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Video Games Decrease Attention Span


By Jens Manuel Krogstad 


Ames, Ia.--The first long-term study analyzing the effects of video games on young people found excessive hours spent mashing buttons increased attention problems about as much as watching too much television.

Iowa State University researchers found a small but significant increase in attention problems among elementary school and college students who spent more than two hours a day watching television and playing video games.

Researchers said the more screen time a student was exposed to, the more attention problems their teacher reported a year later.

The results showed attention problems can fluctuate over time and can affect children and young adults equally.

"I think what surprised me was how in just one year, we could see attention problems increasing," said ISU psychology professor Douglas Gentile. "It's pretty remarkable, when you consider the teachers don't know what the kids are doing at home."

The study will appear in the August edition of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Pediatrics journal.

The effects on attention problems among college students were surprisingly similar to those of elementary school-aged children, the study's lead author, Edward Swing, an ISU psychology doctoral candidate, said. He suggested further study on the effects of media on adult brains is warranted.

"It seems like even when you get to college, whether it's something cumulative or the result of early influences, it's still going to present issues later on," he said.

Swing stressed that television and video games are one of many environmental and genetic factors that influence attention problems in humans.

ISU researchers said their findings mean future studies should measure the effects of video games as well as television viewing.

No one knows why attention problems increase with more screen time.

Researchers say the most likely explanation is that people can train their brains to expect so much stimulation that they lose focus when television's flashing lights and booming sounds are absent.

The study's results reinforce findings from other studies that have seen similar effects among children who watch several hours of television every day.

The average person in the study spent 4.26 hours daily playing video games and watching television, which is below the national average of six hours.

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends one hour of daily screen time for younger children and no more than two hours for older children.

Vic Strasburger, a professor of pediatrics at University of New Mexico School of Medicine, said the study provides further proof that parents need to control the amount of time children spend glued to the TV.

"Unfortunately, parents tend to be relatively clueless," he said. "They're too busy with their own jobs and lives, and they think their kids are safe if they're in the den watching TV."

Strasburger said the study's results beg for more research into what kinds of media affect children the most.

Exposure to fast-paced video games and television shows may have a greater negative impact on a child's ability to focus, he said. If used in moderation, he said, certain kinds of media have the potential for positive effects on young people.

"There's a lot of unanswered questions. Which children are more vulnerable? Is there a certain limit on how much time children can watch?" he said.
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