
The Effects of Video Games
Today one of the most highly debated subjects is whether video games cause violence and other behavioral problems in students. With the increase in violence and school shootings today, more psychologists and parents are turning the blame towards video games. With video games becoming more realistic each year, researchers are starting to suggest that children are starting to lose grasp of what is real and what is not.

Video games first appeared in the 1970’s with games such as Computer Science and the most recognized old school video game, Atari’s Pong. By the end of the 1970’s video games had become a preferred child leisure activity alongside television. This arose some fear in adults, and soon some states banned arcade games. Predictions by then-Surgeon General C. Everett Koop said that video games could have harmful consequences, such as psychopathology (Funk 86 1993). His words are still heard today as parents still have a major concern over whether video games are contributing to the increase of violence among children. Many of these violent acts are results of a mental problem, perhaps due to the harmful consequences of video games. In the year 1983 some preliminary research was done and presented at an Atari sponsored conference. There were no major ill effects identified and a lot of emphasis was placed on the idea that video games promoted social activities (Funk 86 1993). In the late 1980’s, after Atari failed, Nintendo brought about a resurgence of the video game market (Funk 86 1993). Nintendo introduced the next generation console, simply named Nintendo. Nintendo allowed gamers to play more then just one game, unlike Atari’s previous hit Pong. This raised the annual industry earnings from $100 million in 1985 to a high of $4 billion in 1990. Two years later a CBS News report projected sales to reach around $6 billion by the end of 1992 (Funk 86 1993). In 2000, worldwide video game sales were around $20 billion, with over 75 million Playstations and 100 million GameBoys sold. Children between the ages of two and seventeen played an average of seven hours of video games each week (Lynch et al. 2001). Today, video games continue to be sold at a ridiculous rate. With three companies fighting to be at the top of the next generation systems more realistic games come out each year. Console and computer games are seen everywhere. Millions of people all over the world play console or computer games daily. These games are making the line between reality and fiction that much more vague. In the 1990’s a study was done on Nintendo’s most popular games in America. The findings discovered that 40 of the 47 most popular games had violence as a main theme (Lynch et al 2001). Today violence is a reoccurring theme in many video games. With games out that look at the aspects of war and terrorism, such as Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare and Rainbow Six Vegas 2, more people are being opened up to a world of violence. 

The main question in this debate is do violent video games cause children to be more violent? Many studies have been done over the years to try to determine whether or not this is actually the case. In many cases research has shown that children are affected differently by violent video games. Today there is more literature on the connection between aggression and video game violence but the research has not always taken into account the effect of pre-existing aggression and hostility (Lynch et al 2001). In the past year two major school shootings have occurred, both shooters were found to have mental problems. More then likely these were not a result of video game violence but instead a pre-existing psychological problem. Unfortunately, because there has been an increase in violence people are quick to place the blame on anything but their selves. Even still many correlation studies have been done and have found a positive correlation between an increase in aggressive behavior and video game habits. Yet few of these studies have differentiated between violent and non-violent video games and even fewer have looked at prior hostility and aggression (Lynch et al. 2001). If these studies had sorted out violent and non-violent games and looked at the subjects pre-existing hostility and aggression the results might have been different. In more recent studies, support has been shown for the hypothesis that violent video games lead to an increase in laboratory aggression. A meta-analytical study discovered that in fifty-four tests about the relationship between aggression and violent video games the results have been positive and significant (Lynch et al 2001). In 2000 Andersen and Dill described the General Aggression Model (GAM) and how it relates to violent video games. What the GAM attempts to do is to explain the aggressive behavior of children after they play a violent video game. The GAM describes a process of many stages by which personological and situational input variables lead to aggressive and hostile behavior. It influences it through several related states and the outcome of controlled and habitual decision processes (Lynch et al 2001). The GAM is applicable to this study for a few different reasons. It differentiates between the short and long term effects of video game violence on the gamer. In regard to short term violence the GAM predicts that both person and situation can influence the present inner state of the person. The internal state of the person is further described by the GAM with cognitive, affective, and arousal variables. The GAM does predict the long term effects of video games as a result of the development, over-learning, and reinforcement of aggression-related knowledge structures (Lynch et al 2001). Long term effects seem to be more viable in the idea that video games cause violence. The more a person plays a violent game the more time it has to take effect on their behavior. The knowledge structures are ones such as vigilance for enemies, aggressive actions towards others, expectation of others behaving violently, a positive attitude towards violence, and belief that violence is an effective and appropriate solution. It is predicted that long term gamers will become more aggressive in outlook, perceptual biases, attitudes, beliefs, and behavior then they were before being exposed to the video game violence (Lynch et al 2001). These studies support the idea that violent video games do in fact cause an individual to be more aggressive.

There have been many studies on whether violent video games cause children to be more aggressive, there have just as many on its effect on school performance. Researchers have been trying to discover if there is a correlation between the amount of time spent on video games and grades in school. In one study done by Keith Roe and Daniel Muijs, they tried to discover whether there was a correlation between the time spent playing video games and intelligence. Roe and Muijs used a three wave longitudinal panel research project. They selected a sample of 4th grade classrooms and employed a stratified sampling procedure to ensure that the distribution per province and school type was respected. Out of all these schools, 51 were chosen at random across the whole Flemish community of Belgium. The sample closely followed the distribution of pupils in the population per province and school type, the total number of students was 1001. 974 of them completed the first questionnaire, 47.9% were male and 50.3% were female. The average age of the students was 9.5 years, 74% were between their 9th and 10th birthday and 94.5% fell between the ages of 8 and 10 (Roe & Muijs 1998). This study is looking at the effects of video games on younger children. Many people look at the effects of video games on teens, or those of the age range 13-19. Yet it is more likely that video games would have a bigger impact on a child as their mind is still forming along with their morals. In the second wave of Roe and Muijs study, the average age was 10.5 years, 49.9% were male and 50.1% were females. This is due to the fact that only 890 (89%) of the first panel stayed in the survey. This study was designed more towards the students overall media usage, not just video games. Data was also collected on self-concept and based on three four-item academic self-concept with subscales relating to mathematics, language, and general school performance. Each part received a reliability around .90, so an overall global academic self-concept scale was formed with a reliability of .90. School commitment was also measured using a scale borrowed from Murdock and Phelps which in this study achieved a reliability of .86. This experiment had results that showed that 82 of the panel (9.4%) played video games for more then 2 hours a day. Out of the 82, 76.8% of them were male and many of them were on average 1 year older then the others. The students who played over 2 hours a day, the players, were also heavy television viewers. They averaged 23.5 hours a week watching television as compared to the others who watched 14.2 hours a week. The players also had significantly lower scores on standardized test then the others and were less positive about school then the others. The lower achievement also reflected on the self-concept scores as the players scored much less then the others on all 12 items of the academic self-concept and overall self-esteem. This study shows a negative correlation between time spent playing video games and school achievement, commitment, and academic self-concept (Roe & Muijs 1998). While this study may have shown a negative correlation between video games and academic success, video game developers are now making games geared towards learning.

As mentioned earlier in the introduction of this paper, video games do have a social aspect. When video games were still in arcades, gamers used to go and meet to play video games such as Pac-Man and Asteroids together. Today video games still bring players together, but in a different way. Players today form LAN parties; these are times when a large amount of gamers get together and link their computers together. They all play the same game and even provide copies of the games that they are going to play in case another player does not have one of the games. This allows gamers, mainly PC gamers, to be social with one another. LAN parties show the more social face to face side of video games. Today many of the console makers have their own way to link players. Microsoft created Xbox Live, a way to play different games over the internet with other players all over the world. Sony has a set up similar to Microsoft and Nintendo is starting to implement the same thing. This allows gamers to socialize with other gamers all over the world. Gamers now can be social without leaving their houses and while this is not the best way to socialize it seems to be the preferred way for gamers.

In past decade, many game developers have been starting to make more educational games. Computer games have always had more educational value then many console games. Macintosh started early by making a game called Math Blaster. This is where kids tried to solve puzzles by solving simple math equations. Another game that promoted education was Reading Rabbit, it was a game where kids solved questions involving grammar and spelling. Console games have always been more set towards the gamer who would rather play a game then learn how to spell or do math. Yet some games are teaching gamers even if they do not realize it. Games that are based on simulations help mimic actual scenarios through a model system. Simulation models physical systems or social systems through another symbol system. A computer interface is used to distinguish between hi and low fidelity systems. Hi-fidelity systems are a simulation that attempts to make situations as life-like as possible. The drawback with hi-fidelity simulations are that they are expensive, so they are usually used for engaging in an actual activity such as a flight simulator. Low-fidelity simulations are used as well when emphasis is on developing an understanding because they allow interaction with complex systems while reducing dangers (Squire 2003). Many hi-fidelity simulations are used by airplane companies to train new pilots while giving them different situations they may have to deal with while flying. This is a safe and effective way for them to train new pilots who have not yet flown through bad weather. It also keeps them from having to use a real plane, which could be deadly and very costly if the new pilot and instructor are unable to land in the presented situation. Simulations can also be used to show how a social system develops. Games such as SimCity and Civilization allow players to start constructing their own town or empire and watch as the social system grows (Squire 2003). Today many computer games are even emphasizing team play, which requires a player to be social. Games such as World of Warcraft and Guild Wars are MMORPGs, or massive multiplayer online role playing games, that encourage players to find other players to do missions and quests. This involves either the use of team chat or sometimes even voice chat. These games allow players to interact with other players all over the world and to learn to cooperate with them to succeed. This teaches players to play and cooperate with others to succeed even if they do not see eye-to-eye. As time progresses more educational based games will continue to arise in the gaming industry. Classroom work rarely is used outside of a classroom. Game players develop reputations in online communities, contribute to online forums, and occasionally become professional gamers, traders online, or game developers. The in game worlds are powerful because they develop a set of social practices (Shaffer et al 2005). Video games also allow players to practice the process of reflective practice in areas such as medicine, teaching, law, and many others. This is due to the fact that video games do a good job of exemplifying the nature of meaning as situated and embodied (Gee p90 2003). Games today also have a cause and effect aspect. A game recently released called Mass Effect has made it where players get to decide which planets to save. Yet these choices have consequences, these consequences twist the story line so essentially players are making their own story as they go along. Gee refers to another game like Mass Effect, Deus Ex which is another game where players get to decide their own path. Gee says that a game like this requires players to use a four step process. The player must first prove the virtual world, and then based on the reflection while probing, the player must formulate a hypothesis about what something might mean in a useful way. The next step is the player reprobes the world with their hypothesis in mind, looking to see what effect they get from it. The player then must treat this effect as feedback from the world and either accept or rethink their original hypothesis (Gee p90 2003). Most games are like these as they require you to move and think about your next move to defeat the presented puzzle. Even first person shooters have this aspect, as you can go around shooting everything in your way but you will not progress very far if you do not think about what to do. Other video games help promote different needed skills. Some games actually increase some skills, such as spatial, iconic, and visual attentiveness skills. In theory, skills can only be enhanced by video games if the players’ skills have reached a certain level of maturation. Only one study so far has been done to test this, they compared the cognitive impact of games on children of different ages between fifth, seventh, and ninth grade students. All three groups showed improved mental rotation, a spatial skill, as result of playing two video games. The ability to read images, or iconic skills, also has been shown to improve in computer gamers. A study done in Rome and Los Angeles found that computer gamers showed a shift from verbal to iconic skills. They found that those who played computer games used more diagrams in their descriptions of an animated computer simulation, while those who played board games used more verbal descriptions (Calvert et al p12 2002). Gamers are constantly having to read diagrams, maps, and different other kinds of pictures to succeed in games, this more then likely leads to the shift from verbal to iconic skills. Another skill is visual attention, or the skill of keeping track of different things at the same time. A study was done by measuring participants’ response time to two events at two locations on a computer screen. The expert computer gamers had a faster response time then the non-gamers. It was also found that playing an action game also improved strategies for keeping track of events at multiple locations.  Video games teach children how to react to others and how to treat different situations during their time spent playing even if they do not realize it.

Video games have been a highly scrutinized target ever since they became popular in the late 80’s and early 90’s. Today they are scrutinized more so then ever, as the games today are more violent then those of the early 90’s. Researchers continue to do studies on the different effects video games have on children, but a definite answer has proved elusive. While video games may have some harmful effects on a child, they can also help promote learning and social interaction. Whether researchers admit it or not, video games are the learning tool of tomorrow.
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