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In today’s high tech world electronic gaming has become a favorite pastime with people of all ages. Computer, console, and internet games can be found inside almost every home in America and around the world. For years people have argued that television causes problems in peoples lives, but in our world today computer gaming has risen to even higher status than television. It has been blamed for violence, declining work and study habits and many other negative effects. Why is it that people can’t seem to put down the controller and get on with their lives? In this paper we will look deeper into what it is that makes these games so addicting, and the personal aspects that lead to the addiction.

Compared to previous centuries, the world as we know it now seems very routine and boring. The daily grind of working the same hours every day, then returning home to an endless list of chores seems to be the norm in our society. People have been trying to escape into a fantasy realm since the turn of the century, where writers captured people’s minds by writing about hobbits, Star Wars, and a man named Big Brother. Eventually, this spawned the idea of making a game where players can create alternate lives and act them out with other players. To some, this might seem very strange, “Even those who have played one or more RPG's may have difficulty describing a phenomenon” ("What is RPG?"). An easy way to explain role playing games is to compare them to writing a book:

The referee and the player (for simplicity, one player in this analogy, although the number of players only enhances the result) are co-authors of the book. The referee's task is to provide the setting. The setting includes the milieu--are we in a medieval castle, an American western, a spy thriller, or a spaceship--but it goes beyond the mere backdrop. He is responsible for all the secondary and minor characters, including villains, resource people, associates, motivators, monsters, and any others. He establishes where the action begins, who is there, and what props are available. The player controls one character, the hero of the story. As the hero enters the scene, he explores it, reacts to it, and ultimately acts purposefully within it. The referee reveals the world as the hero explores it, and ultimately reacts to the hero's actions. The story is created. ("What is RPG?").
Role playing games have evolved significantly over the years, starting with “pen and paper” games. Players sit around a table and use a set of rules much like the physical rules of our world. The setting and actions are dictated by a “dungeon master” and the players respond accordingly. With the invention of the internet came MUDS, or Multi User Dungeons. These games were created using rules similar to those of pen and paper games and were similar in almost every way except these worlds were persistent. Players could log on any time of the day and adventure through a familiar world with many other players at the same time. Originally created in the early nineties when computers were still relatively archaic, these games used only words to describe what was happening. “…all of the locations and the objects the player had to interact with were described -- literally -- with either long, flowing lines of prose, or short, essential words depending on the author's inclinations. The rationale being that the player's brain was the most sophisticated graphics device available (mind you, it even comes free of charge) and could conjure up imagery far more impressive than anything the computers available at the time (and even now one could say) could produce. The reasoning is valid enough -- books have been working on the same principle for centuries” (Cusiz).
Eventually during the mid nineties someone decided that an immersive multiplayer game with graphics might sell well, considering how popular MUDs were at the time. The new breed of role playing games allowed users to enter beautiful alien game worlds set in many unique universes and interact with players from around the globe twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. These games allow your character to adventure with a group of friends and do battle with evil monsters, gather items, build homes, form alliances, travel to remote locations, and much more all from your couch. Although the first Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games started to emerge in Asia, they quickly caught on in North America. Actually, “caught on” might not even be an appropriate term, because the amount of people playing these games today is ridiculously high and continuing to rise. People ranging from age eight to eighty eight have been spotted playing these games, and these people come from all walks of life. How can one explain this phenomenon? What is it in these games that has wealthy businessmen, middle aged mothers, high school jocks and fifth grade prodigies all hooked?
People who spend enough time developing their character in an alternate realm become attached to their alter ego the same way you feel for characters in a book. Since you are the one essentially writing this book, you begin to spend more and more time thinking about this alternate reality, and the possibilities that lie within. The more time you spend thinking about these things you may start to stray down the path of addiction. Let us define addiction as "a recurring behavior that is unhealthy or self-destructive which the individual has difficulty ending" for the purposes of this paper. According to an extensive survey by Nicholas Yee who is a student at Stanford, over forty percent of all players consider themselves addicted. Also of the players surveyed, over fifty percent play the game for ten or more consecutive hours on a regular basis, and over thirty percent often loose sleep in order to play the game (Yee). Just because these players consider themselves addicted does that really mean it is a real and justified addiction? MMO addiction seems to show comparable symptoms to substance addictions, dependence and withdrawal. People who are dependant upon a substance need that substance in order to function and feel normal on a daily basis. If they don’t get that substance on a daily basis they suffer from withdrawal which causes them to become angry. In Nicholas Yee’s study, about fifteen percent of players surveyed said they become anxious and distressed when they can not play, and twenty four percent said they feel better about themselves while they are playing. This type of finding is true of alcohol users also, as many people drink but only a percentage are actual addicted alcoholics. The sad part of an addiction is when it grows to the point where your life starts to go downhill and you forget about your responsibilities. Eighteen percent of players surveyed admitted that their playing habits had negatively affected their relationships, finances, health and school or work performance. Now what is in these games that make them so addictive? Does your brain release some type of chemical while playing that makes you want to go back? Author Lance Dodes explains in his book “The Heart Of Addiction” that "physical addiction is neither necessary to nor sufficient for an addiction" and that all addictions are fueled by an underlying sense of helplessness" (Dodes, 75) Addictive behavior functions to repair this underlying feeling of helplessness. It is able to do this because taking the addictive action creates a sense of being empowered, or regaining control over one's emotional experience and one's life" (Dodes, 4). He goes on to say that "..it is the person who endows the object or activity with the property of being addictive" (Dodes, 117). 
MMORPGS use many different tactics to draw their players in and keep them playing. I have found there to be three main “attractions” that each specifically target different types of players, and they all work together in the end to keep them addicted. The first of these factors is the reward cycle. Many players like to be rewarded with better armor and equipment, more strength and power, and the ability to access more difficult dungeons. These games have been created to follow a “Skinner box” model. B.F Skinner is an important figure in the study of Behaviorism. He claimed that the frequency of a behavior or action is directly related to weather or not this behavior is rewarded or punished. (Boeree). After hearing this one can see why these types of games may be so addictive. The games reward the players quickly during the first five to ten hours of play, characters gain power and equipment fast, and they experience a wide range of situations. Slowly but surely the amount of time needed to gain more power or equipment rises, and before you know it, hundreds of hours are needed to reach the next goal. Tying in with this reward system is the immersive “attraction” factor. This involves the idea of players becoming emotionally attached to their characters, almost as if they are some type of project that they have planned out in their mind. Usually when people have some type of goal in their mind and have invested a large amount of time pursuing that goal they don’t want to just give up after hundreds of hours of working towards it. This is why people keep playing, putting in long hours and neglecting other deferments. Much like a mad scientist working in their basement at four a.m. trying to perfect a new type of chemical, MMO players strive endlessly to perfect their character and become the best. The third and final type of “attraction” factor that keeps these players hooked is the intrapersonal and relationship aspect of gaming in a fantasy world with literally hundreds of thousands of players from around the globe. The anonymity of online chat allows players to open up and converse in a comfortable environment. There are no eyes to look into, there is no fear of rejection, and no real consequences for saying something outlandish. By adventuring with players through virtually dangerous dungeons and emerging victorious creates friendship and bonds that are almost stronger than real life. The players become dependant upon their friends for help and consolation. They also strive to stay in the same power range as their friends, so that their adventures together will continue. This leads players to play more and more based on how strongly they are attached to their friends and the times they spend together.
Considering how all these factors work together to draw the player in and keep them there, surprisingly only 10 to 15 percent of players researched by a team from the University of Iowa are defined as an internet addicted by Kimberly Young, a lead researcher in internet addiction (Parsons et al). We find that of those players who are addicted many have suppressed personal problems. Using the data collected by Nicholas Yee, we find that many players who are addicted use the game as an outlet for underlying personal problems. Of the players who admitted they were addicted, seventy-nine percent admitted to having low self esteem, seventy percent admitted they had no sense of control over their life, and sixty-eight percent admitted they accumulate a lot of stress throughout the day. (Yee) The MMORPGs target all of these feelings by offering players and escape from real life in to the game. People lacking self esteem in real life can become more powerful than others in this online world. People who are ashamed of their body can have an ideal body. People who feel they have a lack of control over their real life can set goals and achieve them in game. People who are neglected or feel they can’t make a difference in the real world can feel a sense of need by helping others in the game. Finally, if you just want to escape from the stress of everything combined, immersing yourself in this virtual life can be the perfect way. But what happens when the real world catches up with you?
Kimberly Young has researched many negative real life affects that have been linked to online gaming addiction. In middle aged couples she explains that the addicts deny their addiction and try to pass it off as a phase. Meanwhile work is missed, chores around the house are forgotten, communications between spouses begins to diminish, and even children are neglected. Often times online relationships with the opposite sex lead to divorce (Quittner 7). Young found that fifty-eight percent of students reported a decline in study habits, a significant drop in grades, missed classes, or being placed on probation due to excessive Internet use (Young). These are just the common after affects, there have already been many cases of death related directly to MMORPGs. In China a man who had his virtual items stolen from his character and then sold on eBay for $870 decided to kill the man himself since the police would not do anything (Gibson). An American man committed suicide while sitting at his computer, and on his screen was Everquest, one of the largest MMORPGs in America, where it is known as Evercrack because of its addictive qualities ("Addicted: Suicide Over Everquest?").
Is this just a passing fad that will fade with time? Or will games be the downfall of our technological world? As it stands now only time will tell, but as incidences like the aforementioned become increasingly more common it appears that this is only the beginning of a terrible problem. 
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