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Expert urges Japan to view over-gaming as mental illness
iction specialist
helps hardcore gamers
the reset button
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Dr. SusumuHiguchi
poses athisrehab
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How much gaming is too much gaming?

This is the question Japan’s pre-eminent
addiction expert, Dr. Susumu Higuchi, is
trying to answer as he treats people whose
lives have been destroyed by video game
addiction.

Online gaming addiction has become the
fastest-growing form of addiction in the 21st
century, and it's the mostvulnerable people
— children — who mainly fall prey to its
psychoactive effects, Higuchi says. As head of
the KurihamaMedicaland Addiction Center
in Kanagawa Prefecture, which started the
country's first program for internet addition
in 2011, Higuchi is rolling up his sleeves to
tackle a scourge thathas eaten into the vitals
of our society.

“Thisisn't justabout Japan, it's happening
all over the world,” Higuchi said in a recent
interview.

“Wedeal with patients every dayand see
how gamingaddiction is only getting worse.
How canwe ignore that?”

Every Tuesday, the laid-back, softly spoken
64-year-old and his two physician colleagues
hold sessions for patients whose obsession
with games has led them to neglect real-life
responsibilities, including family, friends,
school, work, and even hygiene, sleeping
and eating. C

The majority are teenage boys brought
to the clinic by worried families, but there
are also adult men who seek help for gam-
ing habits that have turned from passion to
pathology, making them-yearn for just one
morehit, one more level, one more achicve-
ment unlocked.

Whileboystend to get hooked on shooter
and role-playing games, girls are more prone
tosocial media addiction, Higuchi explained.
Ofthe 1,800 people who are admitted to his
internet addiction outpatient program every
year, 90 percent are gamers, mostmale.

It's easier for him to convince “mild” addicts
that theirminds can be rewired forlong-term
gainsin the real world, whilethose with more
severelevels ofaddiction will wantto goback
totheironlinereality in pursuit of immediate
rewards in the form of dopamine. ;
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“We're losing money by doing this," Higu-
chi said of his program at theclinic, where he
can take no more than 20 patients a day and
each may need years of treatment.

The last time the center opened reserva-
tions, in early February, it received 300 calls
within twa hours. .

“Everyone’s desperite. We aren't able to
meet demand,” he said.

Higuchi devotes much of his time to treat-
ing amedical condition that many stil{ refuse
to recognize, and some even call- nonsense.
While some see the artistic, cultural and
social merit of games, others, like Higuchi,
are more skeptical.
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tificconsensus regardingthe potentialimpact

ofviolentvideo garnes on youth aggression or
on other aspects of public health.

But Higuchi, who also runs the country’s
largesttreatment facility for alcoholism, said
there is no denying that video game depen-
dency is real. He can’t stop you from scoff-
ing at theidea, but he does have the World
Health Organization on his side.

In May, the WHO will present the 11th
edition of the International Classification of
Diseases, which includes gaming disorder
as a new diagnosis, for adoption by mem-
ber states at the World Health Assembly. If
approved, it willgointo effecton Jan. 1, 2022.

The WHO says those affected show a pat-
tern of behavior characterized by 1) impaired
control over gaming, 2) increasing priority
given to gaming to the éxtent that gaming
takes precedence over otherlife interestsand
dailyactivities, and 3) continuation or esca-
lation of gaming despite the occurrence of
negative consequences.
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Not surprisingly, there has been pushback
and criticism from the gaming community,
but Higuchi thinks once gaming disorder is
recognized as a mental illness, it should be
a wake-up call for the government to take
gaming as seriously as SouthKorea does.

In SouthKorea, surveys have suggested that
roughly 1 teenin 10 is aninternetaddict. The
government spends about $10 million per
year to fund a nationwide network of treat-
mentcenters, in addition to prevention pro-
grams like the shutdown law, which blocks
those under 16 from accessing online gaming
communities from midnight to 6 .m.

By calling on Japan, home to gaming
giantslike Nintendo and Sony, to take drastic
measures to help the country's youth, Higu-

i knows heis up against formidable foes. A
2018 health ministry report said as many as
930,000 junior high and highschoolstudents
may beaddicted tp theinternet, its use often
linked toescapism. . .

“Withanykind of addiction, there’s bound
to be opposition from corporate giants.
There’s the alcohol industry, gambling indus-
try and now the gamingindustry,” hesaid.

Higuchisaid he can provethat gaming dis-
order is a diagnosable condition. But, as with
everyihing else that falls under the category
of internet addiction — social networking,
email, blogging, shopping and pornography
— there is a shortage of evidence.

Our love affair with devices does not
automatically qualify us as addicts. Gam-
ing dependency can be hard to define, but if
you aremoody, irritable, depressedorangry
when not playinga game, or thinking about
the next gaming session when not online,
those are some psychological symptoms.

A common parenting strategy miistake is
confiscating game consoles from children,
Higuchi said, asis disabling Wi-Fi, hidinggad-
gets or even smashing an Xbox with a sledge-
hammer like onefatherordered hisson todo
in avideo that wentviralin 2015.

Higuchibelievesa more successful tacticis
to divert addicts by engaging them in social
andactive pursuitsthatdisconnectthem from
their digital life and reconnect them with

what's real. Trythe old-school solutions like
human interaction and fresh air, he said.

. When addiction takes over, however,
itcan lead to arguments, fights,and in the
worst case, murder.

Gamer parents have been known tostarve
theit children to death, kids have stabbed
parents for limiting or denying playing time,
and people have actually died after playing
toomuch.

For addicts, games stop being a healthy
pastimeand become a health hazard instead.
Asabstinence is not an option, you cannot
stay clean for life, according to Higuchi.

“Parents could get hurt by trying to take
away the object that
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Though he has no personal interest
in games, Higuchi goes out of his way to
develop his video game literacy, so he can
speak his patients' language. Takinga client-
centered approachhelps nurture a therapeu-
ticrelationship, he said.

Histreatmentstarts with health checks —
two physical-exams and two psych screen-
ings — in the first four sessions. He engages
with his patients to explain whatexcessive
gaming does to their bodies as a way to get
them to listen.

Medication israrely used unless the inter
net addiction is linked to other pre-existing
disorders, such as ADHD or depression.

If patients make regular visits to his clinic

overan extended time, Higuchi said they have
abetter chance of recoveringbecauseas they
getolderthey foster anincreased ability for
sell-insightandself-control. - .

If he had a choice, Higuchi would have
every patient hospitalized for supervised
care. Buthe said forcing sorneoneintorehab
is not effective.

“We can't treat an alcoholic who walks in
herewith abeerin hishand.It'sthesamewith
onlinegameaddicts.It'shard tohelp someone
who doesn’'t wantto be helped,” hesaid.

Today, there are about seven patients hos-
pitalized atthe Kurihama center, all of whom
Higuchi and his co workers have managed to
convince to voluntarily stay.

As far as he lmows, there are only about 80
facilities in Japan that offer game addiction
programs. So with appointments at clinics
like his so hard to get, Higuchiadvisesasking

a third party to step in because the sooner
theaddiction is faced, the better.

There isa correlationbetween emotional
maturity and internet addiction, Higuchi
said. Once the recovering addict has con-
scious control over their internet use, they
are pretty much “fixed.”

For Higuchi, the goal is to prevent “drop-
outs” by providing follow-up care, which is
essentialfor successful recovery, andviewing
recovery as a lifelong process.

The esports boom has somewhat contrib-
uted to the excessive time kids spend with
joy sticks in hand, Higuchi said. With allits
glitz,glamorand prize money, esportscom-
petitors treat play like work, whichhas left
a“negativelegacy,” hesaid.

What complicates matters is that many
game addictsactually believe theycan turm
their hobby into a career.

“Game-makers are knowingly turning cus-
tomers into addicts. They will keep getting
smarter so they can steal all the players’ wak-
ing hours and enslave thern to their games.

The fight will continue,” Higuchi said.

“We need reinforcements, we need baclkup
ffom the government. We're getting there. I
feel like there is hope. I wouldn't be doing
whatIdo if1didn't believe that.”






