Reasons Video Games Can
Improve Your Child
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Parent-approved video games that are played in moderation can help young kids develop in
educational, social, and physical ways.

By Cheryl Olson, Sc.D.

A

s parents, we focus more attention on the potential dangers than on the potential benefits of
electronic video games, but these games are
a normal part of modern childhood. If you know what to
look for, video games can be a powerful tool to help children develop certain life skills. They can help parents
choose appropriate leisure-time games,
help educators seek ways to supplement
classroom teaching, and help game
developers create games that teach.
Recently, I wrote a research paper
called “Children’s Motivations for
Video Game Play in the Context of
Normal Development” that was featured
in the Review of General Psychology.
The research included results from studies I led at Harvard Medical School and survey
data compiled from interviewing over 1,000 public
school students. Based on my research, here are
eight reasons why video games can be beneficial to your child’s growth and education.

Teach Problem Solving &
Creativity
Video games can help children’s brain development. When my son was a young adolescent,
I watched him play Legend of Zelda games.
He had to search, negotiate, plan, and try
different approaches to advance. Many
recent games, such as Bakugan:
Defenders of the Core, involve
planning and problem-solving.
“Modding,” the process by which
players customize gamer characters’ appearance and develop new
game levels, also allows for
creative self-expression,
deep understanding of
game rules and structure, and new ways of
highlighting personalities and interests.

Inspire
Interest in
History and
Culture
The content of certain
video games can encourage kids to read and to
research. Video
games such as
Age of Mythology,
Civilization, and
Age of Empires
may spark a child’s
interest in world
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history, geography, ancient cultures and international
relations, especially if parents are alert to opportunities.
To quote researchers David Shaffer and James
Gee, “When children have parents who help turn
Age of Mythology into an island of expertise, tying it
to books, Internet sites, museums, and media about
mythology, cultures and geography, the children pick
up a wide range of complex language, content and
connections that serve as preparation for future learning of a highly complex and deep sort.” What’s more,
these games often allow children to design and exchange maps or other custom content, helping them
acquire creative and technical skills while having fun.

Kids Make Friends

practicing, you could get better.” Over 40 % of kids
reported that playing realistic sports video games
(excluding tournament fighting) lead to an increased
time spent playing sports and exercising in real life.

Share the Joy of
Competition
It’s normal and healthy for kids, especially boys, to
compete with their peers as they jockey for status and
recognition. In my surveys and focus group studies with
young teens, “I like to compete with other people and
win” was one of the most popular reasons for playing video games again, especially for boys. Video games are
a safe place to express those competitive urges, and can
give children who aren’t good at sports a chance to excel.

In contrast to their parents, most young kids see video
games as a social activity, not an isolating one. Video
games create a common ground for young kids to make
friends; allow kids to hang out; and provide structured
time with friends. In our research, boys were more likely
When children play video games in groups, they
to play video games with a group of friends, either in the
often take turns leading and following, depending on
same room or online. Plus, young boys said games were
who has specific skills needed in that game. In studies
a frequent focus for conversation among their peers:
by Nick Yee of the Palo Alto Research Center, teens
One boy revealed that
who had played group
his peers at school
games online felt they
mostly talked about
had gained leadership
The American Academy of
“girls and games the
skills such as persuading
Pediatrics’ recommendation that
two G’s.” Our research
and motivating others,
parents limit screen time to no more
found that children with
and mediating disputes.
than two hours per day includes
mild learning disabilities
Online multi-player
television, videos/DVD’s, and video
were likely to choose
games offer teens a rare
games. If your child currently plays
“making new friends”
chance to participate in,
as a reason they
and sometimes lead, a
several hours of video games each
played video games.
diverse, mixed-age team.
day, either through a video game
And nobody cares how
console or handheld device, you’ll
old you are if you can
want to put a plan in place to limit
lead the team to victory.

Take Turns Leading

Encourage
Exercise

video games at home and replace
that time with other activities.

In my own research,
players (specifically boys) talked about learning new
moves from sports video games and then practicing
them at the basketball court or on skateboards. Some
took up new sports after being introduced to them
in video games. As one boy revealed in a research
focus group, “In the games that are real, which are
mostly the sports games, you see them do amazing plays. If you go outside and try them and keep
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Provide an Opportunity to
Teach
Roughly 30 % of the children we studied said they played
video games in part because they liked to teach others how
to play. As one boy’s dad revealed during research, “Most of
the interaction my son has with his buddies is about solving
situations within a game. It’s all about how do you go from this
place to that place, or collect the certain things that you need,
and combine them in ways that are going to help you to succeed.” Some children gain status as the “go-to” kid who knows
how to beat the toughest parts of a game. Teaching others
builds social and communication skills, as well as patience.
The American Academy of Pediatrics’ recommendation
that parents limit screen time to no more than two hours per
day includes television, videos/DVDs, and video games.
If your child currently plays several hours of video games
each day, either through a video game console or handheld device, you’ll want to put a plan in place to limit video
games at home and replace that time with other activities.

Bring Parents and Kids
Together
Recently, I watched a friend’s 10-year-old daughter
teach her how to play Guitar Hero. The game happened
to include favorite songs from my friend’s teen and college years, which helped draw her in. The best part was
seeing the daughter become an expert and share gaming
skills with her mom a reversal of the usual parent-child
roles. Now that some video game systems are friendlier
to novice players, it’s increasingly possible to share game
time together. Plus, playing a video game side-by-side encourages easy conversation, which in turn may encourage
your child to share her problems and triumphs with you.

Tips for Limiting Screen Time
According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, kids’ total
media usage per day ranges between 5-8 hours based on
age groups. Video game time makes up from 10-15 % of
the total media time. The American Academy of Pediatrics
recommend that parents limit screen time to no more than
two hours per day including television, videos/DVDs, and
video games. See the tips below for reducing screen time:

• Declare a “screen free day” once a week where
nobody watches TV, uses the computer, or plays
video games.
• Eliminate background TV. If you’re not actively
watching a show, turn off the TV.
• Turn off the TV during meals, which
encourages everyone to eat and talk together.

• Keep computers, TV’s, and video game consoles
out of kid’s bedrooms.
• Don’t use screen time as a reward for finishing
homework or chores.

• Talk to your child’s caregivers. Encourage other
adults in your child’s life to limit your child’s
screen time, too.
• Install monitoring software on computers that
allow parents to set time limits.
• Set a good example. Be a good role model by
limiting your own screen time.
• Plan alternative activities, such as reading,
playing a sport, or trying a new board game.

• Make watching TV or playing video games an
event. Choose a show or game and schedule
a time. Play with your child to gain first-hand
experience.
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