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In 1982, three psychiatrists warned of a new concern, which they named Space Invaders Obsession. 

They had observed three men in their 20’s and 30’s whose time spent playing the popular arcade game 

was undermining their personal relationships. Mental health professionals worldwide noted similar 

patterns in their clients for the next several decades. 

As a result of these reports and accompanying research, the World Health Organization added 

“Gaming Disorder” to the list of recognized health conditions in 2019. Although this inclusion was 

controversial, it reflected a growing understanding of the harm which video games can cause. 

Many popular video games are intentionally designed to be habit-forming. Psychologists at major 

game studios frequently replicate strategies from the gambling and retail industries to ensure that 

players keep coming back. 

For example, people are easily fooled into believing that they were very close to winning a game of 

chance. When McDonald’s releases Monopoly pieces, customers must complete a set of three tokens 

to win a prize. Random tokens accompany many of the food items. Anyone who acquires all three 

could win a car, one million dollars, or other sizable prizes. For the biggest prizes, McDonald’s prints 

a flood of the first two tokens and only a few of the third. 

This means that, in practice, the prize would go to whomever found the third, rare token. However, 

consumers who had gathered the first two tokens in the set assumed that they were close to winning 

and therefore were motivated to continue buying McDonald’s food. They were not close to winning, 

but they felt they were. 

Slot machines also use this strategy; the first two of the spinning wheels usually contain many 

iterations of the winning icons, but the third has very few. This results in many “near misses,” which 

excite us and make us more likely to keep playing. If all three wheels were distributed evenly, the 

game would not be as thrilling. 

Video games use similar mechanics. For example, on-screen roulette wheels often do not actually 

represent the game’s programming. When players spin a virtual wheel, the animation is likely to show 

the needle almost lining up with a winning segment. In reality, the game simply selects a random 

number, decides that the player has lost, then plays an exciting animation to convince them that they 

were very close to winning. This keeps players coming back. 

The “near miss” is just one of many strategies developers use to keep players engaged. Others 

include: 

Chasing: “You just lost some money; you should keep playing to get it back.” 

Entrapment: “You might be about to win. If you leave, you could miss a huge reward.” 

Fear of missing out: “This special helmet is only available for the next three days,” or, “This deal 

only lasts for two more hours.” 
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Exclusivity: “We only produced 10,000 of this cool, golden sword; you will miss it if you don’t buy 

it now.” 

Although most consumers are aware of these tricks, they influence our decisions without our 

conscious knowledge or consent. This is especially true for children and adolescents. 

Our brains do not finish developing until around age 30. Because of this, young people’s more 

pliable brains are particularly susceptible to the gaming industry’s tricks. In fact, studies suggest that 

playing fast-paced video games can actually change our brains’ structure. Several studies have found 

that people who play internet games have less gray matter*1 in regions of the brain responsible for 

impulse control, attention, emotional regulation, among others. 

Critics of these studies note that they are correlative, not causal. They argue that the studies have 

not demonstrated that the video games caused these changes, only that these changes are observed in 

people who play games. People with less self-control, ability to focus attention, regulate emotions, etc. 

might simply be more drawn to video games than those with more of each. 

These strategies sometimes cost players more money than they can afford. More than 95 percent of 

players never spend money on optional purchases. However, the players who do spend money on 

otherwise free games spend so much that they subsidize the game for everyone else. Developers 

compete for these “whales”—an industry term for gamers who spend the most money on free-to-play 

games. 

Some whales are wealthy enough that they can easily afford to spend a few thousand dollars on a 

hobby. However, the allure of in-game purchases is so strong that some choose to buy items in a video 

game instead of paying rent or buying food. 

As a result of these reports, video game overuse or addiction has become a major concern for many 

organizations and countries. South Korea considers internet addiction to be the most significant health 

problem for young people. Some governments have proposed or made sweeping changes to protect 

children from games. China’s government banned all minors*2 from playing video games on weekdays 

and restricted play to three hours per day on weekends. American Senators Josh Hawley and Chris 

Lee have both proposed legislation banning children from accessing randomized rewards for 

purchases within games. Several countries have already enacted similar laws. 

In short, video games have a unique allure. Psychologists and game developers use proven strategies 

from consumer psychology research to augment their intrinsic appeal, which makes them difficult to 

turn off. Some gamers report that they cannot put the controller down, even when the games cause 

them significant harm. Should it not, therefore, be considered an addiction? 

*1 gray matter:

*2 minors:
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Look in the mirror and who do you see? In all likelihood, a competent, sincere individual, who is 

willing to exert effort to meet personal and professional goals. However, do others see you the same 

way? While we often tend to embellish our self-impressions and often misconstrue our abilities 

(Kruger & Dunning, 1999), humans across cultures are generally good at assessing what constitutes 

beauty. One alarming reality is that many employment and business decisions are made based on 

appearance, in stark contrast to the goals of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in many 

organizations where employees and leaders must be DEI certified before assuming any leadership role. 

Numerous studies suggest that attractive individuals have employment advantages including 

landing better jobs, earning higher pay, and receiving more favorable performance evaluations than 

less-attractive peers. It is also important to acknowledge that attractive individuals may experience a 

"pretty penalty," whereby attractive people garner harsher criticism and negative biases when they fail 

to meet expectations (Wilson & Eckel, 2006). Additionally, the subtle effects of feeling attractive have 

personal and perceptive drawbacks such as increased confidence and perceived power, which can 

result in others believing that attractive individuals are more prone to narcissism. 

It is no secret that physical attractiveness can positively influence the way people are judged. Studies 

have shown that attractive individuals are often perceived as more competent, sociable, and 

trustworthy, leading to an increased likelihood of landing job offers (Hosoda et al., 2003). Employers 

may unconsciously associate attractiveness with other desirable traits, leading them to prefer attractive 

candidates over others. 

Attractive individuals also enjoy financial benefits. Numerous studies have found a positive 

correlation between physical attractiveness and income levels (Judge et al., 2009). Employers, 

consciously or unconsciously, reward attractive employees with higher salaries, promotions, and better 

benefits. This phenomenon, often referred to as the "beauty premium," highlights the economic 

advantages attractive individuals may experience in the job market. 

Attractive individuals may receive better performance ratings due to "the halo effect," a cognitive 

bias in which positive impressions based on one trait (in this case, physical attractiveness) influence 

overall perceptions. Colleagues and managers may overlook minor shortcomings or attribute them to 

external factors, providing attractive individuals with a more favorable evaluation. This bias can lead 

to increased opportunities for growth and advancement in the workplace, sometimes at the expense of 

less-attractive people who make greater or equal contributions to organizational success. 

While physical attractiveness offers certain advantages, there is a flip side when attractive 

individuals fail to meet the high expectations associated with their looks. Sometimes, they may face 

harsher criticism and negative repercussions. This penalty stems from the belief that attractive 

individuals have an obligation to maintain their appearance and perform exceptionally in all areas of 
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life. Failing to do so can result in heightened scrutiny and disapproval from those in a position to 

evaluate a pretty face. 

Attractive individuals may face even more scrutiny from individuals of the same sex. Studies reveal 

that both men and women tend to evaluate attractive individuals of their own gender more harshly 

(Paustian-Underdahl, et al., 2016). This critical behavior may stem from feelings of competition or 

envy, leading to less favorable treatment of attractive peers. Consequently, attractive individuals may 

experience hurdles in building positive relationships within their own gender. Consider that the 

“penalty” phenomenon becomes even more contentious as the world becomes increasingly diversified 

based on cultural change and gender fluidity*1. 

Attractive individuals have advantages, but their physical prowess*2 may be responsible for inflated 

self-perceptions of confidence, extraversion, and socialization ability. Ego inflation, combined with 

an attractive appearance, may have subtle psychological effects that impact how they conduct 

themselves at work. Perceived physical attractiveness can promote a sense of power, suggesting to an 

individual that they should command attention and be able to influence others. However, this sense of 

power can also lead to limited self-awareness, as attractive individuals may become oblivious to their 

own flaws and shortcomings (Tu et al., 2022). 

While not all attractive individuals are narcissistic, some studies suggest a link between physical 

attractiveness and narcissistic personality traits. The constant positive reinforcement received from 

society due to their appearance can lead to inflated self-esteem and an excessive focus on personal 

image. This potential downside of being attractive should be acknowledged, as narcissism can 

negatively impact interpersonal relationships and hinder professional growth. 

In summary, physical attractiveness undeniably plays a role in employment, providing individuals 

with certain advantages such as increased job opportunities, higher pay, and better evaluations. 

However, we must also recognize the potential drawbacks, including harsher criticism, same-sex 

negative bias, limited self-awareness, and the risk of developing narcissistic traits. By considering 

these findings in the aggregate, we can work toward creating a more equitable and merit-based*3 

approach to hiring and evaluating individuals, placing more emphasis on skills, qualifications, and 

character rather than superficial factors like physical appearance. In turn, a more objective focus on 

what we perceive as valuable supports the critical agenda of creating a more just, equitable, and 

inclusive world. 

 

*1 gender fluidity:  

*2 physical prowess:  

*3 merit-based:  
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