charge of the Anti-Trust di vi sion, he served in the White
House Coun sel’s of fice in the ad min is tra tion of Bill Clin ton be fore
be ing ap pointed as a U.S. as sis tant at tor ney gen eral in the De- 
part ment of Jus tice. Af ter leav ing the Jus tice De part ment, he be- 
came le gal coun sel to Ber tels mann, an in ter na tional me dia group.

There was not a whiff of any ed u ca tional bona fides in Klein’s
ca reer be fore he was hand picked to over see the ed u ca tion of New
York City’s 1.1 mil lion stu dents. Dur ing his ten ure, he spear- 
headed a se ries of ini tia tives, in clud ing break ing up larger schools
and work ing with the Gates Foun da tion to open a se ries of 43
small high schools. Af ter some ini tial ac co lades re gard ing im- 
proved grad u a tion rates, he was ac cused by New York Uni ver sity
pro fes sor and ed u ca tion pol icy an a lyst Di ane Rav itch, among oth- 
ers, of cook ing the books in or der to ob tain those pos i tive out- 

comes.3 Ac cord ing to the jour nal ist Bob Her bert, Bill Gates later
ad mit ted that break ing up those schools was a mis take: “Sim ply
break ing up ex ist ing schools into smaller units of ten did not gen er- 

ate the gains we were hop ing for.”4

Klein’s other ma jor ac com plish ment as chan cel lor was spend ing
$95 mil lion of New York City tax pay ers’ money on a tech al ba- 
tross: in 2007 Klein over saw the im ple men ta tion of ARIS
(Achieve ment Re port ing and In no va tion Sys tem), a data col lec tion
and stu dent track ing com puter sys tem. ARIS im me di ately got
blasted by crit ics, teach ers and par ents as be ing slow, clunky and
largely unuti lized. Klein then awarded In ter net start-up Wire less
Gen er a tion a $12 mil lion an nual con tract to fix and main tain his
bro ken and ex pen sive clunker.

Now this is where it gets good, but you have to fol low along
closely, as the muddy ethics make the wa ters a lit tle murky. In
2011 Klein stepped down from his $225,000-a-year po si tion. And
why not? He had a bet ter of fer; he took a $2 mil lion-a-year job of- 



fer from Ru pert Mur doch—com plete with a $1 mil lion sign ing

bonus—in or der to head up Am plify.5 And what is Am plify, you
might ask? Am plify is the ed tech com pany that used to be Wire- 
less Gen er a tion—yes, the same com pany that had got ten the $12
mil lion con tract from Klein while he was schools chan cel lor to fix
his bro ken ARIS data al ba tross.

That’s right, Klein gave a pri vate com pany a lu cra tive pub lic
con tract to fix a dis as ter that he cre ated, and then he went to work
for—cor rec tion: he went to run—that pri vate com pany, mak ing al- 
most ten times what he had made toil ing for the board of ed. But
Klein wasn’t paid all that money by Mur doch just to muck around
with ARIS and data col lec tion; Mur doch had in vested al most a bil- 
lion dol lars in Am plify in pur suit of the ed u ca tional holy grail—an
Am plify tablet (for only $199!) in the hands of ev ery stu dent in
Amer ica.

A pub lic sec tor em ployee cash ing out in the pri vate sec tor?
Hap pens all the time in pol i tics: poor pub lic-ser vant-as-con gress- 
man cashes out as a lob by ist; move along, noth ing to see here.
Some might even say, God bless him—this is Amer ica. Who are
we to be grudge a man a chance to reach for the gold? But in ed u- 
ca tion, sell ing out to the pri vate sec tor can be prob lem atic. The
ques tion that needs to be asked is: is he cash ing out at the ex- 
pense of our kids’ learn ing and, even more prob lem at i cally, their
well-be ing?

We know Ru pert Mur doch’s mo tives. Never one to be con fused
with a saint or a per son with un shak able ethics, Mur doch has
been known to bend and even break the law in pur suit of profit.
Ex ec u tives at his now-de funct tabloid news pa per News of the
World were ac cused of phone hack ing and po lice bribery. In the
en su ing crim i nal in ves ti ga tion, it was re vealed that not only were
the phones of celebri ties, politi cians and mem bers of the British



Royal Fam ily hacked, but so were those of mur dered school girl
Milly Dowler, rel a tives of de ceased British sol diers, and vic tims of
the July 7, 2005, Lon don bomb ings—all to sell more news pa pers.

This paragon of virtue and ethics was now Klein’s new boss in
an ef fort to trans form Amer i can ed u ca tion. En tre pre neur ial ras cal
that he is, Mur doch had al ways been keen to ex ploit new me dia
op por tu ni ties, and he had been at tempt ing to cash in on ed tech
for some time. Wire less Gen er a tion pre sented the per fect op por tu- 
nity. Larry Berger had started Wire less Gen er a tion in 2000, and by
the time Mur doch pur chased it in 2010, for $360 mil lion, it had
turned into a thriv ing, 400-em ployee com pany that fo cused on an- 
a lyt ics, data and as sess ment.

But Mur doch wasn’t in ter ested in an a lyt ics and data as sess- 
ment. He saw Am plify as a firm through which he could re place
the lu cra tive text book mar ket with shiny new tablets—fully loaded
with ex pen sive ed u ca tional soft ware.

This was now pos si ble be cause a cou ple of key changes in the
ed u ca tion world were mak ing it very at trac tive for en tre pre neur ial
gun slingers. In the old days, Mc Graw-Hill, Houghton Mif flin Har- 
court, and Pear son ruled the $7.8 bil lion text book and cur ricu lum
de vel op ment mar ket. But text books and cur ric ula had to be cus- 
tom ized to meet in di vid ual state stan dards—a very ex pen sive and
time-con sum ing en deavor.

Then, in 2010, came the de vel op ment that would change ev ery- 
thing—and make the whole ed u ca tion field fin ger-lick ing good for
profit-mo ti vated, eth i cally chal lenged en trepreneurs like Mur doch:
the Com mon Core of Stan dards, aka the Com mon Core.

The Com mon Core cre ated a set of cur ricu lum and text book
stan dards that were adopted by 45 states. There was no need to
muck around with dif fer ent stan dards for smaller mar kets like, say,
Al abama. Now, a com pany that could cre ate K-12 cur ric ula that



ad hered to the Com mon Core re quire ments could sell its ma te ri als
across the coun try. Bet ter yet, a com pany that could cre ate a
tablet that could be pro grammed with all of this new Com mon
Core good ness would make text books ob so lete—and all with an- 
nual li cens ing fees. Ka-ching!

But Mur doch needed a good front man; the King of Fleet Street
couldn’t very well be seen as the man who could trans form Amer i- 
can ed u ca tion. Along came Klein—a bar gain at only $2 mil lion a
year. By re brand ing Wire less Gen er a tion as Am plify and hir ing
Klein, Mur doch had found the high-pro file “ed u ca tion ex pert” he
needed to shill his new tablet-based ed u ca tion com pany.

The com pany was di vided into three di vi sions: Am plify Learn ing,
which was to de velop and pro vide Com mon Core–based cur ric ula
for K-12; Am plify In sight, which was to pro vide an a lyt ics and data
as sess ment; and Am plify Ac cess, which was to sell a cus tom ized
An droid tablet with a 10-inch Go rilla Glass screen.

But with Klein at the helm, things got off to a rough start.
The poor, taken-ad van tage-of New York City De part ment of Ed- 

u ca tion (DoE) had fi nally had enough and de cided to cut their
losses and scrap the whole $95 mil lion ARIS dis as ter. Ac cord ing
to a DOE spokesper son: “The Ed u ca tion De part ment has de cided
to end our con tract with Am plify as a re sult of the ex tremely high
cost of the ARIS sys tem, its lim ited func tion al ity, and the lack of
de mand from par ents and staff.”

A let ter from the of fice of Thomas P. Di Napoli, the New York
State comp trol ler, also pointed to ward Mur doch and the phone-
hack ing scan dal as part of the rea son to shed Am plify: “In light of
the sig nif i cant on go ing in ves ti ga tions and con tin u ing rev e la tions
with re spect to News Cor po ra tion, we are re tun ing the con tract
with Wire less Gen er a tion un ap proved.”



“Good news they’re junk ing it,” said Arthur Gold stein, an Eng lish
teacher at Fran cis Lewis High School in Queens, in an in ter view
with the New York Daily News. “They spent $95 mil lion on that
thing and my kids are in trail ers. What they did with that money is
crim i nal.” Sure, the kids, par ents, teach ers and tax pay ers had to
take a hit, but Klein got to keep his $2 mil lion salary and set his
eyes on the big ger prize: tablets for all.

Am plify went to work hir ing hun dreds of the best twenty-some- 
things to de velop their tablets and soft ware. Let’s not for get that
kids sim ply can not pay at ten tion to some thing un less it’s a video
game, so hun dreds of video game de sign ers were hired to “game”
the ed u ca tional soft ware—game points for ev ery body! Mean while,
dozens of “prod uct tester” kids were hired (and paid weekly in
$100 Ama zon.com Gift Cards) to test drive the new edu-games.

The Am plify mis sion state ment was, “Am plify is reimag in ing the
way teach ers teach and stu dents learn.” They sure were. But not
ev ery one was crazy about a videogame class room.

Dou glas Clark, an as so ciate pro fes sor at Van der bilt Uni ver sity’s
Peabody Col lege, one of the top schools of ed u ca tion in the coun- 
try, was both ered by this gam ing ap proach; as he told Travis An- 
drews for the Web site Mash able: “Points are ex trin sic mo ti va- 
tions, and ‘when [kids] get bored with ex trin sic, they stop.’”

Even more prob lem at i cally, as we ex plored ear lier in this book,
video games can be dopamin er gic and ad dict ing, and as with ed u- 
ca tional tools like The Ore gon Trail, the child tends to fo cus on the
points-ac cu mu la tion as pect rather than the ed u ca tional con tent.

But be yond video games, the big ger ques tion was: does any of
this even work? Is there any re search that any of these ex pen sive
new screen gad gets are ed u ca tion ally ben e fi cial? Some sup port- 
ers will point to stud ies that in di cate in creased pat tern recog ni tion
and spa tial aware ness as well as some in creased word re ten tion



with the use of iPads and tablets, but many other ed u ca tion re- 
searchers be lieve that those pos i tive out comes are greatly over- 
stated. But even if we cede that there may be a ben e fi cial pat tern-
recog ni tion in crease or word-re ten tion ef fect, do those ef fects lead
to bet ter ed u ca tional out comes—do they lead to stu dents’ be com- 
ing bet ter learn ers?

The more com pre hen sive re search doesn’t bear that out.
In fact, the re search on tech nol ogy is clear: an ex haus tive 2012

meta-anal y sis, which sys tem at i cally re viewed 48 stud ies that ex- 
am ined tech nol ogy’s im pact on learn ing, found that “tech nol ogy-
based in ter ven tions tend to pro duce just slightly lower lev els of im- 
prove ment when com pared with other re searched in ter ven tions

and ap proaches [em pha sis mine].”6

What ever min i mal gains were shown couldn’t be causally linked
to tech. In stead, the study con cluded that tech nol ogy can be a
use ful tool in al ready ef fec tive schools with ef fec tive teach ers—
but, in and of it self, tech was not the ed u ca tional panacea.

“[I]t is not whether tech nol ogy is used (or not) which makes the
dif fer ence, but how well the tech nol ogy is used to sup port teach- 
ing and learn ing.” the re searchers wrote, con clud ing: “Taken to- 
gether, the cor re la tional and ex per i men tal ev i dence does not of fer
a con vinc ing case for the gen eral im pact of dig i tal tech nol ogy on
learn ing out comes.”

That idea is echoed by Greg An rig, au thor of Be yond the Ed u ca- 
tion Wars (2013): “None of these stud ies iden tify tech nol ogy as
de ci sive.” An rig also points to the im por tance of good teach ers
col lab o rat ing with stu dents and ad min is tra tors as key to suc cess- 
ful stu dent out comes.

Dr. Ken taro Toyama, an as so ciate pro fes sor at the Uni ver sity of
Michi gan’s School of In for ma tion and a fel low of the Dalai Lama
Cen ter of Ethics and Trans for ma tion Val ues at MIT, came to a sim- 



i lar con clu sion. No Lud dite, he had re ceived his Ph.D. in com puter
sci ence from Yale and had moved to In dia in 2004 to help found a
new re search lab for Mi cro soft. While there, he be came in ter ested
in how com put ers, mo bile phones, and other tech could help ed u- 
cate In dia’s bil lion-plus pop u la tion and aid in learn ing.

While he had been hope ful to find that tech could solve many of
ed u ca tion’s prob lems, he came to un der stand what he be gan to
think of as tech nol ogy’s “Law of Am pli fi ca tion”; un like Klein’s Am- 
plify, Dr. Toy amo saw that tech nol ogy “am pli fied,” all right—but not
al ways in a good way. He found that tech nol ogy can help ed u ca- 
tion where it’s al ready do ing well, but it does lit tle for medi ocre ed- 
u ca tional sys tems, and, worse, in dys func tional schools it “can
cause out right harm.”

The main prob lem, ac cord ing to Dr. Toy amo, is that tech nol ogy
does not ad dress fun da men tal is sues of stu dent mo ti va tion. With- 
out that key hu man in gre di ent, all the shiny tech is mean ing less.

As Dr. Toyama writes in his com men tary, “Why Tech nol ogy Will
Never Fix Ed u ca tion,” which ap peared in the May 19, 2015, is sue
of the Chron i cle of Higher Ed u ca tion: “One prob lem is a wide- 
spread im pres sion that Sil i con Val ley in no va tions are good for so- 
ci ety. We con fuse busi ness suc cess with so cial value, though the
two of ten dif fer.” He adds: “Any idea that more tech nol ogy in and
of it self cures so cial ills is ob vi ously flawed. . . . Un for tu nately,
there is no tech no log i cal fix, and that is per haps the hard est les- 
son of am pli fi ca tion. More tech nol ogy only mag ni fies so cioe co- 
nomic dis par i ties, and the only way to avoid that is non-tech no log i- 
cal.”

Even as far back as 1983, ed u ca tors un der stood that teach ing
was more im por tant than the medium. In a sort of in verse corol lary
to Mar shall McLuhan’s “the medium is the mes sage,” re search by
Richard Clark showed that ped a gogy—and not the method of de- 



liv ery—was all-im por tant. He said that in struc tional me dia that de- 
liv ered the ed u ca tional con tent were “mere ve hi cles that de liver in- 
struc tion but do not in flu ence stu dent achieve ment any more than
the truck that de liv ers our gro ceries causes changes in our nu tri- 

tion.”7

The well-re spected Al liance for Child hood, a con sor tium of
some of the na tion’s top ed u ca tors and pro fes sors, put out a re- 
port back in 2000, “Fool’s Gold: A Crit i cal Look at Com put ers in
Child hood,” that also shared a skep ti cal view of tech nol ogy in the
class room. They con cluded: “School re form is a so cial chal lenge,
not a tech no log i cal prob lem . . . a high-tech agenda for chil dren
seems likely to erode our most pre cious long-term in tel lec tual re- 
serves—our chil dren’s minds.”

Dr. Pa tri cia Green field, dis tin guished pro fes sor of psy chol ogy at
UCLA, agrees. A Jan u ary 2009 ar ti cle for UCLA News room, “Is
Tech nol ogy Pro duc ing a De cline in Crit i cal Think ing and Anal y- 
sis?,” states that Green field an a lyzed more than 50 stud ies on
learn ing and con cluded that “tech nol ogy is not a panacea in ed u- 
ca tion, be cause of the skills that are be ing lost.” She points out
that read ing for plea sure among young peo ple has de creased in
re cent decades, which is prob lem atic be cause “stud ies show that
read ing de vel ops imag i na tion, in duc tion, re flec tion and crit i cal
think ing, as well as vo cab u lary . . . in a way that vis ual me dia such
as video games and tele vi sion do not.”

She is also op posed to In ter net-wired class rooms, cit ing one
study in which stu dents who were given ac cess to the In ter net
dur ing class and were en cour aged to use it dur ing lec tures sub se- 
quently did not process what the speaker said as well as those
stu dents who did not have In ter net ac cess. In deed, the In ter net-
con nected stu dents did more poorly on tests af ter the class lec- 



ture. Dr. Green field con cludes by un equiv o cally stat ing, “Wiring
class rooms for In ter net ac cess does not en hance learn ing.”

There has also been some sur pris ing re search out of Canada
coun ter ing the nar ra tive that kids pre fer e-learn ing over tra di tional

ed u ca tion.8 A study con ducted by the Cana dian Higher Ed u ca tion
Strat egy As so ciates on 1,289 col lege un der grad u ates found that
stu dents ac tu ally had a pref er ence for “or di nary, real-life lessons”
rather than e-learn ing or the use of tech nol ogy. Those re sults sur- 
prised the re searchers: “It is not the por trait that we ex pected,
whereby stu dents would em brace any thing that hap pens on a
more highly tech no log i cal level. On the con trary—they re ally seem
to like ac cess to hu man in ter ac tion, a smart per son at the front of
the class room.”

Imag ine that. Is it pos si ble that we are ac tu ally pro ject ing our
own in fat u a tion with shiny tech and gad getry and just as sum ing
that our lit tle dig i tal na tives—lit tle Johnny and Suzy—would pre fer
to learn that way when they ac tu ally crave hu man con tact and
teach ing? The Cana dian study would seem to bear that out.

Teach ing pref er ences aside, we are also left with the ed u ca- 
tional con sen sus that the high-tech class room sim ply isn’t pro duc- 
ing bet ter stu dent out comes. Leonie Haim son, ex ec u tive di rec tor
of Class Size Mat ters, a non profit ad vo cat ing smaller class sizes,
puts it more bluntly: “There’s ab so lutely no ev i dence show ing on- 
line learn ing works, es pe cially K through 12.”

In fact, she thinks it’s ac tu ally detri men tal. “This trend is likely to
un der mine ed u ca tion,” she says. “Some how, [peo ple be lieve] the
idea that putting kids on tablets or com put ers and giv ing them
soft ware pro grams to work on is per son al iz ing learn ing rather than
de per son al iz ing it.” She also points to the profit mo tive: “Mur doch
wants to make money off of pub lic ed u ca tion, so it’s no sur prise



that Am plify is push ing for ward with no ev i dence that this works.
My con cern is this is tak ing money away from proven re forms.”

There was also one other very im por tant con cern raised about
Ru pert Mur doch’s own er ship of a com pany that sought to cre ate
all of the ed u ca tional con tent that an en tire gen er a tion of stu dents
would use: would his po lit i cal ide ol ogy shape or in flu ence aca- 
demic cur ric ula?

As the owner of con ser va tive me dia out lets such as FOX News,
Mur doch is fa mous in part for his po lit i cal lean ings. In an ar ti cle in
Forbes mag a zine ti tled “Con flict of In ter est Be hind News Corp
Tablet” (2013), tech nol ogy com men ta tor Roger Kay spec u lated
that Mur doch could po ten tially use ed tech as an other me dia mar- 
ket to spread his po lit i cal gospel to kids:

“From my point of view, the prob lem with [Mur doch’s] News
Corp. be ing in this busi ness is that it cre ates a chan nel to our
youngest, most vul ner a ble minds for a guy with ex treme pol i tics
and highly ques tion able ethics.”

Yes, cur ric ula would have to ad here to Com mon Core guide- 
lines, but as most news read ers know, “ob jec tive” news isn’t al- 
ways “fair and bal anced.” News—and aca demic con tent—can be
shaped by ed i to rial bias.

Kay con cludes by say ing: “I don’t know about you, but I don’t
want those guys any where near the con trols of a con duit that fun- 
nels ‘learn ing ma te ri als’ to my kids. . . . School sys tems should be
very wary of buy ing any thing from this source.”

All of the con cerns that I’ve just cited are the views of ed u ca tion
re searchers, ed u ca tors, ed u ca tion ex perts and even tech nol ogy
ex perts.

But none of that de terred Mur doch’s lawyer-for-hire, Joel Klein.
Like a mod ern-day P. T. Bar num, he went on a me dia barn storm- 



ing cam paign, car ni val bark ing in his shrillest voice about how his
magic tablets would “trans form” the bro ken ed u ca tional sys tem.

In a 2013 New York Times in ter view (“No Child Left Unt- 
ableted”), Klein re peats this mantra, glow ingly talk ing about the
mar vels of Am plify’s tablets and say ing that ed u ca tion is “ripe for
dis rup tion.” Mean while, the ar ti cle’s au thor, Carlo Rotella, di rec tor
of Amer i can Stud ies at Bos ton Col lege, wryly notes: “En- 
trepreneurs sound boldly un con ven tional when they talk about dis- 
rupt ing an in dus try, but they also sound as if they’re will ing to
break some thing in or der to fix it—or just profit from it.”

Klein then goes on to make sev eral sweep ing state ments about
the dire state of Amer i can ed u ca tion. He needs to make this point
con vinc ingly be fore he can per suade the pub lic to buy his cure. As
Richard Roth stein, for mer na tional ed u ca tion colum nist for the
New York Times, says in an ar ti cle he wrote to re but Klein: “The
as ser tion by school re form ers—that their treat ments are nec es- 
sary be cause the pa tient is dy ing” is cen tral to “a be lief that pub lic
ed u ca tion needs to be trans formed by the tech nol ogy he is sell- 
ing.”

So the first part is to con vince ev ery one that ed u ca tion is on life
sup port, and the sec ond part should be: my cure works. Klein
misses on both counts; that’s not to say that pub lic ed u ca tion can’t
be im proved, but it’s not as bro ken as Klein claims. And like many
ex per i men tal “cures,” this one just might kill the pa tient. At the
very least, it will only widen the achieve ment gap, be cause, as we
have seen in the Lon don School of Eco nom ics cell phone study
and Dr. Toyama’s Law of Am pli fi ca tion, marginal ized stu dents and
poor schools suf fer the most when dis tract ing tech nol ogy is al- 
lowed in the class room.

So is the pa tient dy ing?



They are, ac cord ing to Klein. In a Sep tem ber 2013 New York
Times Mag a zine in ter view, Klein says: “K-12 isn’t work ing . . . and
we have to change the way we do it . . . Be tween 1970 and 2010
we dou bled the amount of money we spent on ed u ca tion and the
num ber of adults in the schools, but the re sults are just not there.
Any sys tem that poured in as much money as we did and made
as lit tle progress has a real prob lem. We keep try ing to fix it by do- 
ing the same thing, only a lit tle dif fer ent and bet ter. This [tablet-
based in struc tion] is about a lot dif fer ent and bet ter. . . . We’ve
spent so much on things that haven’t worked.” He then made a list
of failed so lu tions, in clud ing un der used com put ers, ob so lete text- 
books, use less lay ers of bu reau cracy and smaller class sizes.

Richard Roth stein coun ters these ex ag ger ated or mis lead ing
claims in the Wash ing ton Post. Yes, money spent on ed u ca tion
has dou bled since 1970, but half that amount has gone to pro vid- 
ing ed u ca tion ser vices to dis abled and spe cial needs chil dren—
kids who in 1970 were not ac knowl edged as be ing en ti tled to free
pub lic ed u ca tion. Roth stein claims: “It is fool ish, as Mr. Klein in ef- 
fect does, to claim that be cause we are now spend ing so much
money on chil dren with dis abil i ties, schools must be fail ing be- 
cause the spend ing has not caused the achieve ment of reg u lar
stu dents to im prove.”

Even more im por tantly, Roth stein claims that Klein is wrong that
achieve ment hasn’t im proved since 1970: “Our only sources of in- 
for ma tion about trends in aca demic achieve ment are two sam pled
tests spon sored by the fed eral gov ern ment, the Na tional As sess- 
ment of Ed u ca tional Progress. One . . . shows that aca demic
achieve ment for black chil dren has im proved so much that black
fourth graders na tion wide now have av er age ba sic skills pro fi- 
ciency in math that is greater than that of white fourth graders in
1970.



“The other, a test re quir ing orig i nal com pu ta tions and writ ten an- 
swers, shows the av er age aca demic achieve ment of black fourth
graders to be greater than that of white fourth graders in 1990. Im- 
prove ments have also been sub stan tial in read ing, and for eighth
graders. White stu dents have im proved as well, so the black-white
test score gap has not changed very much, nar row ing only to the
ex tent that black achieve ment has been ris ing faster than white
achieve ment.”

Roth stein also points out that there has been im prove ment at
the high school level as well, not ing that in the last four decades,
the share of young adults who grad u ate from both high school and
col lege has dou bled.

With re gard to “failed” in ter ven tions such as smaller class sizes,
Roth stein says: “This, too, is only the in can ta tion of con ven tional
wis dom, but is not what the re search shows. The only sci en tif i cally
cred i ble study of class size re duc tion, an ex per i ment con ducted in
Ten nes see 20 years ago, found that smaller classes were of par- 
tic u lar ben e fit to dis ad van taged chil dren in the early grades . . .”

He con cludes by say ing: “Of course, like any in sti tu tion, pub lic
ed u ca tion should be im proved. We should be able to do much bet- 
ter. But some, per haps many of the things Amer i can schools have
been do ing have turned out to be quite suc cess ful. By mak ing a
blan ket charge of fail ure and propos ing to over turn the en tire en- 
ter prise, whether in fa vor of tablet-based in struc tion, char ter
schools . . . or pri vate school vouch ers, the re form ers may well be
de stroy ing much of what has worked in fa vor of untested fads.”

In ter est ingly, Klein of ten brings up his own over stated bi og ra phy
of a poor-kid-from-Queens-hous ing-projects-makes-good-thanks-
to-great-teach ers as fur ther “ev i dence” that things are bro ken in
New York City pub lic schools. Ac cord ing to Klein, great pub lic
school teach ers were re spon si ble for his path to suc cess. Yet he



im plies that to day’s dis ad van taged kids fail be cause those op por- 
tu ni ties no longer ex ist, as that once-glo ri ous pub lic school sys tem
full of won der ful teach ers has crum bled and now ex ists only in
mem ory.

The so lu tion? A tablet in ev ery pot.
Aside from the claims of sev eral peo ple that Klein has ex ag ger- 

ated the con di tions of an es sen tially mid dle-class up bring ing (as- 
ser tions I agree with, hav ing grown up less than ten blocks from
where he was raised), the New York City pub lic ed u ca tion sys tem
that was good enough to get him into Co lum bia and then Har vard
has not changed that rad i cally.

Eigh teen years af ter he did, I also made it from New York City
pub lic school to Ivy League cam pus. To day, 30 years later, thou- 
sands of kids pull off that same trick ev ery year. Yes, of course it’s
an im per fect sys tem that needs plenty of work. But Klein needs us
to be lieve that the en tire sys tem is bro ken be yond re pair—that it’s
“ripe for dis rup tion”—in or der to sell us his dig i tal cure.

But the Am plify story does not end there—there is an in ter est ing
epi logue.

Am plify failed. The com pany, never able to sell as many tablets
as it en vi sioned, sub se quently bled money. Af ter los ing over $371
mil lion in 2015 alone—not to men tion the $1 bil lion that he had in- 
vested since 2010—Mur doch de cided to cut his losses and put the
whole thing up for sale.

Fi nally, af ter lay ing off two-thirds of its staff—ap prox i mately 800
em ploy ees—the sput ter ing en tity was sold in Oc to ber 2015 to 11
Am plify ex ec u tives, in clud ing Joel Klein. The terms of the sale

were not dis closed.9

But in an in ter est ing re struc tur ing, orig i nal Wire less Gen er a tion
founder Larry Berger took over as CEO, and Joel Klein was kicked
up stairs to the board of di rec tors. They’re get ting back to ba sics:



they are re tain ing the cur ricu lum (Am plify Learn ing) and the an a- 
lyt ics and data as sess ment (Am plify In sight) arms of the busi ness.
And the tablet? In the garbage. The failed Am plify Ac cess has
been dis con tin ued.

As ed u ca tional tech con sul tant Doug Levin said in Ed u ca tion
Week, Mur doch and Klein’s foray into the K-12 mar ket place “was
an other ex am ple in a long his tory of ed u ca tion en trepreneurs who
have crashed on the rocks be cause the mar ket was not what they
thought it would be.”

And now, I present Act II of Greed in Ed u ca tion—the West
Coast Ver sion.

THE LOS AN GE LES SCHOOL DIS TRICT AND THE $1.3 BIL LION IPAD FI- 
ASCO

While the largest school dis trict in the United States did its best to
fend off Joel Klein, Ru pert Mur doch and the in va sion of the glow- 
ing screens, the sec ond-largest dis trict didn’t fare so well. It suc- 
cumbed to the glow—to the tune of 1.3 bil lion wasted dol lars.

This West Coast Ver sion of Greed in Ed u ca tion has served as a
cau tion ary tale through out the land. It even led to this col or ful
head line on Mash able: “L.A.’s ‘iPad for Ev ery Stu dent Pro gram’ is
a Com plete Sh*t Show” (April 17, 2015).

Where to be gin?
Su per in ten dent John Deasy thought that it would be a great idea

to have ev ery sin gle stu dent in Los An ge les Uni fied School Dis trict
—all 650,000—get an iPad loaded with ed u ca tional soft ware
good ies from Pear son, one of the coun try’s big gest ed u ca tional
pub lish ers. All for the low, low cost of $1.3 bil lion.

School of fi cials and tech ad vo cates who pushed for this framed
the de bate, ob scenely, as a civil rights is sue—us ing those ac tual
words: “This is a civil rights is sue. My goal is to pro vide youth in



poverty with tools that hereto fore only rich kids have had. And I’d
like to do that as quickly as pos si ble.” Su per in ten dent Deasy said
in a pro mo tional video that he made, in ter est ingly, for Ap ple in
2011.

Move over, Rosa Parks—an iPad needs to sit next to you.
With mes sianic fer vor, Deasy said that the tablets would lead to

“huge leaps in what’s pos si ble for stu dents” and would “phe nom e- 
nally . . . change the land scape of ed u ca tion.”

Deasy wasn’t alone in em brac ing this mis guided idea that stu- 
dent ac cess to the In ter net had some how be come a right as in- 
alien able as the right to life, lib erty and the pur suit of hap pi ness. In
a June 2010 Bos ton Globe ar ti cle, the writer Re becca Tuhus-
Dubrow not only dis cussed In ter net ac cess as a ba sic hu man
right, but even sug gested what the gov ern ment’s role should be in
se cur ing that “right”:

“In creas ingly, ac tivists, an a lysts, and gov ern ment of fi cials are ar- 
gu ing that In ter net ac cess has be come so es sen tial to par tic i pa- 
tion in so ci ety—to find ing jobs and hous ing, to civic en gage ment,
even to health—that it should be seen as a right, a ba sic pre rog a- 
tive of all cit i zens. And in cases where peo ple don’t have ac cess,
whether be cause they can’t af ford it or the in fra struc ture is not in
place, the gov ern ment should have the power—and per haps the
duty—to fix that.”

Pre dictably, me dia ex ec u tives who may have had a fi nan cial in- 
ter est in pro claim ing In ter net ac cess a hu man right were quick to
agree: “Ac cess to the in ter net is akin to a civil rights is sue for the
twenty-first cen tury. It’s that ac cess that en ables peo ple in poorer
ar eas to equal ize ac cess to a qual ity ed u ca tion, qual ity health care
and vo ca tional op por tu ni ties,” was the no ble so cial-jus tice per- 
spec tive of Com cast se nior vice pres i dent David Co hen.



One man who does not think that ac cess to the In ter net is a civil
right is the man who in vented it. No, I’m not talk ing about Al Gore.
I’m talk ing about Dr. Vin ton G. Cerf, a leg endary en gi neer ing pi o- 
neer widely known as one of the “fa thers of the In ter net.” Cerf was
the co-de signer of the TCP/IP pro to cols and ar chi tec ture of the In- 
ter net; in De cem ber 1997 Pres i dent Bill Clin ton pre sented him
with the U.S. Na tional Medal of Tech nol ogy, and in 2005 he was
given the Pres i den tial Medal of Free dom by Pres i dent George W.
Bush for his work in help ing to cre ate the In ter net.

In a Jan u ary 4, 2012, New York Times op-ed ar ti cle ti tled “In ter- 
net Ac cess Is Not a Hu man Right,” Cerf had this to say on
whether or not ac cess to his prog eny—his in ven tion—was in deed
a right:

“That ar gu ment, how ever well mean ing, misses a larger point:
tech nol ogy is an en abler of rights, not a right it self. There is a high
bar for some thing to be con sid ered a hu man right. Loosely put, it
must be among the things we hu mans need in or der to lead
healthy, mean ing ful lives like free dom from tor ture or free dom of
con science. It is a mis take to place any par tic u lar tech nol ogy in
this ex alted cat e gory, since over time we will wind up valu ing the
wrong things. For ex am ple, at one time if you didn’t have a horse,
it was hard to make a liv ing. But the im por tant right in that case
was the right to make a liv ing, not the right to a horse.”

His point is well taken. “Things,” like tablets, cars or, as he wryly
notes, horses, are not hu man or civil rights. No tech nol ogy is.

But Su per in ten dent Deasy was very pas sion ate about the “right”
to have an iPad and spread his zeal to an agree able school board,
which voted for the plan to give ev ery stu dent an iPad. The dis trict
had es ti mated that it would cost about $500 mil lion to ob tain more
than 600,000 tablets and the ac com pa ny ing soft ware and an ad di- 
tional $800 mil lion to in stall wire less In ter net and other in fra struc- 



ture at more than 1,000 schools and of fices. Un for tu nately, the
cash-strapped dis trict didn’t have that kind of money ly ing around
—so it had to sell pub lic bonds in or der to raise the money.

In hind sight, the board mem bers think that they may have voted
too hastily. A Sep tem ber 4, 2014, Los An ge les Times ar ti cle
quoted sev eral board mem bers as say ing that they should have
asked tougher ques tions early on and were too quick to de fer to
their “cru sad ing su per in ten dent” and an on go ing mis sion they also
strongly be lieve in—clos ing the tech no log i cal gap be tween Los
An ge les’ poor stu dents and their wealth ier peers.

“The no tion of the con stantly tick ing in equity clock” fu eled the
fer vor of iPads for all, school board mem ber Steve Zim mer said.
“It’s my job to bal ance that ur gency with scru tiny. And never have I
failed more at that bal ance.”

So how does this story end?
With an FBI in ves ti ga tion and $1.3 bil lion spent on a dys func- 

tional dis as ter. The Pear son plat form had an in com plete cur ricu- 
lum that was es sen tially worth less, and the tablets them selves
were eas ily hacked within weeks by stu dents who by passed the
fee ble se cu rity re stric tions and were able to freely surf the In ter net
—video games and porn for ev ery one!

The whole deal was killed in De cem ber 2014—the day af ter the
FBI seized 20 boxes of doc u ments from the dis trict’s busi ness of- 
fice as part of its in ves ti ga tion into the con tract with Ap ple.

Un der scru tiny were the bid ding process and the re la tion ship
be tween Su per in ten dent John Deasy—who re signed abruptly un- 
der pres sure in Oc to ber 2014—and his close re la tion ship with Ap- 
ple and Pear son ex ec u tives, the ben e fi cia ries of the mam moth
con tract. The deal is also be ing cur rently in ves ti gated by a fed eral

grand jury.10

Where did this all go wrong?



To an swer that, we need to go to back to the be gin ning.
John Deasy was hired as su per in ten dent in 2011 and was de ter- 

mined to make a dif fer ence. By most ac counts, he was pas sion ate
and sin cere about his de sire to make the Los An ge les school dis- 
trict bet ter and to help level the stu dent play ing field, given what
he had per ceived as an achieve ment gap.

To be sure, the dis trict he in her ited was in cri sis: thou sands of
teach ers, coun selors and li brar i ans had lost their jobs dur ing the
re ces sion; fewer than half of the stu dents were read ing at grade
level, and more than 10,000 stu dents were drop ping out of high
school an nu ally.

Deasy made no apolo gies—and ruf fled some feath ers—as a re- 
former who was go ing to fix a very com pli cated mess in or der to
make things bet ter for stu dents: “I’m not go ing to be in ter ested in
look ing at third graders and say ing, ‘Sorry, this is the year you
don’t learn to read,’ or to ju niors and say ing, ‘You don’t get to
grad u ate,” he told Los An ge les Pub lic Ra dio sta tion KPCC in
2012. “So the pace needs to be quick, and we make no apolo gies

for that.”11

He was clearly a man on a mis sion. Un for tu nately, he picked the
wrong mis sion.

I asked my friend Dr. Pe dro Noguera, who knew Deasy pro fes- 
sion ally, what he thought of him. Pe dro is one of the most re- 
spected voices in Amer i can ed u ca tion; he’s been tenured at
Berke ley, Har vard and NYU and is cur rently Dis tin guished Pro fes- 
sor of Ed u ca tion at UCLA. He is one of the most thought ful, car ing
peo ple and ed u ca tors you will ever meet. Pe dro told me: “John
Deasy is a good man—he tried to make a pos i tive dif fer ence; the
teach ers union wasn’t thrilled with him be cause he had no pa- 
tience for the union. But he tried to do what he thought was best
for the kids.”



Un like Joel Klein and Am plify in New York, Deasy hadn’t sold
out to cor po rate over lords. None the less, as is clear when the
emails ex changed by Deasy, Pear son and Ap ple are ex am ined,
Deasy was en thralled by the prospect of work ing with the tech gi- 
ants; they, in turn, seemed only too ea ger to fi nan cially ex ploit his
en thu si asm. But there has been no ac cu sa tion or in sin u a tion that
Deasy per son ally prof ited from the deal. What is ap par ent is that
Deasy was a zealot who be lieved in tech as the cure and in him- 
self as “the one” who would trans form the bro ken Los An ge les
pub lic school sys tem—and that he would go to any lengths to re al- 
ize his vi sion.

The essence of the FBI in ves ti ga tion is that dozens of meet ings,
con ver sa tions and email ex changes with Pear son and Ap ple had
oc curred be gin ning nearly a year be fore Los An ge les Uni fied of fi- 
cially put the project out to bid. Even tu ally, 19 other bids were also
sub mit ted. Ap ple and Pear son, al though not ini tially the low est
bid ders (as fi nal ists, they were al lowed to re jig ger and lower their
bid), won the lu cra tive con tract on June 24, 2013.

And the epi logue?
Nearly two years later, the pro gram is dead. Deasy has re signed

amid scan dal. The FBI in ves ti ga tion is on go ing. And the Se cu ri ties
and Ex change Com mis sion (SEC) has got ten in volved, hav ing re- 
cently ques tioned school dis trict of fi cials as part of an in for mal in- 
quiry into whether they prop erly used bond funds for the dis as- 
trous $1.3 bil lion project.

The sad re al ity is that com pa nies like Ap ple and Pear son are
profit-driven en ti ties whose mis sion state ment is to in crease the
bot tom line. I think we all un der stand that this is Amer ica, and that
com pa nies should be al lowed to make prof its, but they shouldn’t
do so at the ex pense of chil dren’s well-be ing. There should be ex- 
tra scru tiny and vet ting be fore schools get in bed with for-profit



com pa nies, be cause, un for tu nately, those com pa nies don’t al ways
have the best in ter ests of the kids in mind.

An ex am ple: two ex ec u tives of Houghton Mif flin Har court—one
of the Big Three in ed u ca tional pub lish ing—were re cently
recorded on hid den cam era by con ser va tive ac tivist James
O’Keefe of Project Ver i tas, a non profit that in ves ti gates pub lic- and
pri vate-sec tor mis con duct and fraud. In the hid den-cam videos,
the cyn i cal ex ec u tives are caught dis cussing the Com mon Core

and their con cern—or lack thereof—for what’s best for kids.12

“You don’t think that the ed u ca tional pub lish ing com pa nies are in
it for ed u ca tion, do you? No. They’re in it for the money,” Di anne
Bar row, the West Coast ac counts man ager for Houghton Mif flin
Har court, was caught on cam era as say ing. Af ter ex plain ing that
Com mon Core is over whelm ingly profit-driven, Bar row went on to
say, “I hate kids. I’m in it to sell books. Don’t even kid your self for a
heart beat,” she says as she starts to laugh hys ter i cally.

An other cyn i cal Houghton Mif flin ex ec u tive, Strate gic Ac count
Man ager Amelia Pet ties, had this to say to the hid den cam era
about the Com mon Core: “Com mon Core is not new. We’re call ing
it Com mon Core, woo hoo! Call it Com mon Core . . . there’s al- 
ways money in it be cause kids are great but it’s not al ways about
the kids.” She pauses, then says, “It’s never about the kids,” as
she, too, breaks out into loud, cack ling laugh ter.

Pet ties even sug gests that the name Com mon Core should be
changed, be cause that could in crease new sales and mar ket ing
op por tu ni ties: “Slap ping a new name on it, which in my case I
hope they do . . . then I could sell a shit ton of train ing around
what ever you’re call ing it.”

Re gard less of whether you find these com ments shock ing or
busi ness-as-usual, would you want your chil dren’s ed u ca tional ex- 



pe ri ence ma nip u lated by pri vate, profit-driven com pa nies that
demon strate such con tempt for kids and their ed u ca tion?

Mean while, back in Los An ge les, they want their money back.
Los An ge les Uni fied gen eral coun sel David Holmquist sent a let ter
to Ap ple de mand ing that it stop any de liv ery of Pear son soft ware
and vowed to seek re im burse ment for math and read ing ma te ri als
stu dents have been un able to use. The vast ma jor ity of stu dents
still can’t ac cess Pear son ma te rial on their iPads, Holmquist said.

Ah, but the lit tle ras cals can play Call of Duty and Grand Theft
Auto on their se cu rity-by passed iPads un til the cows come home
—the tablet-as-civil-rights move ment in ac tion.

Crit ics claim that the move to ward tablets and tech should have
been im ple mented more slowly, with a smaller roll out. Per haps.
Mean while, back in Sil i con Val ley, Google and Ap ple en gi neers
con tinue to send their lit tle ones to lo cal no-tech, no-tablet Wal dorf
schools.

Go fig ure.

ED U CA TIONAL LESSONS FROM DOWN UN DER

Syd ney Gram mar is one of Aus tralia’s top per form ing schools.
Founded in 1854, its over 1,100 male stu dents from pre-K through
12 are the sons of Syd ney’s busi ness and po lit i cal elite and rou- 
tinely place in the top 1 per cent of Aus tralian stu dents in uni ver sity
en try scores each year. Boast ing three for mer prime min is ters as
alumni, the his toric school is well funded, with an an nual tu ition of
over $34,000, and boasts some of the finest ed u ca tors and ad min- 
is tra tors in all of Aus tralia.

And, shock ingly to some, this stan dard-bearer of elite ed u ca tion
has de cided to scrap tech nol ogy and has done away with lap tops
in the class room. Ac cord ing to its head mas ter Dr. John Val lance,
the de vices “dis tract” from teach ing, and he de scribed the bil lions



of dol lars spent on com put ers in Aus tralian schools over the past

seven years as a “scan dalous waste of money.”13

Dr. Val lance is no ed u ca tion slouch; he’s a Cam bridge scholar, a
trustee of the State Li brary of NSW Foun da tion, a di rec tor of the
Na tional Art School and has been head mas ter of Syd ney Gram- 
mar for 18 years. In deed, in 2014 the Coali tion gov ern ment ap- 
pointed him as a spe cial re viewer of the na tional arts cur ricu lum.

This sea soned ed u ca tor has taken a de cid edly sour out look on
the role of tech nol ogy in the class room: “I’ve seen so many
schools with lim ited bud gets spend ing a dis pro por tion ate amount
of their money on tech nol ogy that doesn’t re ally bring any mea sur- 
able, or non-mea sur able, ben e fits,” he said. “Schools have spent
hun dreds and hun dreds of mil lions of dol lars on in ter ac tive white- 
boards, dig i tal pro jec tors, and now they’re all be ing jet ti soned.”

Fur ther, Dr. Val lance said in a March 26, 2016, in ter view in The
Aus tralian, the $2.4 bil lion spent by the Aus tralian gov ern ment on
the “Dig i tal Ed u ca tion Rev o lu tion,” which used tax payer monies to
buy lap tops for high school stu dents, “didn’t re ally do any thing ex- 
cept en rich Mi cro soft and Hewlett Packard and Ap ple,” adding,
“they’ve got very pow er ful lobby in flu ence in the ed u ca tional com- 
mu nity.”

Thus Syd ney Gram mar has banned stu dents from bring ing lap- 
tops to school and re quires them to hand write as sign ments and
es says un til Year 10. The stu dents have ac cess to com put ers in
the school com puter lab, but Dr. Val lance re gards lap tops in the
class room as a dis trac tion: “We find that hav ing lap tops or iPads
in the class room in hibits con ver sa tion—it’s dis tract ing.”

Dr. Val lance be lieves that “if you’re lucky enough to have a good
teacher and a mo ti vat ing group of class mates, it would seem a
waste to in tro duce any thing that’s go ing to be a dis trac tion from
the ben e fits that kind of so cial con text will give you.” He added,



“We see teach ing as fun da men tally a so cial ac tiv ity. It’s about in- 
ter ac tion be tween peo ple, about dis cus sion, about con ver sa tion,”
and he thinks that com put ers in the class room have robbed chil- 
dren of the chance to de bate and dis cuss ideas with their teacher.

He also feels that lap tops have led to less rigor in the class room
and have taken away from teacher prepa ra tion, in di cat ing that lap- 
tops “in tro duced a great deal of slack ness” in teach ing and “made
it much eas ier of giv ing the il lu sion of hav ing pre pared a les son.”

He also in her ently be lieves in the ed u ca tional ben e fit of learn ing
to write by hand: “Al low ing chil dren to lose that ca pac ity to ex- 
press them selves by writ ing is a very dan ger ous thing.” He said
that Syd ney Gram mar had been study ing the dif fer ence be tween
hand writ ten and com puter-typed tasks among boys in Year 3 and
Year 5. “In cre ative writ ing tasks, they find it much eas ier to write
by hand, to put their ideas down on a piece of pa per, than they do
with a key board.”

Aware that he’d be crit i cized as out of step and anti-tech nol ogy,
Dr. Val lance said he was sure peo ple would call him a “di nosaur,”
but re sponded by say ing, “I’m in no way anti-tech nol ogy. I love
gad gets. It’s partly be cause we all love gad gets so much that we
have these rules, oth er wise we’d all just muck about. Tech nol ogy
is a ser vant, not a mas ter. You can’t end up al low ing the tail to
wag the dog, which I think it is at the mo ment.”

Dr. Val lance said it was a “re ally scan dalous sit u a tion” that Aus- 
tralia was “spend ing more on ed u ca tion than ever be fore and the
re sults are grad u ally get ting worse and worse” and said he pre- 
ferred to spend on teach ing staff than on tech nol ogy. “They end up
be ing mas sive lines in the bud gets of schools which at the same
time have leaky toi lets and roofs and ram shackle build ings. If I
had a choice be tween fill ing a class room with lap tops or hir ing an- 
other teacher, I’d take the other teacher ev ery day of the week.”



The in ter na tion ally re spected Or ga ni za tion for Eco nomic Co-op- 
er a tion and De vel op ment (OECD) has also chimed in and ques- 
tioned the grow ing re liance on tech nol ogy in schools. In a 2015 re- 
port, it said schools must give stu dents a solid foun da tion in read- 
ing, writ ing and math be fore in tro duc ing com put ers. In deed, it
found that heavy users of com put ers in the class room “do a lot
worse in most learn ing out comes,” and con cluded by say ing: “In
the end, tech nol ogy can am plify great teach ing, but great tech nol- 
ogy can not re place poor teach ing,”

Dr. Val lance takes an even more cyn i cal view: “I think when peo- 
ple come to write the his tory of this pe riod in ed u ca tion . . . this in- 
vest ment in class room tech nol ogy is go ing to be seen as a huge
fraud.”

READ ING EF FECTS: SCREENS VS. PA PER

As far as ed u ca tion and screens in the class room go, there is also
the is sue of the com pre hen sion dif fer ences be tween read ing
some thing on a ra di ant screen rather than on pa per.

In a study called “Read ing Lin ear Texts on Pa per Ver sus Com- 
puter Screen: Ef fects on Read ing Com pre hen sion,” pub lished in
Jan u ary 2013 in the In ter na tional Jour nal of Ed u ca tional Re- 
search, Pro fes sor Anne Man gen of the Uni ver sity of Sta vanger in
Nor way found that stu dents who read text on com put ers per- 
formed worse on com pre hen sion tests than stu dents who read the

same text on pa per.14

Man gen and her col leagues had asked 72 tenth-grade stu dents
of sim i lar read ing abil ity to study one nar ra tive and one ex pos i tory
text, each about 1,500 words in length. Half the stu dents read the
texts on pa per and the other half read them in pdf files on com- 
puter screens. Af ter ward, stu dents com pleted read ing-com pre hen- 



sion tests con sist ing of mul ti ple-choice and short-an swer ques- 
tions, dur ing which they had ac cess to the texts.

While Joseph Chilton Pearce has at trib uted the de creased-com- 
pre hen sion ef fects of screens to the prob lem atic way that the
brain pro cesses ra di ant light, Man gen thinks that stu dents read ing
on com puter screens had a more dif fi cult time find ing par tic u lar in- 
for ma tion when ref er enc ing the texts be cause they could only
scroll or click through the pdfs one sec tion at a time. The stu dents
read ing on pa per, by con trast, could hold the whole text in their
hands and switch be tween dif fer ent pages.

Man gen sur mised: “The ease with which you can find out the
be gin ning, end and ev ery thing in be tween and the con stant con- 
nec tion to your path, your progress in the text, might be some way
of mak ing it less tax ing cog ni tively, so you have more free ca pac ity
for com pre hen sion.”

This no tion that read ing, far from be ing a static af fair, is in stead
a jour ney over a word land scape is echoed in a 2013 Sci en tific
Amer i can ar ti cle called “The Read ing Brain in the Dig i tal Age: The

Sci ence of Pa per Ver sus Screens.”15

“There is phys i cal ity in read ing,” de vel op men tal psy chol o gist
and cog ni tive sci en tist Maryanne Wolf of Tufts Uni ver sity is quoted
as say ing in the ar ti cle, “maybe even more than we want to think
about as we lurch into dig i tal read ing—as we move for ward per- 
haps with too lit tle re flec tion.”

From an evo lu tion ary per spec tive, writ ing is a rel a tively new
phe nom e non. Thus, as far as our brains are con cerned, text is a
tan gi ble part of our phys i cal world. In deed, early writ ing, such as
Sume rian cu nei form or Egyp tian hi ero glyph ics, be gan as pic to rial
rep re sen ta tions shaped like the ob jects they rep re sented. Even in
our mod ern al pha bet, we see traces of these pic to rial roots: C as
cres cent moon, S as snake.



The ar ti cle points out that be yond just treat ing in di vid ual let ters
as phys i cal ob jects, the hu man brain may also per ceive a text, as
Man gen sug gests, in its en tirety as a kind of phys i cal land scape.
In that sense, pa per books present a more ob vi ous land scape,
with a much more pro nounced to pog ra phy, than on screen texts.

An open book presents two clearly de fined do mains—the left
and right pages—and a to tal of eight cor ners with which read ers
can ori ent them selves. In ad di tion, the book trav eler can phys i cally
see where the book be gins and ends and where a par tic u lar page
is in re la tion to those points. Fi nally, the reader can gauge by the
thick ness of the pages how much has been read/trav eled and how
much of the jour ney re mains. These are re as sur ing phys i cal mark- 
ers that can help the reader form a co her ent men tal map.

In con trast, most screens lack all of that and thus in hibit peo ple
from map ping the jour ney in their minds. A reader of screen text
might scroll through a stream of words, but it is ex tremely dif fi cult
to see any one pas sage in the con text of the en tire text. Even
though e-read ers like the Kin dle and tablets like the iPad can re-
cre ate pag i na tion, the screen only dis plays a sin gle page at a time
—the rest of the word land scape re mains out of view and out of
phys i cal touch.

And that mat ters.
“The im plicit feel of where you are in a phys i cal book turns out to

be more im por tant than we re al ized,” says Abi gail Sellen of Mi cro- 
soft Re search Cam bridge, in Eng land, and co-au thor of The Myth
of the Pa per less Of fice. “Only when you get an e-book do you
start to miss it. I don’t think e-book man u fac tur ers have thought
enough about how you might vi su al ize where you are in a book.”

MORE SCREENS, LESS EYE CON TACT



Apart from screens and read ing deficits, other ed u ca tion ex perts
also point out the po ten tial ad verse so cial ef fects: “Ma jor con cerns
are fo cused on the im pact of com put ers on the chil dren’s so cial
and emo tional de vel op ment.”

Ac cord ing to a re port by Colleen Cordes and Ed ward Miller
(2000): “Chil dren be tween the ages of 10 and 17 to day will ex pe ri- 
ence nearly one-third fewer face-to-face in ter ac tions with other
peo ple through out their life times as a re sult of their in creas ingly

elec tronic cul ture, at home and in school.”16 Keep in mind that the
one-third es ti mate is from 16 years ago; what might it be to day?

What ever hap pened to eye con tact? It’s gone way down, thanks
to our screen cul ture. A Wall Street Jour nal ar ti cle pub lished in
May 2013, “Just Look Me in the Eye Al ready,” ex am ined the way
that tech nol ogy use has af fected our eye con tact—and the neg a- 
tive ef fect that is hav ing on our re la tion ships.

Ac cord ing to Quan ti fied Im pres sions, a Texas-based com mu ni- 
ca tions an a lyt ics com pany, an adult now makes eye con tact be- 
tween only 30 and 60 per cent of the time in a typ i cal con ver sa tion,
but emo tional con nec tion is built when eye con tact is made dur ing
60 to 70 per cent of the con ver sa tion. In other words, the less eye
con tact, the less a con nec tion is made.

Our screens and screen cul ture have nor mal ized the ex pe ri ence
of hav ing con ver sa tions with lit tle or no eye con tact. We’ve seen it
in adults, and we all have cer tainly seen it in kids. Un for tu nately,
we are los ing some thing vi tal and in her ently hu man.

“Eye con tact, al though it oc curs over a gap of yards, is not a
metaphor,” psy chi a trists Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini and Richard
Lan non write in the book A Gen eral The ory of Love. “When we
meet the gaze of an other, two ner vous sys tems achieve a pal pa- 
ble and in ti mate ap po si tion.”



Adults lament that kids no longer make eye con tact, but par ents
are of ten guilty of pro vid ing the model for that be hav ior, in what
has been called “Dis tracted Par ent Syn drome.”

As Car olyn Gre goire writes in “How Tech nol ogy is Killing Eye
Con tact,” the Sep tem ber 28, 2013, en try of her col umn in The
Huff in g ton Post: “Many par ents are con cerned about what their
own dig i tal mul ti task ing and lack of eye con tact might be com mu- 
ni cat ing to their chil dren.”

Blog ger Rachel Marie Mar tin wrote in a re cent post, “20 Things I
Will Re gret Not Do ing with My Kids”: “I want my kids to re mem ber
that there were times when their mother looked them in the eye
and smiled. And for me this of ten means shut ting my lap top,
putting down my phone, stop ping my list, and just giv ing them
time.”

SCREENS IN THE CLASS ROOM? THINK FIRST—SCREENS LATER

As Dr. Toyama dis cov ered with his the ory of tech nol ogy’s Law of
Am pli fi ca tion, tech nol ogy can help ed u ca tion where it’s al ready
do ing well, but it does lit tle for medi ocre ed u ca tional sys tems and,
worse, in dys func tional schools it “can cause out right harm.” In my
re search for this book and in con ver sa tions with var i ous ed u ca tion
ex perts, that seemed to be the con sen sus—but with an ad di tional
pro viso: that tech nol ogy can only help when a child or stu dent is
de vel op men tally ready to han dle pow er ful and hyp notic screens.

Tech nol ogy can cer tainly be help ful in a well-sup ported and
thought ful high school cur ricu lum. Per haps even in mid dle school,
some lim ited ex po sure to com puter learn ing can be help ful. But
the no tion of stick ing a ra di ant screen in the hands of a kinder- 
gartener or a child in el e men tary school is not only not help ful ed- 
u ca tion ally, but, as we have read, could be neu ro log i cally and clin- 
i cally harm ful—es pe cially for al ready vul ner a ble chil dren.



Even Joel Klein, Ru pert Mur doch’s dark prince, of all peo ple,
sup ports that view. Speak ing to Carlo Rotella for the Sep tem ber
12, 2013, is sue of the New York Times Mag a zine, he re sponded
to tech-in-the-class room crit i cisms from Sherry Turkle, MIT pro fes- 
sor and au thor of Alone To gether, by say ing that he wouldn’t put
fourth-graders in a MOOC—mas sive open on line course—and
that he would ex er cise “great re straint” in in tro duc ing tech nol ogy

into a kinder garten class room.17 Thank good ness for small fa- 
vors.

Maybe we should fol low the lead of the tech en gi neers and Wal- 
dorf schools wait un til our kids are be yond third or fourth grade—
some sug gest they should be at least ten years old—be fore in ter- 
ac tive tablets are in tro duced.

In a 1999 in ter view, Joseph Chilton Pearce dis cussed a four-day
sym po sium in Berke ley that he at tended, where 21 ed u ca tion ex- 
perts from around the world dis cussed com put ers in ed u ca tion: “At
that . . . sym po sium at Berke ley we con cluded that ev ery thing
hinges on age ap pro pri ate ness. One pro fes sor from MIT made the
pas sion ate plea that we must en cour age chil dren to de velop the
abil ity to think first, and then give them the com puter. Af ter that,
the sky’s the limit. But if you in tro duce the com puter be fore the
child’s thought pro cesses are worked out, then you have a dis as- 
ter in the mak ing. This is be cause, as Pi aget pointed out, the first
twelve years of life are spent putting into place the struc tures of
knowl edge that en able young peo ple to grasp ab stract, meta- 
phoric, sym bolic types of in for ma tion. . . . The dan ger here is that

the com puter . . . will in ter rupt that de vel op ment.”18

In “Com puter In te gra tion into the Early Child hood Cur ricu lum,”
pub lished in Ed u ca tion (Fall 2012), au thors Mona and Heyam Mo- 
ham mad also frame the is sue in de vel op men tal terms: “Pi aget’s
the ory, known also as the con struc tivist per spec tive, says that



learn ers ben e fit most from ‘con crete’ ex pe ri ences or hands-on ac- 
tiv i ties that al low the learner to ma nip u late his/her en vi ron ment in
or der to con struct knowl edge based on in ter ac tion with the

world.”19

Trans la tion: Lego, not Minecraft.
As pre vi ously men tioned, Pearce at tributes a large part of the

ad verse ef fect of screens on young chil dren to the ra di ant light
and the fact that chil dren can go “cata tonic” in front of a screen:
“This has to do with the way that that the brain re acts to ra di ant
light, which is the light source of TV and com puter mon i tors, and
re flected light, which is what brings us the rest of our vis ual ex pe ri- 
ence . . . the brain tends to close down in re sponse to ra di ant light
sources. We’ve all seen how chil dren get when they watch tele vi- 
sion for any length of time.”

In that in ter view, Pearce goes on to de scribe how the tele vi sion
in dus try started in tro duc ing “star tle ef fects” into kids’ pro gram ming
in or der to snap kids out of their trance so that they could pay at- 
ten tion again. But over time, like any hyp notic drug, de sen si ti za- 
tion oc curs to the point where the at ten tion-grab bing star tle ef fects
had to be come big ger and big ger.

Still, as Pearce ex plains, while the child’s neo cor tex may re al ize
that the in creas ingly shock ing im ages aren’t real, the “rep til ian”
brain does not, and the child goes into per pet ual cor ti sol-re leas ing
fight-or-flight re sponse. This mas sive over stim u la tion is “caus ing
the brain to mal adapt in ways pre vi ously thought im pos si ble. It is
lit er ally break ing down on all lev els of neu ral de vel op ment.”
Pearce was pre sciently fore cast ing some of the neu ro log i cal and
clin i cal is sues that we dis cussed re gard ing Dr. Dunck ley’s work
with elec tronic screen syn drome.

Wouldn’t it just be a bet ter idea to leave the screens out of the
class room—at least through el e men tary school? As Pearce says:



“We must en cour age chil dren to de velop the abil ity to think first,
and then give them the com puter. Af ter that, the sky’s the limit.”

Un for tu nately, that might be eas ier said than done to day. In our
new dig i tal land scape, it will be come in creas ingly dif fi cult to in su- 
late a child dur ing his key de vel op men tal years from the ad vances
in our Brave New e-World.

These are in deed strange times we live in. The di vide be tween
the real and the dig i tal is in creas ingly blur ring as our so ci ety is be- 
com ing more and more vir tual. The thought-pro vok ing movie The
Ma trix hints at the mind-bend ing that may await us just over the
hori zon.

In the mean time, let’s take a look at the far ther reaches of the
dig i tal land scape to day.



THIR TEEN

IT’S AN E-WORLD

A PARA BLE FROM STAR TREK

In the two-part Star Trek episode “The Menagerie” (1965)—which
in cor po rated the se ries’ pi lot episode, “The Cage”—a badly
burned and wheel chair-bound Cap tain Pike, Cap tain Kirk’s pre de- 
ces sor, is given the op por tu nity to live out his life on a planet
called Ta los IV.

The Talosians are able to ma nip u late re al ity and cre ate very
pleas ing il lu sions—in fact, en tire worlds of ex cit ing and tempt ing
vir tual re al i ties. On the planet the crew meets a beau ti ful young
Earth woman named Vina, who they think is a cap tive. They find
out that Vina is there will ingly; she was once an old and very badly
in jured sur vivor of a space ship crash. The Talosians gave her the
chance to live in the il lu sion of youth and health. In to day’s dig i tal
terms, we might call this il lu sory Vina an avatar.

In ter est ingly, this species, which has the power to con trol il lu- 
sions, is dy ing. They refuse the of fer of help from the En ter prise
be cause they fear that the Earth lings would learn the power of il lu- 
sion and also fall vic tim to it, like Ta los’s own il lu sion-ob sessed civ- 
i liza tion.

In the end, Cap tain Pike has a choice: live a mis er able ex is- 
tence as a quad ri plegic burn vic tim who can’t even speak, or be
young again and live the life of his dreams. Granted, op tion num- 
ber two is not real—but it feels real.

Which would you choose?



Pike chooses to live life in a vir tual re al ity (VR) as a young and
healthy Pike avatar with the il lu sion-en hanced Vina. At the end of
the pi lot episode, the head Talosian philo soph i cally says to the de- 
part ing Earth lings, when re fer ring to Vina and her beau ti ful avatar,
“She has an il lu sion and you have re al ity. May you find your way
as pleas ant.”

To day, hun dreds of thou sands of peo ple are em brac ing the idea
that the il lu sion may in deed be more “pleas ant” and bet ter than re- 
al ity, as avatar-based “syn thetic com mu ni ties” are ex plod ing.

AVATARS AND SEC OND LIFE

Let’s say you hate your life; maybe you don’t have it as bad as
Cap tain Pike, but you don’t like who you are or how you live.
Would you es cape from that life if you could?

Many have.
With one mil lion ac tive users, Sec ond Life is a thriv ing vir tual

com mu nity with its own shops, cur rency, con certs, re la tion ships
and, well, ev ery thing else that the real world has, only on a
screen. Tech ni cally, you’re sup posed to be 18 or older, but if
you’re 13 or older you can use Sec ond Life with some re stric tions.
If you’re 16 to 17 years old, you can ac cess re gions and search
re sults that have a “Gen eral” ma tu rity rat ing.

Around since 2003, Sec ond Life is get ting a new boost with the
in te gra tion of im mer sive VR tech nol ogy. With the tech nol ogy still in
de vel op ment but now be ing beta-tested, soon Sec ond Life
denizens will no longer have to be lim ited to 2-D; they can laugh,
talk, play mu sic—and have sex—in im mer sive and much more re- 
al is tic VR 3-D with their vir tual Project Sansar plat form. And, make
no mis take, im mer sive VR is where all of this is headed. Vir tual
and aug mented re al ity will be a $150 bil lion mar ket by 2020, ac- 
cord ing to Digi-Cap i tal.



Wait a minute, peo ple can ac tu ally have sex in Sec ond Life?
Yes in deed. This is what one Sec ond Life user posted as a help ful
how-to for a sex u ally cu ri ous new bie, in clud ing how to search for a
vir tual sex ual or gan:

So cial de tails:

1. Find a will ing part ner
2. Find a pri vate place or a des ig nated pub lic sex area. ��

��� do sex in pub lic, �� �� ������ in PG ar eas.
3. For the gen tle man: You’ll need an at tach ment. Search

for “pe nis.” There are a num ber of free bies avail able.
���’� wear it in pub lic! It will stick through your pants.

Tech ni cal de tails:
There are lots of ways to an i mate your avatar. One way to kiss
and hug is with an at tach ment called a “hug ger.” There are
free hug gers avail able. Many pieces of fur ni ture (es pe cially
beds) are scripted to pro vide you and your part ner with a
menu of an i ma tions. Touch the piece of fur ni ture to call up the
menu. A pair of “pose balls,” one pink and one blue, will ap- 
pear above the bed. Sit on them . . . girl on the pink, guy on
the blue. Touch the bed again to get the menu and change po- 
si tions.

Or you may find pairs of pose balls just [ly ing] about. You can
use those, too.

To get the most out of cy ber-sex, you need to be able to “chat
emote,” to fill in the de tails that the an i ma tions don’t pro vide.
Next time you’re in world, try typ ing this, with out quotes: “/me
leans close to you, brush ing your lips with hers.” Most sex ual
talk is done in pri vate IM, rather than in open chat. Not ev ery- 
one around you wants to “hear” you moan ing and pant ing.



Like I said, these are strange times we live in.

FU TURE TECH NOW

In the fu ture, the dig i tal world will evolve be yond screens.
And that fu ture is now.
From talk ing forks to smart clothes, new tech, ac cord ing to MIT

Me dia Lab sci en tist David Rose, is about mak ing the com puter
more per sonal. Rose ar gues in his new book, En chanted Ob jects:
De sign, Hu man De sire and the In ter net of Things (2015), that peo- 
ple de sire di rect in ter ac tion with tech nol ogy: “Screens fall short
be cause they don’t im prove our re la tion ship with com put ing,” he
writes. “The de vices are pas sive, with out per son al ity. The ma chine

sits on idle wait ing for your or ders.”1

Yet wear able tech like Google Glass and the iWatch have not
lived up to the hype and the sales that were hoped for. Vir tual re al- 
ity tech nol ogy, on the other hand, seems to be ex plod ing. From
Ocu lus Rift to the do-it-your self and af ford able Google Card board
(start ing at $3 with out the smart phone), VR is on the rise.

And now, the next wave of blurred re al ity: the holo gram and
“aug mented re al ity.”

Un like VR, which im merses us in a new re al ity, holo grams cre- 
ate three- di men sional ob jects in our real-life world. And now the
Mi cro soft HoloLens has com bined the two: both vir tual re al ity and
aug mented re al ity in an im mer sive holo graphic ex pe ri ence, a de- 
vice so fu tur is tic that it makes 2-D Google Glass seem as out- 
dated and prim i tive as the View-Mas ter.

Ac cord ing to tech re viewer Ab hi jit in the blog In for matic Cool
Stuff (ICS): “The ‘�� ��� ���� ��������’ takes you to a for bid den
world. As you move around in a space, like your liv ing room, the
Holo graphic app moves with you. That means you could have a
Skype call that fol lows you as you walk through your house. You



can also pin your fa vorite apps to the phys i cal walls in your space
or rest them on a ta ble, so that ev ery time you walk into that room,
that app ap pears in the HoloLens. If an app is pinned to a wall,
you can say ‘fol low me’ to un-pin it and have it move with you
again. You can also re size those apps, mak ing videos take up an

en tire wall, or shrink ing a web site.”2

And, of course, the ubiq ui tous porn in dus try is cash ing in as
well, tak ing full ad van tage of the new tech. In a Mash able story ti- 
tled “VR Porn is Here and It’s Scary How Real It Is,” jour nal ist
Ray mond Wong gushes, “I found my self trans ported into a bed- 
room. Kneel ing be fore me was a fe male porn star who was se duc- 
tively talk ing dirty to me. I looked down and saw some guy’s mus- 
cu lar body. Well, that’s not mine, I thought to my self. I was con- 
fused. Whose body was this? Then I re al ized, I was now this guy.”

THE END OF RE AL ITY

The fu tur is tic HoloLens was de vel oped by Alex Kip man. A stringy-
haired Mi cro soft de signer who looks the part of hip ster vi sion ary,

he held a mind-blow ing TED talk in Feb ru ary 2016 in Van cou ver.3

De cid edly anti-screens be cause of their ar chaic two-di men sional
lim i ta tions, the scruffy Kip man pre sented a jaw-drop ping pre sen ta- 
tion of both the im mer sive and re al ity-cre at ing 3-D and holo- 
graphic pos si bil i ties of the HoloLens.

Dur ing his talk, Kip man crit i cizes the way that we have be come
trapped by screens and de scribes a fu ture world of in ter ac tive
tech nol ogy that is en tirely im mer sive: “To day, we spend most of
our time tap ping and look ing at screens.” In ter est ingly, he then
laments the so cial cost of this screen en slave ment: “What hap- 
pened to in ter act ing with each other? I don’t know about you, but I
feel lim ited in side of this 2-D world of mon i tors and pix els . . . my
de sire to con nect with peo ple in spires me as a cre ator. Put sim ply,



I want to cre ate a new re al ity where tech nol ogy brings us in fin itely
closer to each other. A re al ity where peo ple—not de vices—are the
cen ter of ev ery thing.”

Sounds won der ful—tech that can so cially con nect peo ple. The
smooth-talk ing Kip man has the abil ity to sell a com pelling vi sion of
this new “hu man con nect ing” fu ture tech. Dur ing his TED talk, the
au di ence seems drawn into his utopian vi sion as, with a wave of
his hand, he is able to cre ate a 3-D ice cave, com plete with hang- 
ing sta lac tites and grow ing sta lag mites that seem to emerge di- 
rectly out of the TED red dot on the stage.

Seek ing to cre ate what sounds like a dig i tal Uber men sch, Kip- 
man dis cusses the “in fi nite pos si bil i ties” of a quan tum uni verse
and the “su per pow ers” that com put ers can give hu man be ings, as
he again de cries the lim i ta tions of be ing stuck in a 2-D screen
world while we can now have “dig i tal pow ers” to cre ate re al ity
within our own world.

Later in his talk, he waves his hand and a mag i cal gar den with
mul ti col ored and over sized but ter flies and 4-foot psychedel i cally
col ored mush rooms ma te ri al ize, seem ingly from the imag i na tion of
the Broth ers Grimm—or Tim o thy Leary.

And as with Tim o thy Leary, with whom I had the op por tu nity to
spend some time be fore his death—and who also, in his later
years, had moved be yond psy che delic mind ex pan sion and was
talk ing pas sion ately about VR mind ex pan sion—you aren’t quite
sure if you’re lis ten ing to a vi sion ary or a mad man—or per haps a
lit tle bit of both.

Like a good show man, Kip man saves his best trick for last: hu- 
man tele por ta tion. As a 3-D ac tual rep re sen ta tion of a Mars land- 
scape ap pears on stage sur round ing him, Kip man looks at the au- 
di ence and says: “I in vite you to ex pe ri ence, for the first time any- 
where in the world, here on the TED stage, a real life holo graphic



tele por ta tion be tween me and my friend Dr. Jef frey Nor ris from
NASA’s Jet Propul sion Lab o ra tory.”

And with that, a smil ing, ca su ally dressed Jeff Nor ris—also
wear ing a HoloLens, ma te ri al izes on stage in the vir tual Mars
land scape; the ef fect leaves me feel ing like I’m watch ing a Chris
An gel il lu sion. The holo graphic-yet-solid-look ing Nor ris goes on to
ex plain that he’s ac tu ally “in three places. I’m stand ing in a room
across the street while I’m stand ing on the stage with you while
I’m stand ing on Mars 100 mil lion miles away.”

Amaz ing as it all seems, it’s im por tant to keep in mind that, fan- 
ci ful as ser tions aside, the bi o log i cal Dr. Nor ris is ac tu ally in only
one place: In that room across the street from the TED talk; the
other two holo graphic Nor rises are es sen tially CGI ef fects su per- 
im posed on a vir tual land scape. But it’s cer tainly an im pres sive
feat none the less, awe-in spir ing for the sheer tech ni cal wiz ardry in- 
volved.

Kip man ends his talk with a hu man is tic flour ish: ‘I dream of this
fu ture ev ery sin gle day. I take in spi ra tion from our an ces tors who
in ter acted, com mu ni cated and worked to gether. We are all be gin- 
ning to build tech nol ogy that will re turn us to the hu man ity that
brought us to where we are to day. Tech nol ogy that will let us stop
liv ing in side this 2-D world of mon i tors and pix els and let us start
re mem ber ing what it feels like to live in our 3-D world.”

It’s an odd vi sion; us ing tech nol ogy to “re mem ber” what if feels
like to live in our 3-D world when we ac tu ally do live in a 3-D world
that doesn’t even re quire Kip man’s HoloLens to ex pe ri ence. And,
iron i cally, it has been tech nol ogy that has im mersed us in the
dreaded 2-D screen world that Kip man laments. We should also
keep in mind that the il lu sion that the HoloLens cre ates—as tech- 
ni cally bril liant and vis ually stun ning as it may be—and it is all that



—is still a CGI ef fect—a com puter gen er ated im age mas querad- 
ing as re al ity.

Af ter watch ing Kip man talk, I am left won der ing if I’ve just seen
a vi sion ary or a mad man who will de stroy the very essence of hu- 
man ity with his VR cru sade. I can’t help but think again of poor
Cap tain Pike and the Talosians; is Kip man’s il lu sory world the one
that we should all be as pir ing to cre ate and live in? Or, like the
Talosians, is it the one that will de cay our species? My fear is that
far too many will be come lost and se duced by the siren song of
that VR il lu sion as their life in this 3-D plane of ex is tence with ers
and dies.

Wel come to the Ma trix. The fu ture is now.

E-ATH LETES

It looks like a typ i cal col lege pep rally: en thu si as tic cheer lead ers
jump ing up and down, lead ing the as sem bled stu dents in a se ries
of whoops and cheers; scream ing stu dents packed into bleach ers
as the var i ous var sity teams are an nounced and en ter the gym na- 
sium to thun der ous ap plause.

But this pep rally is un like any that has ever oc curred on any
col lege cam pus be fore. This rally fea tures one par tic u lar var sity
team that is a first of its kind any where in the world: the first col- 
lege var sity team of e-ath letes—that’s right, video gamers—all of
whom are at tend ing col lege on ath letic schol ar ships.

Ad min is tra tors at Robert Mor ris Uni ver sity, a small col lege in
Chicago, have de cided that they want to be ahead of the curve in
the boom ing world of com pet i tive “e-sports,” a grow ing phe nom e- 
non in which pro fes sional e-ath letes now play video games in front
of thou sands of ador ing fans in crowded are nas like the Sta ples
Cen ter in Los An ge les, earn ing high-six-fig ure salaries.



Yes: there are peo ple ac tu ally get ting paid hun dreds of thou- 
sands of dol lars to play video games com pet i tively.

At the Robert Mor ris pep rally, af ter the lacrosse and foot ball
teams have been an nounced in a fren zied au di to rium and come
out run ning and high-fiv ing each other, the school’s e-team is an- 
nounced, also to very loud ap plause. At this point, a mot ley as- 
sort ment of 30 young peo ple, who all look as if they might be au di- 
tion ing for a Re venge of the Nerds se quel, come sheep ishly and
self-con sciously march ing out.

Kurt Melcher, Robert Mor ris’s as so ciate ath letic di rec tor, takes
the mi cro phone and, while ges tur ing to the e-team, proudly boasts
to the as sem bled stu dent body: “We were able to re cruit some
very, very good play ers. Some of our top play ers are rated in the
top .02 per cent of all play ers in North Amer ica.” He then walks
down the line of the e-team, slap ping high-fives with young men

who seem un com fort able and un ac cus tomed to this sports rit ual.4

Video gam ing as a com pet i tive sport has turned into a big-
money busi ness. In 2015 Su per Data Re search es ti mated that the
global e-sports in dus try had gen er ated rev enue of $748.8 mil lion

that year but is an tic i pated to reach 1.9 bil lion by 2018.5 While dif- 
fer ent games hold high-purse tour na ments where cash prizes can
ex ceed $1 mil lion, the kings of the hill are the fan tasy games
League of Leg ends and DOTA (De fense of the An cients), whose
teams com pete against other teams in myth i cal strat egy games.

With a ra bidly loyal fan base, the League of Leg ends world
cham pi onships sold out the Sta ples Cen ter in 2013. At these
arena tour na ments, tens of thou sands of scream ing gam ing devo- 
tees pay to watch a hand ful of play ers com pete on an el e vated
stage while their video screens are mag ni fied on large pro jec tor
screens so that fans can watch their ev ery move. Top play ers are



treated like rock stars, re ceiv ing not only great sums of money but
prod uct-en dorse ment deals as well.

E-sports have ex ploded glob ally in the last five years, but this is
not an en tirely new phe nom e non. We can trace its roots back to
the 1990s in South Ko rea, where the growth of e-sports was in flu- 
enced by the mass build ing of broad band In ter net net works fol low- 
ing the 1997 Asian fi nan cial cri sis.

That fi nan cial cri sis also brought about a very high un em ploy- 
ment rate, which caused large num bers of Ko re ans to look for
things to do while out of work. Thus, e-sports were born. The Ko- 
rean e-Sports As so ci a tion, an arm of the Min istry of Cul ture,
Sports and Tourism, was founded in 2000 to pro mote and reg u late
the con tro ver sial, fledg ling sport, which was of ten played in mam- 
moth cy ber cafes.

Then, in the sec ond decade of the twenty-first cen tury, e-sports
ex pe ri enced phe nom e nal global growth, in both view er ship and
prize money; al though there had been large tour na ments, the
num ber and scope of tour na ments have in creased sig nif i cantly
since the turn of the twenty-first cen tury, go ing from about ten tour- 
na ments in 2000 to about 260 in 2010.

The rise of an ac tual pro fes sional video gam ing cir cuit has done
sev eral things for the lives of ev ery day teenage gamers. I can say
that in my own ex pe ri ence of hav ing worked with teenage gamers
over the past decade, the in dus try has helped to in cen tivize those
teens’ con tin ued and ob ses sive play, feed ing their hopes that they
too may join the elite ranks of the paid pros. Just five years ago, it
would have seemed an ex pres sion of pure fan tasy for a teenager
to say, “I want to be a pro fes sional video gamer.” Now, while un- 
likely, it is pos si ble. So in the mind of the ob sessed kid play ing
video games in his room for hours on end, he’s now “in train ing.”



Years ago, when I would fa cil i tate meet ings be tween frus trated
par ents and their gam ing-ob sessed kids, the fraz zled par ents
would cry some ver sion of: “What are you go ing to do with your fu- 
ture if all you do is play video games all day long while you flunk
out of school!” The usual re ply from the kid was ei ther a shrug of
the shoul ders or, from the more am bi tious, “I’m go ing to be a
game-tester for the gam ing com pa nies!” In vari ably, the par ents
would look down in de spair.

I have found this sce nario to be sim i lar to those of kids in past
gen er a tions who dreamed of be com ing pro ath letes, mu si cians or
ac tors, how ever sta tis ti cally un re al is tic those dreams may or may
not have been. For years, par ents would of ten en cour age their
kids to dream big but keep their feet on the ground and do well in
school so that they could have a plan B—just in case.

And now, just like kids who as pire to be tra di tional pro ath letes,
the video gamers have their own big-money he roes, the Michael
Jor dans of the e-world, whom they can tell their par ents they want
to em u late. Along with ‘I wanna be like Mike” or “bend it like Beck- 
ham,” we now have “I wanna game like Dendi” (i.e., Danil “Dendi”
Ishutin, a pop u lar 26-year-old Ukrain ian player who has made
over half a mil lion dol lars gam ing).

Be yond com pet ing in huge tour na ments that sell out are nas, en- 
ter pris ing gamers now also have Twitch, the on line stream ing site
through which gamers can have their own chan nels and ac crue
sub scribers who are will ing to pay $4.99 a month to watch them
play.

Twitch launched in 2011 with a sim ple premise: that the en ter- 
tain ment value of—as well as the abil ity to mon e tize—video game
play comes not just from play ing but also from watch ing oth ers
play and talk ing about games. Twitch quickly be came the top
video-game-stream ing site, draw ing more live In ter net traf fic than



tra di tional sports com peti tors such as ESPN, Ma jor League Base- 

ball and WWE.6

With 60 mil lion monthly unique vis i tors, each spend ing al most
two hours on the site daily, Twitch is at trac tive to ad ver tis ers ea ger
to con nect with its au di ence of mostly Gen er a tion Y males who
aren’t read ing news pa pers or watch ing tele vi sion. Ama zon.com
cer tainly agreed—they shelled out al most $1 bil lion ($970 mil lion
to be ex act) to buy the site in 2014.

While some gamers with chan nels on Twitch strug gle to make
enough change to buy their weekly sup ply of Moun tain Dew, oth- 
ers make an nual in comes in the low six fig ures, hav ing achieved
the video gamer’s dream: sit ting at home and play ing video games
while oth ers pay to watch. Ac cord ing to my gam ing clients, the key
to suc cess on Twitch is ei ther dis play ing an en ter tain ing per son al- 
ity while you play or be ing a well-known strate gist from whom
view ers can learn.

Still oth ers have hit a grand slam in mon e tiz ing their gam ing.
Take 26-year-old Swedish gamer PewDiePie. Born Fe lix Arvid Ulf
Kjell berg, he took a leap of faith in 2011, when he aban doned a
de gree in in dus trial eco nom ics and tech nol ogy in or der to fo cus on
his bur geon ing YouTube chan nel. His YouTube clips are what’s
known as “Let’s Play” com men taries: en ter tain ing walk-throughs of
video games that have grown in creas ingly pop u lar.

But his par ents were not thrilled with this ca reer turn around; an- 
gry that he would give up on his aca demics, they cut him off fi nan- 
cially, af ter which he went to work at a hot dog stand in or der to
fund his videos. PewDiePie soon gath ered a fol low ing on line, and
in 2012 his chan nel sur passed one mil lion sub scribers. Now, with
over 40 mil lion sub scribers and ten bil lion views, he makes an es- 
ti mated $4 mil lion a year from ad ver tise ments and en dorse ments.



What can par ents now say when their kid says: “Mom, Dad, I
want to be the next PewDiePie”? In the new, shift ing me dia land- 
scape of the dig i tal age, he might have a bet ter shot at YouTube
star dom than at be ing, say, a book ed i tor.

One of my ob sessed video-game-play ing clients, “Eric,” wants to
by pass col lege for sev eral years so that he can train and give pro- 
fes sional gam ing his best shot. When his flum moxed fa ther tried
to talk him out of it, the young man pointed out that his dad, too,
had once had a dream—play ing pro base ball—and had also by- 
passed col lege in or der to pur sue it. The fa ther, in fact, had played
mi nor league ball. How is this dif fer ent? Eric asked.

Af ter that ex change, the fa ther saw his son’s sit u a tion in a dif fer- 
ent light and be came more ac cept ing of Eric’s dream of play ing
video games pro fes sion ally.

Un for tu nately, the very bright Eric was fail ing most of his classes
be cause of his train ing. And while peo ple can be come rather ob- 
ses sive about sports, they don’t usu ally de velop a whole host of
clin i cal dis or ders as a re sult of play ing base ball.

Nev er the less, Eric is an ar tic u late ad vo cate for what the gam ing
ex pe ri ence rep re sents for his gen er a tion. He asked me to view the
doc u men tary Free to Play (2014) so that I might bet ter un der stand
this new pro fes sional gam ing cul ture. The very well-made film,
with a guest ap pear ance by pro bas ket ball player and video game
en thu si ast Jeremy Lin, fol lows three top gamers as they pur sue
their dream of win ning the DOTA 2 cham pi onship. The com pelling
film paints a sym pa thetic and ap peal ing pic ture of both gamers
and the gam ing cul ture.

But in ter est ingly, when I looked closely at the cred its, I saw that
the film was made by the Valve Cor po ra tion—a video game com- 
pany and the mak ers of DOTA 2.



FOUR TEEN

THE SO LU TION
ES CAP ING PLATO’S E-CAVE

PLATO’S CAVE

Let’s talk about the so-called real world.
Plato’s most fa mous al le gory, known as “the Myth of the Cave,”

helps to give us a per spec tive about liv ing in an il lu sion or liv ing in

re al ity.1 Plato asks (via) Socrates to imag ine a cave, in which pris- 
on ers are kept. These pris on ers have been in the cave since their
child hood; they are all chained so that their legs and necks are im- 
mo bile, and they are forced to look at a wall in front of them.
That’s all that they’ve ever known.

Be hind the pris on ers is a fire, and be tween the fire and the pris- 
on ers is a raised walk way. The peo ple on the walk way are car ry- 
ing var i ous ob jects that cast shad ows on the wall in front of the
pris on ers. But the poor pris on ers can see only the flick er ing im- 
ages, since they can’t move their heads. So they as sume that the
im ages are real, rather than just shad ows of what is truly real.

Then Socrates asks: what if one of the pris on ers were to break
free and turn to see the fire? Sure, the bright light might hurt his
eyes, since he’s been used to the shad ows. But then he would re- 
al ize that what he thought was real wasn’t real at all, but only
shad ows of the real items on the walk way be hind him.

Then, if the pris oner were taken out of the cave and brought out- 
side, into the sun light, what then? The bright light would be even
more blind ing and dis ori ent ing than the fire. But af ter his eyes ad- 



justed, he would be able to see the world as it truly is: real trees,
real grass. Af ter learn ing of the re al ity of the world, the pris oner
would un der stand how pa thetic and blind his for mer fel low pris on- 
ers in the cave re ally are. But if he re turned to the cave and tried
to tell them of what he had seen and dis cov ered, they would think
he was crazy; they wouldn’t be able to fathom or be lieve that there
was a re al ity be yond the shad ows. In fact, they would prob a bly
want to stay in the il lu sion of the cave. But the pris oner who had
es caped and seen the light—and true re al ity—would be free from
the il lu sion. He would be awak ened.

Put an other way, the pris oner is Neo, who eats the red pill and
wakes up from the il lu sion of the Ma trix.

Whether we’re talk ing an cient Greek phi los o phy or a con tem po- 
rary sci-fi film, the prob lem is es sen tially the same as the so lu tion:
the pro tag o nist has been liv ing in an il lu sion and man ages to es- 
cape the dream/night mare.

In a sense, we’ve all been chew ing on that il lu sion-main tain ing
blue pill, blur ring and con fus ing the dig i tal world with a fully awak- 
ened, real ex is tence. You might say, “Of course I know that the
things on my screens aren’t ‘real’”—and that may be true. But are
your de vices hyp no tiz ing you to the point that your ac tual flesh-
and-blood life is suf fer ing? Rather than tools, have your screens
be come your cage?

Since the fo cus of this book is screen ef fects on chil dren, I’ll just
leave the adult reader with this ad vice: if you an swered yes to ei- 
ther of the above ques tions—is your per sonal life suf fer ing be- 
cause of your screen com pul sion, or do you feel trapped by your
de vices—then try to imag ine how a seven-year-old might strug gle
in a world sur rounded by ad dict ing screens and games de signed
by some of the smartest peo ple on the planet to hook the poor kid.



A kid hooked by screen ad dic tion is stuck in Plato’s il lu sory cave
—or Neo’s blue-pilled Ma trix. In this de hu man iz ing and sen sory-
over load ing tech-filled world, mil lions are choos ing the es cape of
the blue pill—they’re drawn to it like a moth to the flame.

The fic tional Cap tain Pike chose the blue pill—his re al ity was
just too un bear able.

Un for tu nately, we’ve lost a large num ber of kids and teens to the
dig i tal blue pill. They pre fer the il lu sion of an en ter tain ing glow ing
screen, of ten times com plete with ar che typal myths and fan tasy
that let them en gage in some no ble quest, to the re al ity of their
math home work or chores.

Who wouldn’t? Hell, the dig i tal blue pill has drag ons and knights
and ex cite ment and ca ma raderie; the screen in hab i tant can live a
pure fan tasy life and be . . . lim it less.

But back in their real-life bed rooms, mom and dad are still fight- 
ing over the mort gage; that girl or boy they like just posted a hu- 
mil i at ing taunt on Face book. They’re fail ing in school and don’t like
the way that they look. Not only is real life bor ing—but it just
sucks!

Blue pill, please.
So what’s the so lu tion for our youngest and most vul ner a ble

who have fallen into the Ma trix? How do we pull them out?

TECH AD DIC TION TREAT MENT

If we look at the sim i lar i ties with other ad dic tions, we’ve learned
some things from roughly 80 years of ad dic tion re search and
treat ment. As we dis cussed with re gard to Bruce Alexan der’s Rat
Park re search, the sad irony of ad dic tion is that a per son who
feels alien ated, dis con nected and trapped—as if in a cage—seeks
an es cape, but then gets trapped worse than be fore by the even

more daunt ing cage of ad dic tion.2



With kids and tech ad dic tion, we can say that a kid who may feel
dis con nected and trapped finds a sense of con nec tion and es cape
in screen life—only to get trapped in the Ma trix. We get that; we
can un der stand the es capist ten dency.

So what’s the so lu tion?
Well, two things. Rat Park taught us that the hap pier and more

ful filled the rat’s life was, the less likely it was to drink the mor- 
phine wa ter and be come ad dicted. So from a pre ven ta tive stand- 
point, a kid who has healthy hu man con nec tions and healthy hob- 
bies and out lets is less likely to fall into the Ma trix.

But we also know that about 10 per cent of peo ple—in clud ing
kids—are pre dis posed to ward ad dic tion. A child among that 10
per cent, even one who has the best and most lov ing sup ports,
may be more vul ner a ble to the Ma trix once they taste dig i tal drugs
like hy per arous ing video games and ex pe ri ence their ad dict ing
dopamin er gic ef fect.

So what to do in those in stances? A kid who may not have been
aware that ad dic tion runs in the fam ily sud denly gets hooked on a
video game—or be comes an ad dicted tex ter or Face book ad dict.
Then what?

Break ing free of an un healthy re la tion ship with tech is sim i lar to
break ing free of an eat ing dis or der; un like drugs and al co hol, from
which one can ab stain, food and, it can be ar gued, tech nol ogy are
un avoid able. Ex cept for those who have gone en tirely off the grid,
we all in evitably in ter act with tech. The key is a healthy re la tion- 
ship with tech through a bal ance with real-life ex pe ri ences.

But if a per son has gone too deep into the e-cave, the ab so lute
first step is a tech fast (oth er wise known as dig i tal detox); this is
nec es sary be fore a per son can en gage in healthy, mod er ate us- 
age. We know from the field of ad dic tion treat ment that an ad dict
—drug, dig i tal or oth er wise—needs to detox be fore any other kind



of ther apy can have any chance of be ing ef fec tive. That means a
full dig i tal detox—no com put ers, no smart phones, no tablets—
noth ing. The ex treme dig i tal detox even elim i nates tele vi sion. The
pre scribed amount of time is four to six weeks. That’s the amount
of time that is usu ally re quired for a hy per aroused ner vous sys tem
to re set it self.

But we need to do that grad u ally, so we don’t trig ger any of the
ex plo sive be hav iors that we see when ad dicts are detoxed cold
tur key. So, for ex am ple, a kid who is on line for seven hours a day
needs to cut down at a rate of one hour per day. By the end of the
week, he or she has been ta pered to zero—ab sti nence. Once ab- 
sti nent, the per son re mains screen-free for the pre scribed four to
six weeks.

Some times the child or teen, re al iz ing the sever ity of the prob- 
lem, is will ing to do this. I’ve had kids beg ging for help in un plug- 
ging and en tirely will ing to ditch their screens. Oth ers are bel liger- 
ent and to tally against the idea. They will throw tantrums and
scream—maybe even threaten. And if there is a his tory of giv ing
in to tech tantrums, rest as sured you will get some more. But stay
strong and be the par ent. You con trol the plug, as we say. Ne go ti- 
at ing a slow re duc tion of screen us age over a week or so should
lessen the blow back.

Just as in drug detox, there will be a with drawal pe riod; the dig i- 
tally detox ing kid—even with a grad ual ta per—will go through a
pe riod of in creased ir ri tabil ity, anx i ety, de pres sion and, per haps,
even some phys i cal symp toms like head and stom ach aches.
These are all nat u ral.

In tra di tional drug and al co hol re habs, like the one that I run, we
also un der stand that it takes some time away from the trig gers
and the ad dic tive be hav ior to learn new and healthy ways to live—
new healthy habits such as go ing to bed and wak ing up at reg u lar



hours; eat ing healthy meals con sis tently; do ing some chores; de- 
vel op ing healthy out lets. All of these things help build a sense of
struc ture and self-con fi dence that are of ten lack ing.

It’s also crit i cally im por tant that kids who are dig i tally detox ing
not just sit around and twid dle their thumbs. They need to get
busy with new, fun things to do; they ab so lutely have to re place
the old ad dic tive screen be hav ior with some thing new. Maybe the
child re con nects with a sport he or she used to play—or a mu si cal
in stru ment. Maybe the child jour nals the en tire ex pe ri ence or gets
in volved in some other cre ative project, like paint ing a mu ral or
writ ing mu sic. Per haps the child gets in volved in some vol un teer
work. But new hob bies must be found, or old pas sions need to be
rekin dled.

The other key is that the kids con nect with other peo ple. This is
crit i cal. Ad dic tion is iso lat ing; even if they were play ing games with
other play ers, that’s not the same as a gen uine hu man con nec- 
tion. Ide ally, con nect ing in a sup port group with other re cov er ing
techies is op ti mal. There, they can feel a sense of un der stand ing,
em pa thy and con nec tion.

And, per haps most im por tantly, dur ing this tech fast, na ture im- 
mer sion has been shown to be the most ef fec tive way to help peo- 
ple get grounded and re con nected to them selves and to re al ity.
En gag ing in ac tual ex pe ri ences and not e-ex pe ri ences can be in- 
cred i bly heal ing.

Zen Bud dhists talk of the “Zen in sight” be ing the un fil tered and
di rect ex pe ri ence of re al ity. In the men tal health arena, “ex pe ri en- 
tial ther apy” (which can in clude im mer sive wilder ness pro grams)
have been proven to be very ef fec tive in help ing peo ple suf fer ing
from dis or ders such as ad dic tion, anx i ety and de pres sion. In my
own prac tice, I’ve in cor po rated the wis dom of the Tran scen den tal- 



ists—Emer son, Thoreau and Whit man—in us ing na ture to help
clients shift out of neu rotic pat terns.

We know through the work of Ed ward O. Wil son at Har vard and

his bio philia move ment3 as well as from Richard Louv, who coined

the term “na ture deficit dis or der,”4 that hu man be ings are hard- 
wired to ward hav ing a gen uine na ture con nec tion. Ac cord ing to
Louv, the sky rock et ing emo tional and psy cho log i cal prob lems that
we are see ing with kids are all re lated to the ero sion of chil dren’s
con nec tion with na ture by their im mer sion in the dig i tal world.

That’s why the so lu tion for an over stim u lated kid trapped in an
ad dic tive e-world is a true Walden-like ex pe ri ence—and not
Walden, The Game. Un plug. Walk in na ture. Feel the sun on your
skin. The two first Glow Kids I en coun tered in that dingy base ment
in Greece al most 15 years ago merely needed to un plug and walk
up stairs into the sun light—like Plato’s cave dweller did—and have
a di rect na ture ex pe ri ence.

I’ve worked with some of the most se verely ad dicted drug users
imag in able—self-de struc tive crys tal meth and heroin ad dicts who
seemed be yond any sort of help. One of my more chal leng ing
clients, who was not-so-slowly killing her self with her crys tal meth
ad dic tion, had the most amaz ing and trans for ma tive ex pe ri ence
when she took a slow, mind ful beach walk and just ex pe ri enced a
spec tac u lar sun set.

That’s when what I like to call “the shift” can hap pen—the shift
from the alien ated, self-de struc tive and com pul sive ad dict to the
per son who feels a deeper sense of con nec tion with the uni verse
and within him/her self. From these kinds of ex pe ri ences, a gen- 
uine sense of pur pose can emerge. Talk ther apy is great, but there
is some thing truly mag i cal and po ten tially life-chang ing when a
dis con nected kid con nects with the nat u ral world.



Some pro grams have suc cess fully used wilder ness ther apy for
many years for young and trou bled teens with ei ther ad dic tion or
be hav ioral is sues. On av er age those pro grams have had a higher

suc cess rate than tra di tional re habs for young peo ple.5

Nearly 17 years ago Tim Drake started Prim i tive Pur suits, a non- 
profit na ture-based pro gram in Ithaca, New York, that has a part- 
ner ship with Cor nell Co op er a tive Ex ten sion. They teach kids—
from pre-K through high school—skills re lated to wilder ness, lead- 
er ship, com mu nity liv ing and na ture. They also have an adult and
se niors pro gram in which par tic i pants learn how to make a fire,
iden tify plant life, make a bow and ar row and gen er ally feel com- 
fort able in na ture.

The pro gram has even evolved into an ex pe ri en tial Ithaca Col- 
lege en vi ron men tal sci ence course called “En vi ron men tal Sen- 
tinels.” Tim told me that he was amused to dis cover that even en- 
vi ron men tal sci ence ma jors—who know all about na ture aca dem i- 
cally—are still of ten not very com fort able be ing in na ture: “I see a
lot of lost souls. Even some of these en vi ron men tal stud ies stu- 
dents who have cho sen this ca reer get thrown off when they get
into the woods.”

When I asked Tim to name the big gest ben e fit a kid gets from
be ing in na ture, he said: “Na ture is where we come from. It
brought us to where we are to day. The rea son we’re suc cess ful as
a species is be cause of our orig i nal re la tion ship with na ture.” He
adds: “Ex pos ing a child to that touches the hard wiring of be ing hu- 
man—they be come ‘ac ti vated.’”

Iron i cally, Tim’s fa ther was a com puter pro gram mer, but the fam- 
ily lived in the coun try, and his par ents pushed him out doors from
“sunup to sun set.” Tim also un der stands the grav i ta tional pull of a
screen on a kid, as his own son has started play ing video games.



Tim be lieves that the key to re gain ing bal ance is build ing a
sense of com mu nity and be long ing while cre at ing fun ex pe ri ences
that en gage the child: “If it’s just sit ting at home and do ing noth ing
while you ask a kid to not play video games—it’s go ing to be a
tough sell. I saw that with my own son. But if you can cre ate an al- 
ter na tive that’s ap peal ing—that’s the key.” Tim talked of in volv ing
his son’s friends in ac tiv i ties and cre at ing out door ad ven tures with
them—build ing bon fires, hik ing, ca noe ing, dis cov er ing new trails.

For kids stuck in the Ma trix, ex pe ri enc ing a sense of real joy and
play ful ness is es sen tial.

Kris tine Mraz, au thor of Pur pose ful Play (2016), cites these in- 
ter est ing sta tis tics about the ad van tages of play in a child’s life:

1. MacArthur Foun da tion “ge nius grant” win ners are twice as
likely to win the grant if they spent more time play ing.

2. NASA ap pli ca tions ask how you played as a child.
3. Mur der ers sta tis ti cally have an ab sence of play in their

child hoods; there is a re duced risk of vi o lence in a per son
who spent time play ing as a child.

4. An i mals who play live longer.

She also cites these fas ci nat ing sta tis tics from Up wor thy.com re- 
gard ing kids and “so cial com pe tence,” which in cludes traits like
shar ing, co op er at ing and help ing other kids: “An in crease of a sin- 
gle point in so cial com pe tency score showed a child would be
54% more likely to earn a high school diploma, twice as likely to
grad u ate with a col lege de gree and 45% more likely to have a sta- 
ble, full time job at age 25.”

The Al liance for Child hood, a con sor tium of some of the top ed- 
u ca tors and men tal health ex perts in the coun try, makes sev eral
rec om men da tions to com bat tech nol ogy’s ero sion of a healthy,
bal anced child hood. In ad di tion to na ture ex po sure and time for



un struc tured play, they also rec om mend that chil dren main tain
close lov ing re la tion ships with adults and have op por tu ni ties to en- 
gage in mu sic, drama, paint ing and other arts. Fur ther, they sug- 
gest that kids get in volved with hands-on crafts and pur sue ac tiv i- 
ties that in volve cre ative ver bal ex pres sion, like po etry and sto ry- 
telling.

Dr. Hi larie Cash, one of the orig i nal pi o neers in tech ad dic tion
treat ment, also val ues the role of na ture and play in treat ing the
dis or der. She had been a ther a pist in pri vate prac tice in Seat tle in
1994 when she be gan to see clients who were clearly show ing
signs of In ter net or gam ing ad dic tion. She de cided to start a ther- 
apy group for these tech-ad dicted clients who were see ing their
ca reers and mar riages fall apart as a re sult of their com pul sion.

She re al ized that this prob lem would grow as tech nol ogy kept
march ing for ward, so in 2003 she opened reSTART, the coun try’s
first re hab de voted ex clu sively to treat ing tech ad dic tion. Thir teen
years and hun dreds of clients later, reSTART, with its idyl lic nat u ral
set ting and its motto, “Con nect with Life—Not Your De vice,” is still
help ing teens and young adults over come their tech ad dic tions.

Dr. Cash also helps her clients de velop their own tech nol ogy re-
en try plans. She ex plained that the as sump tion is that clients
even tu ally have to in ter sect with tech and screens again. That
doesn’t mean, though, that the ad dicted video gamer goes back to
play ing video games a lit tle bit less; rather, it means that the per- 
son can, over time, use the com puter for healthy pur suits like re- 
search ing home work. They iden tify “dig i tal veg eta bles, or tech that
can have a pos i tive com po nent, vs. “dig i tal candy,” tech that is
only recre ational and has no func tion other than spik ing
dopamine.

I’ve also de vel oped an ex pe ri en tially based pro gram for ado les- 
cents called Hamp tons Dis cov ery (www.hamp tons dis cov ery.com),



where young peo ple strug gling with tech ad dic tion, sub stance
and/or other emo tional or be hav ioral prob lems will have the op por- 
tu nity to work on their is sues and en gage in a va ri ety of per sonal
growth and ther a peu tic ac tiv i ties on an out pa tient ba sis in an idyl- 
lic set ting in the heart of the Hamp tons.

Com bin ing both tra di tional psy chother apy with ex pe ri en tial ther- 
apy like equine ther apy, mind ful ness med i ta tion, mar tial arts, mu- 
sic and cre ative ex pres sion, our young clients also will be ex posed
to ad ven tures in na ture as they get to ex plore the hun dreds of
acres of pine forests, sand dunes, bays, es tu ar ies and ocean surf.
They will es cape the trap of tech ad dic tion as they dis cover their
true selves.

Hamp tons Dis cov ery kids will also have the op por tu nity to par- 
tic i pate in a new ther a peu tic model called Sea hab (www.Sea- 
habRe cov ery.com) that I’ve de vel oped. On the wa ter, with the
ocean spray in their hair, the kids ex pe ri ence how fun real life can
be while work ing col lec tively as they fish, help main tain their boat
and en gage in ther apy. They will re al ize that the World of War craft
is the Ma trix—it’s not real—as they dis cover that real-world ex pe ri- 
ences can be even more sat is fy ing than dig i tal il lu sion.

Re cov ery for Glow Kids is pos si ble—I’ve seen it. The young
man de scribed in the ear lier clin i cal snap shot—the one who
chased his mother with a butcher knife—is a per fect ex am ple. He
had stopped go ing to school and was lost deep in his video game
ad dic tion. Af ter sev eral weeks in a wilder ness pro gram in Ver- 
mont, with the help of ther apy, he found him self again. To day his
mother is happy to re port that she and her hus band have their son
back. He uses a smart phone and watches TV, but the Xbox is
gone.

He’s even play ing soc cer again.



Health and hap pi ness are in deed pos si ble in a tech-sat u rated
world; we just have to be in formed and be care ful about the traps
that lurk in the e-cave, lest we—and our chil dren—fall in too deep.

RAIS ING AWARE NESS AND CRE AT ING SO CIAL CHANGE

At the so ci etal level, we’ve been asleep at the switch. Per haps be- 
cause we, as the adults, have been se duced by tech nol ogy and its
shiny baubles, we’ve been will fully blind to the se ri ous im pacts
that the glow ing screens have on de vel op ing lit tle brains.

As with Plato’s cave dweller or Neo in The Ma trix, it’s not just
the tech-ad dicted kids who need to awaken. We, the sleep ing
adults, need to open our eyes and wake up as well. On a grass- 
roots and mass-me dia level, rais ing aware ness about the dan gers
of screen tech is the key. The dam ag ing vir tual epi demic is
spread ing due to a lack of aware ness among peo ple and the me- 
dia—even among men tal health pro fes sion als. As a so ci ety, we
are sim ply un aware of the re search in di cat ing that too-early tech
use and ex ces sive screen ex po sure can be dam ag ing.

The fol low ing were the rec om men da tions by the Al liance for
Chil dren in their chil dren-and-tech man i festo Fool’s Gold: A Crit i- 
cal Look at Com put ers in Child hood, pub lished way back in 2000.
The Al liance for Chil dren is an im pres sive or ga ni za tion whose Na- 
tional Ad vi sory Board in cludes some of the most re spected psy- 
chi a trists, pro fes sors, pe di a tri cians and ed u ca tors in the coun try;
its ros ter reads like a Who’s Who in the area of chil dren and their

well-be ing.6

These were their rec om men da tions:

1. A re fo cus ing in ed u ca tion, at home and school, on the es -
sen tials of a healthy child hood: strong bonds with car ing
adults; time for spon ta neous, cre ative play; a cur ricu lum



rich in mu sic and the other arts; read ing books aloud; sto ry -
telling and po etry; rhythm and move ment; cook ing, build ing
things, and other hand crafts; and gar den ing and other
hands-on ex pe ri ences of na ture and the phys i cal world.

2. A broad pub lic di a logue on how em pha siz ing com put ers is
af fect ing the real needs of chil dren, es pe cially chil dren in
low-in come fam i lies.

3. A com pre hen sive re port by the U.S. Sur geon Gen eral on
the full ex tent of phys i cal, emo tional and other de vel op men -
tal haz ards com put ers pose to chil dren.

4. Full dis clo sure by in for ma tion-tech nol ogy com pa nies about
the phys i cal haz ards to chil dren of us ing their prod ucts.

5. A halt to the com mer cial hyp ing of harm ful or use less tech -
nol ogy for chil dren.

6. A new em pha sis on ethics, re spon si bil ity, and crit i cal think -
ing in teach ing older stu dents about the per sonal and so cial
ef fects of tech nol ogy.

7. An im me di ate mora to rium on the fur ther in tro duc tion of
com put ers in early child hood and el e men tary ed u ca tion, ex -
cept for spe cial cases of stu dents with dis abil i ties. Such a
time-out is nec es sary to cre ate the cli mate for the above
rec om men da tions to take place.

We’ve missed the boat, folks. If we had adopted those rec om- 
men da tions years ago, we could have avoided an epi demic of
Glow Kid clin i cal dis or ders. But I have to be lieve that it’s not too
late.

Ev ery par ent can make the de ci sion to limit and con trol his or
her child’s screen us age. Cer tainly, this can be done at home, but
I’d also like to help em power con cerned par ents to take con trol of



their chil dren’s screen ex po sure at the place where they spend
most of their day—school.

This can be done even at schools that have bought into the
tech-is-good myth and em brace the com pany line of “more
screens for ev ery one.” We as par ents have the right to opt out of
ex pos ing our kids to tablets. Just as in the vac cine move ment, we
can present our chil dren’s school with a “screen opt out waiver” (I
pro vide a tem plate in the Ap pen dix and on my www.drkar- 
daras.com Web site). I’ve done so at my chil dren’s pub lic el e men- 
tary school—I’ve asked that they not ex pose them to tablets. With
some prod ding, they’ve agreed.

Sadly, it’s not just the schools. Even the men tal health and med i- 
cal com mu ni ties are grossly un in formed about the re search that
in di cates the ad verse ef fects of screens on kids. In an ef fort to
raise aware ness, I’ve given talks and pre sen ta tions to many ed u- 
ca tors and men tal health clin i cians; some are to tally tuned in to
the prob lem, while oth ers seem to tally obliv i ous as they ner vously
keep check ing their smart phones. This is where rais ing aware- 
ness, both in the me dia and in ed u ca tional and clin i cal com mu ni- 
ties, can re ally be help ful.

The last, and per haps the most im por tant, sug ges tion is to or ga- 
nize to en act leg is la tion.

The Al liance for Chil dren had as its fourth rec om men da tion,
“Full dis clo sure by in for ma tion-tech nol ogy com pa nies about the
phys i cal haz ards to chil dren of us ing their prod ucts.” We can make
that hap pen—we need to make that hap pen.

That’s why I’ve gen er ated a pe ti tion on Change.org that re- 
quests that leg is la tion be en acted so that warn ing la bels—like
those on pack ages of cig a rettes—be put on elec tronic screens.
The pro posed lan guage would read: “Warn ing: Ex cess us age by
chil dren can lead to clin i cal dis or ders.”



I’ve spo ken to peo ple in the me dia in or der to cre ate a cam paign
to get this mes sage to Wash ing ton, D.C. It may not en tirely solve
the prob lem, but as we saw af ter the anti-cig a rette me dia cam- 
paign and the adop tion of warn ing la bels, the prob lem was greatly
re duced. Ac cord ing to the Cam paign for To bacco-Free Kids: “The
2012 Re port of the Sur geon Gen eral, Pre vent ing To bacco Use
Among Youth and Young Adults, con cluded specif i cally and un- 
equiv o cally: mass me dia cam paigns ‘pre vent the ini ti a tion of to- 

bacco use and re duce its preva lence among youth.’”7

I would like this book to serve as a cat a lyst for a sim i lar Cam- 
paign for Screen-Free Kids. For all those in ter ested, just go to my
Web sites at www.drkar daras.com or www.Glowkids.com to get
more in for ma tion and to sign the pe ti tion.



AP PEN DIX

DOES MY CHILD HAVE A SCREEN
OR TECH AD DIC TION PROB LEM?

Signs to look for:

Is your child stay ing up later and later to stay on the com puter?
Does your child get fid gety, anx ious and/or an gry if they don’t have their
de vice?
Is their tech us age neg a tively im pact ing their school work, fam ily life or
other ac tiv i ties or in ter ests?
Is your child in di cat ing that he or she has a dif fi cult time get ting vir tual
im agery out of their heads?
Is your child dream ing of vir tual im agery?
Is your child hid ing their screen us age or hid ing their de vices from you?
Does your child seem to be hav ing a more dif fi cult time reg u lat ing their
emo tions (also known as emo tional dys reg u la tion)?
Does your child seem more ap a thetic and bored more eas ily?
Does your child seem per pet u ally tired yet also wired (“wired and
tired”)?
Are teach ers com plain ing that your child is fall ing asleep in school?

Any one or com bi na tion of symp toms or be hav iors from the above list could
be a red flag for screen or tech ad dic tion. Talk to your child and en cour age a
healthy di a logue about both their screen us age and about your con cerns. I
have found it ef fec tive to show kids the re search about the neg a tive clin i cal and
neu ro log i cal ef fects of ex ces sive screen ex po sure. If things get worse, reach
out for pro fes sional help with ther a pists trained in screen ad dic tion (see list in
Ap pen dix on p. 248).

Be fore go ing the route of the dig i tal detox, you might want to con -
sider these strate gies:

If you’ve de cided that your child needs to have a phone, then get them
a flip phone in stead of a “mini com puter” smart phone.
Sub sti tute gam ing time with fam ily time; this can in clude cook ing to -
gether, play ing board games, gar den ing, lis ten ing to mu sic or tak ing a
fam ily walk or bike ride to gether.
Re quire your child to do a phys i cal ac tiv ity (chore, ex er cise, etc.) for the
same amount of time that they were on line. Cre ate that ex pec ta tion:
i.e., one hour on line is an hour of yard work.



Let your kids be bored! This is when cre ativ ity oc curs, and your kids can find
their tal ents.

TECH NOL OGY AD DIC TION THER A PISTS, TREAT MENT CEN TERS, AND WEB SITES FOR
CHIL DREN AND YOUTH

CAL I FOR NIA
Ja son Brand, LSCW, Psy chother apy and Con sul ta tion
Ja son Brand.com
Ages Treated: 13–17 yrs
tel.: (510) 488-3093
email: ja son@ja son brand.com
Berke ley, Cal i for nia

Stephanie Brown, PhD
www.stephaniebrown phd.com
Ages Treated: Fam i lies
tel.: (650) 322-0943
email: info@stephaniebrown phd.com
Menlo Park, Cal i for nia

Vic to ria Dunck ley, MD
www.dr dunck ley.com; www.Re se tY ourChilds Brain.com
Ages Treated: 0–17 yrs
email: info@dr dunck ley.com
Los An ge les, Cal i for nia

Kim Mc Daniel, Thrive Pro fes sional Coach ing
http://www.thrive pro fes sion al coach ing.com/
Ages Treated: 0–17 yrs
tel.: (425) 208-1385
email: thrive pro fes sion al coach ing@gmail.com
New port Beach, Cal i for nia

Min Tan, MFT, PhD
http://www.mintan mft.com/
Ages Treated: 0–17 yrs
tel.: (415) 265-1750
email: mintan.mft@gmail.com
San Fran cisco, Cal i for nia

Lynn Telford-Sahl, Ad dic tion Coun sel ing Modesto
http://www.ad dic tion modesto.com/
Ages Treated: 13–17 yrs
tel. (209) 492-8745
email: lyn ntelford sahl@gmail.com
Modesto, Cal i for nia

COL ORADO
Tracy Markle, Col le giate Coach ing Ser vices
http://col le giate coach ingser vices.com/
Ages Treated: 11–17 yrs
tel.: (303) 635-6753
email: tracy@markles o lu tions.com



Boul der, Col orado

NEW YORK
Dr. Nicholas Kar daras, Hamp tons Dis cov ery
www.hamp tons dis cov ery.com; www.drkar daras.com
Ages Treated: 14–19 yrs
tel.: (631) 336-2684
East Hamp ton, New York

PENN SYL VA NIA
Kim berly Young, Net Ad dic tion
http://ne tad dic tion.com/
Ages Treated: 0–17 yrs
tel.: (716) 375-2076
email: ne tad dic tion.com@gmail.com
Brad ford, Penn syl va nia

UTAH
Ryan An der son, Te los
http://www.telos rtc.com/
Ages Treated: 13–17 yrs
tel.: (801) 426-8800
email: ryan@telos rtc.com
Orem, Utah

Ja son Calder, Out back Ther a peu tic Ex pe di tions
out back treat ment.com
Ages Treated: 13–17 yrs
tel.: (800) 817-1899
email: jcalder@out back treat ment.com
Lehi, Utah

Gail Cur ran, Op ti mal Edu Op tions
http://op ti male duop tions.com/
Ages Treated: 8–17 yrs
tel.: (602) 904-1282
email: gail@Op tioma lE duOp tions.com
Peo ria, Utah

WASH ING TON
Hi larie Cash, reSTART Cen ter for Dig i tal Tech nol ogy Sus tain abil ity
http://www.ne tad dic tion re cov ery.com/
Ages Treated: 15–17 yrs
tel.: (800) 682-6934
email: con nect@restartlife.com
Seat tle, Wash ing ton

Ann Steel, Steel Coun sel ing PLLC
http://www.steel coun sel ing.com/
Ages Treated: 12–17 yrs
tel. (206) 707-1683
email: steel coun selling@gmail.com
Belle vue, Wash ing ton

CANADA



Cris Rowan, Zone’in Pro grams Inc.
http://www.zonein.ca/
Ages Treated: 0–17 yrs
tel.: (888) 8ZONEIN
email: crowan@zonein.ca
Van cou ver, British Co lum bia

Ryan Spodek
Ages Treated: 12–17 yrs
tel.: (416) 318-8424
email: rspodek@hot mail.com
Toronto, On tario

DR. KAR DARAS
HAMP TONS DIS COV ERY & SEA HAB

Com pre hen sive and Trans for ma tive Tech Ad dic tion Treat ment
www.drkar daras.com

At Hamp tons Dis cov ery, ado les cents strug gling with tech ad dic tion, sub stance
and/or other emo tional or be hav ioral prob lems will have the op por tu nity to work
on their is sues and en gage in a va ri ety of per sonal growth and ther a peu tic ac- 
tiv i ties on an out pa tient ba sis in an idyl lic set ting in the heart of the Hamp tons.
Com bin ing both tra di tional psy chother apy with ex pe ri en tial ther apy like equine
ther apy, mind ful ness med i ta tion, mar tial arts, mu sic and cre ative ex pres sion,
the young clients will be ex posed to ad ven tures in na ture as they get to ex plore
the hun dreds of acres of pine forests, sand dunes, bays, es tu ar ies and ocean
surf. By do ing so, they will be able to es cape the trap of tech ad dic tion as they
dis cover their true selves.

Hamp tons Dis cov ery kids will also have the op por tu nity to par tic i pate in a
new ther a peu tic model called Sea hab. De vel oped by Dr. Nicholas Kar daras, the
Sea hab kids head out on a fish ing boat with their ther a pists, ex pe ri enced
sailors and young Sea Scouts (Boy Scouts of the Sea) and forge a pro found
nat u ral and spir i tual heal ing con nec tion via the ocean; work ing with each other
col lab o ra tively as a team, the once-iso lated tech-ad dicted young per son is then
able to bet ter un der stand not only their ad dic tion but them selves.

They will fish, work to gether in groups and en gage in ther apy, all in the trans- 
for ma tive beauty of the Sea. Sea hab ex pe ri en tial re treats are sched uled as ei- 
ther day trips or mul ti ple-day ex cur sions from two to four teen days, with var i ous
stops at in ter est ing ports along the Long Is land, Con necti cut and Mass a chu- 
setts coasts; dur ing the colder win ter months, Sea hab ex cur sions will be de part
off of the Flor ida coast.

The last se quence of Hamp tons Dis cov ery treat ment en tails the stu dents
work ing with their ther a pists to cre ate their post-Hamp tons Dis cov ery re cov ery
plan. This in cludes a com pre hen sive af ter-care ther apy plan as well as de vel op- 
ing, with the client and their fam i lies, a safe and in di vid u al ized “dig i tal veg eta- 
bles” plan, whereby the client can slowly rein te grate healthy tech us age back
into their lives.

Hamp tons Dis cov ery and Sea hab in cor po rate as pects of wilder ness-style
pro grams that have proven to be par tic u larly ef fec tive treat ment in ter ven tions
with young peo ple. Also known as Out door Be hav ioral Health care (OBH), these
types of pro grams have grown rapidly over the last sev eral decades and fol- 



lowed the mi gra tion of the Out ward Bound pro gram from Eu rope to the United
States in the 1950s.

And wilder ness ther apy works. Ac cord ing to Dr. Steve Al dana, a re searcher
at Brigham Young Uni ver sity, 91.4 per cent showed sig nif i cant clin i cal im prove- 
ment and, on av er age, par tic i pants im proved sig nif i cantly from in take to 6
months af ter com plet ing treat ment. Sim i larly, in a study pub lished in 2003 by Dr.
Keith Rus sell from the Uni ver sity of Idaho, found that par tic i pants showed sig- 
nif i cant im prove ment in func tion ing from in take to dis charge and that the gains
were main tained one year af ter dis charge. In a fol low-up 2005 study that looked
at wilder ness clients two years af ter com ple tion, Dr. Rus sell found that more
than 80 per cent of par ents per ceived of wilder ness as ef fec tive; 83 per cent of
ado les cents were do ing bet ter; more than 90 per cent of the ado les cents con- 
tacted per ceived their wilder ness ther apy as ef fec tive and 86 per cent of the par- 
tic i pants were in high school or col lege or had grad u ated from high school and
were work ing.

Hamp tons Dis cov ery and Sea hab are the only Land and Sea ad dic tion treat- 
ment mod els and the only ad dic tion treat ment pro grams that also spe cial ize in
tech ad dic tion on the East Coast, founded and de vel oped by the au thor of Glow
Kids.

THE HEALTHY TECH DIET: DIG I TAL VEG ETA BLES VER SUS DIG I TAL CANDY
The tech ad dic tion treat ment field has iden ti fied health ier screen us age ver sus
more prob lem atic screen ex po sure. Screen ex po sure that is purely tit il lat ing or
of the adren a line rush va ri ety (and thus the most dopamin er gic and ad dict ing as
well as hy per-stim u lat ing) are con sid ered Dig i tal Candy. This would in clude
things like video games, in ter net porn, mind less YouTube videos and com pul- 
sive so cial me dia and tex ting.

Health ier use of screen tech nolo gies are things such as do ing re search on- 
line, send ing emails, and en gag ing in face-to-face Skype ses sions.

Dig i tal Candy Dig i tal Veg eta bles

Video Games In ter net Surf ing to Re search a Topic
Mind less YouTube Surf ing E-mail ing
In ter net Porn Watch ing Ed u ca tional YouTube Videos
Hy per-tex ting Skyp ing a Friend
Hy per-So cial Me dia Cre at ing Mu sic or Fol low ing a Sports Team

For those who have crossed over into tech ad dic tion, ini tially, any screen ex- 
po sure—veg etable or candy—can lead to a re lapse, which is why a “tech fast”
or “dig i tal detox” of four to six weeks is en cour aged. This also al lows the child’s
adrenal and cen tral ner vous sys tem to re-set and to no longer be in a dys reg u- 
lated state of fight-or-flight hy per-arousal that of ten times ac com pa nies screen
ad dic tion.

This slow rein te gra tion of dig i tal veg eta bles is an in di vid ual process. Af ter the
tech fast, some can go back to us ing a com puter in a healthy way rel a tively
quickly. For oth ers, they can re quire up to a year or more.

SCHOOL TECH NOL OGY OPT-OUT LET TER
Dear Teacher and/or School Ad min is tra tor,



I would like to re spect fully re quest that all of my child’s ed u ca tion and ed u ca- 
tional con tent be pre sented with out the use of elec tronic de vices. This in cludes
the use of tablets, Chrome books, lap tops or desk top com put ers.

We wish to help nur ture and sup port our child’s ed u ca tional, so cial, psy cho- 
log i cal and emo tional de vel op ment as much as pos si ble and have be come in- 
creas ingly con cerned with the po ten tial detri men tal as pects of screen tech nolo- 
gies on young chil dren.

We un der stand that you, as the school, have a re spon si bil ity to present our
child with state-ap proved ed u ca tional con tent and cur ricu lum. We are in full
agree ment with that. But it is within our right as par ents to en sure that the
medium by which our chil dren’s ed u ca tion is be ing pre sented is safe and not
prob lem atic clin i cally or de vel op men tally.

There has been a plethora of re search in di cat ing the ad verse ef fect of elec- 
tronic screens on chil dren’s at ten tional, cog ni tive and so cial de vel op ment if they
are ex posed at too young of an age. Please feel free to re fer to the Web site
www.Glowkids.com for a full list of that peer-re viewed re search.
Sin cerely,

The Par ent(s) of:
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