ESPITE the restricted
view through the letter
box, it was clear that
something was terribly
wrong on the other side of
the front door.

The hallway of the three-bedroom semi
was filled with what looked like a year’s
worth of dirty clutter. Deeply worried by the
scene in her neighbour’s house, the
concerned resident immediately alerted the
authorities.

Entering the £250,000 property in the Kent
commuter belt, éaolice officers, who have
seen some squalid scenes in their time, were
stunned by what greeted them. Every
surface was strewn with rubbish and rot-
ting food.

The homeowner, a 33-year-old woman,
admitted that thingg were ‘in a bit of 2 mess’.
But it also ckly became evident that her
children been as neglected as the house.
Aged nine, ten and 13, the children told
officers that they had been left to fend for
themselves, at times being reduced to eating
cold baked beans straight from the tin.

Worse still was the fate that had befallen
the family’s dogs — a German shepherd
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and a lurcher. Officers noted that the
woman was trying to stop them somg into
the dining room. When they asked why, she
replied: ‘My dogs are in there. They are
dead. I killed them.”

In fact, they had died two months
previously and had been left to rot where
they collapsed.

It was a shocking scene. But not as shock-
ing as what the woman said next.

I %robably starved them,’ she admitted.
‘Probably, because I have been playing the
computer game all the time.” Only in subse-
quent interviews would it become clear
what she meant. The woman, whose iden-
tity cannot be revealed for legal reasons,
had become obsessed by an online game.

In the game, the player controls a charac-
ter that inhabits a virtual world, interacting
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" tives all suffer.

with thousands of other characters
controlled by other players around the
(real) world.

The woman had first logged on to
the game (which was not named in
court) in 2009. In the b%gilmjng, she
played for an hour a day. But by
© August of last year she was spendm%
more and more time online until i
reached the point she was getting just
two hours sleep a night.

The unemployed mother-of-three
couldn’t be bothered to tidy the house,
to cook her children any food that
needed heating up, or to care for the
family’s pets.

She had, in the words of her lawyer,
become ‘addicted’ to the computer
ﬁame. For six months, she had shut

erself off from the outside world and
‘retreated into the virtual world
provided by her laptop computer’.

This case, the details of which were
outlined in court last week, is undoubt-
edly an extreme one. Buf it is also a
highly controversial one.

For some years now, a debate has
raged as to whether it’s possible to
become addicted to video games in
the same way, say, as one might
become addicted to gambling.

Some say it is a nonsense, that these
games are simply a form of entertain-
ment on a par with a book or the
television. Any obsessional behaviour,
they argue, is caused by deeper, under-
lying problems.

In this instance, that would appear
to be true. The court was told that the
woman had been suffering from

land base rate for the one year fixed ti_zn:-_m.__ -

are not permitted. Thisisa

The latest games
pose an even
greater risk

depression following the death of her
‘buasbands. 58 .

Michael Rawlinson, director general
of the UKIE, the video games and
interactive entertainment trade body,
is adamant that ‘gaming is a hobby,
just like reading or playing sport’.

He said: should form part of
an active and heal lifestyle, helping
gamers of all ages to develop social
skills. Playing active technology and
fitness 6Elsa.mes can also improve physi-
cal health and offer other general
health benefits.’ S

However, many others are less sure.
They claim that the latest super-
sophisticated generation of games
goses a real danger to those who use

hem. They are so alluring, so
cha]lengu:%and so cleverly designed
that experts believe there is a genuine
risk of addiction. ;
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are seeing growihg evidence of this
phenomenon. The young, it appears,
are most at risk — drawn into fantas-
tic virtual worlds over which they can
exert the sort of control so often
absent in their normal lives.

From a few hours a day, their usage
increases until thcgr do nothing else
but play games. In doing so, their edu-
cation, their physical health and their
relationships with friends and rela-

To better understand just how pow-
erful a business gaming has become,
consider the launch on September 14
of a video e called Halo: Reach.

Designed for the Xbox game system,
it is the latest instalment in a series in
which players engage in a futuristic
war between humanity and aliens hell-
bent on mankind’s destruction.

During the first 24 hours of its sale in
the UK (RRP £59.99) a staggering
300,000 copies were sna%ped up.
Worldwide takings for the game
exceeded £125million in that one day.

Online forums have been ravin
about the game, awash with tales o
all-night Halo-playing sessions and
boasts of days taken off work and
school (38 per cent of those who
responded to one online survey
claimed they had ski%ped classes to |
play the newly-released game). |

Amon% the most successful titles of
all are those that allow players to
interact with one another via the
internet.

These are known as MMORPGs or
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-

Parents are met
with fury and
aggression

Playing Games, a genre of computer
games in which tens of thousands of
players can interact with one another
in a virtual world.

Of these games, the most well-known
is World Of Warcraft. Again, the |
numbers speak for themselves. In
2008, more than 11.5 million people
worldwide were payin% monthly
subscriptions of up to £8.99 to play.

In WOW, players create characters
or ‘avatars’ in whose guise they spend
hours joining guilds of other players
to fight battles in a quest reminiscent
of Tolkien’s Lord Of The Rings. Suc-
cess in various challenges allows gam-
ers to make their way up a hierarchy
of power. iy g

Liam, a 17-year-old from South
London, is a fan. He started playing
WOW when he was 14, initi with
the encouragement of his parents.

‘They used to worry about me going
out with my friends,” he said. ‘I don’t
live in a rough area, but even so there
were a_few incidents with mobiles
being stolen and that sort of thing.

‘So when I got into they were
quite rg]ieved. They chg%l%gg ‘?gg the

-games I was playmg an g ve a
problem with it.

Gradually, however, his computer
use started to get out of control. From
a couple a hours a day it grew until he
was staying up until the early hours of
every mo! . On weekends, he would
spend entire days in front of the
screen.

“You lose track of time when you're
playing,’ says Liam, who lives with his
mother, an office administrator. ‘And,
anyway, to get on, you've got to put in
the hours. If you don’t, others do.’

Not only did Liam’s school work
suffer, but he also began to lose
contact with his friends. When he did
spend time with them, at the insist-
ence of his mum, he found it difficult
to find common ground.

As a result, they drifted further apart,

his online world seem ever-
more attractive.

According to psychiatrist Dr Richard
Graham, who heads the pioneering
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as heroin?

Young Person Technology Addiction
Service at the Capio Nightingale
Hospital in Central London, this
pattern of behaviour is typical.

‘The adolescent world is intensely
pressured, and gaming can offer
sanctuary,’ he says. ‘Studying for
your GCSEs or working on a
relationship with someone is a
fundamentally slow process. Video
games — especially online ones like
World Of Warcraft — offer an oppor-
tunity to acquire prestige and
success relatively quickly. Real life
becomes dull in comparison.’

Further, the online aspect of the
games means that players are able
to communicate with each other to
create complete ‘second lives’
within the gaming environment.

‘In these games, you often belong
to a clan or a guild, and adolescents

in particular are very groupish and -

like to belong to gangs or cliques,’
says Dr Graham. ‘Some of these
cliques are very demanding about
how much time you devote to them.
There is a complete absorption in

the gaming experience, to the extent
that life outside holds little
pleasure.’ !

The more involved the individual

gets, the harder it becomes to break

iree. Parents who attempt to force
their children to stop playing are
often subjected to outbursts of
aggression because they are so
desperate to get back to their
computers.

One patient whom Dr Graham
came into contact with threatened
to harm himself when his games
console broke down.

‘He couldn’t bear the sudden
intense anxiety and agitation he
was feeli.n%nbecause he was unable
to access this game,” he says.

- ‘It’s almost akin to a withdrawal
reaction —like the addict using her-
oin who can’t get that next fix gets
into a desperate state because it is
so unpleasant and distressing to
experience the withdrawal.’ While
young men seem more at risk of
developing such an ‘addiction’,
young women are also being drawn

into these virtual worlds. It is some-
thing that 24-year-old Kate Flana-
gan is all foo familiar with.

In a typical week, the call-centre
employee from North Shields
reckons she spends up to 70 hours
gaming or on social network sites

‘such as Facebook.

She uses her iPhone on the bus to
work and then, in between answer-
ing calls, switches to her Nintendo

- DS hand-held game console. On

returning home from work, she will
play games for six hours a night.
Not surprisingly, the amount of
time she spends gaming has
impacted heavily on her life. In the
past few years, she has gone from a
size eight to a size 12 through lack of
exercise, and admits she often
cannot find the time to shower or
look after her appearance. On one
occasion, Kate’s excessive gaming
left her with a damaged wrist,
forcing her to attend a friend’s wed-
ding wearing a sling. Her doctor told

her to modify her playing habits, .

but once the pain had gone she con-

Internet hit:~
World of
Warcraft

‘tinued as before. She says she is

addicted,
sSmoking.
‘I know smoking isn’t good for me,
Iknow game playing isn't either,’ she
says. ‘But I've never tried to give up
either of them because I enjoy them
too much and because the thought
of it makes me feel anxious.’
. While some experts reckon that 5-
10 per cent of Britain’s 46.6 million
web users may be addicted to their

comparing it with

-computers, within the psychiatric

world it is not yet officially recog-
nised as an addiction.

That may change with further
research and is also set to be tested
in the American courts. :

Last month, Craig Smallwood, a
51-year-old from Hawaii, was given
the go ahead by an American judge

-

to proceed with a negligence lawsuit
against the company behind an
online virtual-world game called
Lineage II. :

He claims to have %vlaved the game
for 20,000 hours between 2004 and
2009, becoming so addicted that he
is ‘unable to function independently
in usual daily activities such as get-
ting up, getting dressed, bathing or
communicating with -family and
friends’.

He is seeking compensation on the
grounds that there were insufficient
warnings about the alleged ‘addic-
tiveness’ of the game.

As for the 33-year-old woman from
Kent, having had her children taken
into care, she stopped using her
computer and cleaned up the house.
After pleading guilty to three charges
of child cruelty and two of animal
neglect, she was given a suspended
sentence and banned from using the
internet again. j

With manufacturers insisting their
lucrative products are nothing more
than harmless fun, perhaps the last
word should go to Judge Jeremy
Carey. In summing up, he con-
cluded: ‘Your life went very badly
wrong when you became obsessed
with a computer game.’

The tragedy is, there are growing
numbers like her whose lives are
going equally awry as they are
sucked into the online world.



