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he corona virus disease 2019
(COVID-19) has immensely
changed the world landscape-

from economic, social and psychological
adversities to the challenges of online
education, exposing children to excessive
screen-time using vast arrays of electronic
devices. The online classes have become a
valid reason for children to use internet
more frequently with a growing possibility
of misuse.

According to the WHO, as of April 2020,
around 1.5 billion children were out of
schools, may be turning to online
schooling, playing video games or
socializing with peers online.'
Furthermore, the anecdotal reports
suggest that children after marking
attendance in virtual classroom
simultaneously, open gaming windows and
start playing video games while still in the
class and being unnoticed as away from the
learning sessions. The unsupervised or
loosely supervised children may be at
higher risk of developing the psychological
complication. One such complication is
the Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD)
which is a “persistent and recurrent use of
internet to engage in games, often with
other players, leading to clinically
significant impairment or distress”.”
Similarly, the gaming disorder is being
considered to be included as a diagnostic
category in the WHO international
classification of disease.’

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM) based criterion
of IGD includes:

(1) preoccupation with video games

(2) distressed feelings when away
from video games (withdrawals)

(3) feeling the need to spend
excessive amount of time playing
the video games (tolerance)

4) inability to control the
Y
participation in video games

(5) loss of interest in previously,
enjoyable activities as a result of
playing the video games

(6) persistently playing video games
despite having knowledge of its
harmful effects

(7) deceiving family member with
regards to playing the video games

(8) using video games to ward off the
negative feelings or boredomand

(9) impairment in social,
occupational, academic
functioning because of video
games (negative consequences).’

The possibility among children developing
IGD in the time of COVID-19 may be
much higher than before due to their
specific cognitive abilities and the valid
reason for them to use internet.

Since tentative inclusion of IGD in the
DSM classification in 2013, the disorder
has been a focus of research attention.
Although the literature about IGD is
scarce in our part of the world, there is
abundance of research emanating from
the developed world, looking at the
emerging  diagnosis. Several large-scale
studies have demonstrated that IGD is a
real public health concern for children
worldwide.** For instance, studies using
criteria similar to DSM-5, showed that
8.5% of youth aging 8 to |8 years in the
US,” 5.5% of adolescents aging 13 to 20
years in Netherlands’ and about 5% of
studentsin Australia’ had IGD.

While the children may not be fulfilling the
criterion of full blown IGD, the
commonest manifestations of excessive
screen-time among children have been
widely reported. For instance, the
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children with excessive internet gaming
are more likely to have craving for the
screen associated mood disorders,
irritability, impulsivity, attention deficit,
conduct problem, emotional
dysregulations and lower self-esteem."

The biological consequences may include
poor sleeping, unhealthy dietary habits,
vision impairment, obesity,
musculoskeletal problems and peripheral
neuropathy.® Similarly, the social
repercussions include feeling of loneliness,
poor communication skills, academic
decline, distorted relationship with family
members, lower self-esteem and being
victims of cyberbullying. Furthermore,
they are more prone to develop fantasies
and psychological indoctrinations."'
Additionally, one of the serious
implications of excessive internet use
could be visiting of children, the websites,
propagating pornography and religious
indoctrination, thus making them
vulnerable to the known harmful
consequences.

While it may not be possible to shun
internet use outrightly, yet stringent steps
need to be taken to prevent children from
developing the complications of excessive
and unsupervised use of internet in the
time of COVID-19.

The way forward may be to structure the
environment at home by setting the
ground rules for screen time. By making
sure that gaming devices and computer
are located in living rooms, freeing the
bedrooms of the gadgets, not allowing the
children to play games at bedtimes and
encouraging them to engage in physical
activities."

Based on scientific findings, it is imperative
for us to be aware of the physical,
psychological and social deleterious
effects of gaming disorder. Its high time for
the parents, educationists and mental
health professionals to raise the
awareness about possible hazards of
excessive use of screen time in the time of
COVID-19 and its physical and
psychosocial complications. Parents need
to make sure their children don't become
victims of the harmful effects of internet by
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supervising their screen time and the
scientific community should come
forward to study the possible bio-
psychosocial consequences of internet
gaming among children in our setting.
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