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In this white paper, we discuss problematic video game and internet use, reasons that teens escape 

into the digital world, ways parents can help at home, and an overview of treatment options. We 

focus on wilderness therapy, because it represents a full behavioral and clinical intervention.

This white paper is written for parents and guardians of teens struggling with problematic video 

game and internet use and/or abuse, with the intention of providing solutions and resources for 

families of adolescents struggling with behavioral, psychological or emotional challenges.

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WIRED: Helping Your Teen Unplug from 
the Digital World 
 
In today’s increasingly digital world, many parents are concerned about the amount of time their teens spend 

on their tablets, smartphones, video game consoles, and laptops. While it is unrealistic to completely “unplug” 

and “disconnect” from our electronic devices, there is a point where video game and internet use becomes 

problematic. 

Although some people may debate about whether video game and internet abuse can spiral into a legitimate 

addiction, under brain scans, both substance abuse addiction and electronics addiction share a similar 

neurological footprint.Research shows that problematic video game and internet use is harmful to one’s 

physical and mental health.

1. In this paper we will address the following topics:

2. Tech Overuse Versus Problematic Use, Abuse, and/or Addiction

3. Why Some Teens are More Vulnerable to Electronics Abuse/Addiction

4. Ways to Help Your Teen with Problematic Electronics Use and/or Abuse

5. The Importance of Early Intervention

6. Effective Treatment Options for Problematic Electronics Use

7. What is Wilderness Therapy and How Does It Help Teens with Problematic Electronics Use?

8. How to Support Your Teen Through Electronics Abuse/Addiction Treatment
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Tech Overuse Versus Problematic Use, Abuse, 
and/or Addiction
Since this is a fairly recent phenomenon, many parents are unsure of what video game addiction looks like. 
Many of the symptoms of video game addiction and Internet Gaming Disorder are congruent with the symptoms 
of a substance abuse addiction. As mentioned earlier, under brain scans, both share a similar neurological 
footprint. Here are the most common symptoms and signs of video game addiction and/or Internet Addiction 
Disorder in teens:

1. Preoccupied, absorbed, or obsessed with video games and/or their tablet, smartphone, or laptop

2. Withdrawal symptoms, including anger, anxiety, or irritability when access to video game console, 
smartphone, tablet, or computer is limited or taken away

3. Academic problems such as dropping grades, missing assignments, disengagement from or sleeping in 
class

4. Disinterest in other hobbies or activities they used to enjoy. Choosing video games, smartphone, tab-
let, or computer over friends, sports, and hobbies

5. Covering up or lying about the amount of time spent playing video games or on the internet

6. Isolation from peer group

7. Using video games or the internet as a crutch or escape from negative emotions, stress, and anxiety

8. Avoiding responsibilities such as schoolwork, chores, or after-school job in favor of gaming or the 
internet

9. Disregard for personal hygiene or other important life skills

10. Significant change in eating and/or sleeping patterns

Building up a “tolerance” in video game sessions or internet sessions; person needs to play or engage more to 
get the same satisfaction, or gets little satisfaction but still feels compelled to engage

If you have read the signs of electronics overuse above, and are concerned about your child’s screen use, speak 
with his or her physician, mental healthcare provider, or educational consultant. 
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Why Some Teens are More Vulnerable to  
Electronics Abuse/Addiction
Some teens are better equipped emotionally to casually play video games or use the internet periodically 
with no problems disconnecting from the digital world. While excessive video game and internet use has 
the potential to turn into abuse or addiction for any teen, there are some teens who are more vulnerable 
to electronics abuse and/or addiction. For teens who are grappling with an emotional, psychological, or 
neurodevelopmental issue, unplugging from their devices may prove to be a bigger struggle, as these teens 
may be using video games or the internet as a way to escape from life’s real issues.

1. Developmental or neurological issue (i.e. ADHD, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Oppositional Defiant 
Disorder.) Teens who have neuro-developmental issues such as these can have problems problems 
with a lack of self awareness/self control, impulse control, and may struggle with social skill deficits. 
These teens are especially vulnerable to electronics addiction since video games and the internet 
provide easier ways to relate to others. In addition to the appeal of the digital world for these teens, 
issues with impulse control can make it harder for them to stop. 

2. Anxiety: Since depression and anxiety are often associated as “adult” problems, these can go 
undiagnosed in children and teens. This is a misconception, as anxiety and depression often appear 
during adolescence. Video game and internet overuse and addiction often coincide with anxiety and 
depression as an unhealthy coping mechanism. Escaping into the digital world is a way some teens 
handle uncomfortable emotions. 

3. Depression: Each teen displays symptoms of depression differently. Some teens who are depressed 
will display typical symptoms of depression: isolation from peers, changes in sleeping and eating 
patterns, and irritability. Others may engage in more dangerous coping mechanisms such as self harm, 
risky sexual behavior, or substance abuse. If your teen is escaping into the virtual world, it may be the 
way he or she is dealing with depression. But this would be considered an unhealthy coping skill.

4. Any unresolved family conflict: Some teens are not emotionally equipped to deal with a major family 
conflict or trauma. Even adults have trouble dealing with these issues. Since teens don’t yet have the 
tools or skills to cope with negative feelings some will escape into video games or the internet as an 
unhealthy way to cope with things that are out of their control, such as: 

5. Divorce 

6. Abuse

7. Adoption issues

8. Low Self Esteem/Bullying from Peers: Teens who experience bullying can often experience feelings 
of social isolation, loneliness, anxiety, low self esteem, and fear. When teens are overwhelmed with 
these emotions, escaping to a digital world with the chance to be any avatar they want with any 
characteristics they desire can be very appealing. The opportunity to immerse themselves in the 
digital world can also be a way for teens to make virtual friends while doing something they may excel 
at. 

6 Helping Your Teen Unplug from the Digital World

OUTBACK TREATMENT



Problematic electronics usage is something that should be addressed promptly. In addition, any underlying 
mental health or emotional issues should be addressed to ensure that your child is using healthy coping 
mechanisms to address negative emotions, rather than turning to digital media to escape from one’s real life 
feelings and issues. 

Ways to Help Your Teen with Problematic  
Electronics Use and/or Abuse
If you are concerned about the amount of time your child is spending on his or her video game console, tablet, 
smartphone, or laptop, there are steps you can take to try and limit use, depending on the severity of his or her 
use. 

ESTABLISH RULES, LIMITS, AND CONSEQUENCES

If your child’s electronics use is getting out of hand, the first step is to make your expectations clear. Make 
sure to talk to your child while you are both calm and level-headed. Explain that there will be time limitations 
placed on electronics usage, and that there will be consequences for breaking the rules.  

TALK TO YOUR CHILD

Try and find out if there is something bothering your child or if there is a reason he or she is escaping into 
video games or the internet. You can start the conversation out with, “I’ve noticed you haven’t been hanging out 
with your friends lately and you’ve been playing lots of Xbox instead. Is everything ok?” While your teen may not 
tell you (or may not know) if anything is bothering them, it is important to show that you care. 

HELP YOUR TEEN FIND A HEALTHY COPING MECHANISM

As discussed previously, many teens escape into the digital world as an unhealthy coping mechanism to help 
deal with negative emotions or to escape from the “real world.” While every teen is different, you know your 
child best. You can help encourage your child to engage in a healthy way of dealing with negative emotions. 
Some healthy coping skills might include:

• Exercise

• Art

• Music

• Sports

LEAD BY EXAMPLE

Make sure that your electronics use is under control and that you are using electronics at appropriate times. 
For example, if you are busy on your phone or laptop while your child is trying to engage with you or at the din-
ner table, this sets the tone that this is “normal” and even “okay”.
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The Importance of Early Intervention
While some parents are quick to write off electronics abuse as a behavior typical of many of today’s teens, it is 
important to make sure that you teen’s electronic use is under control. Excessive video game and internet use 
can lead to some rather alarming physical and mental health risks.

PHYSICAL HEALTH RISKS

While many parents worry about the impact that excessive electronics use has on their children’s mental 
health, some don’t realize that it can cause a variety of physical health problems as well. For example, excessive 
video game use has been shown to increase blood pressure and heart rate. This can wreak havoc the body’s 
autonomic nervous system, resulting in stress-related chemical release. Other potential health risks associated 
with chronic, problematic electronics use are:

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome: Because of the repetitive movements associated with gaming, texting, and typing, 
teens who display problematic electronics use are are more at risk for developing Carpal Tunnel later in life. 

Aggressive Behavior: Although there has been some debate for years, the American Psychological Association 
Review recently confirmed the link between violent video games and an increased likelihood for aggressive 
behavior. 

Risky Behavior: Recent research from Dartmouth shows that teens who play mature-rated “risk-glorifying 
games” (i.e. Grand Theft Auto) are more likely to engage in a wide range of behaviors- not just aggression, such 
as:

• alcohol use

• smoking

• delinquency 

Disrupted Sleep Patterns/Poor Sleep Hygiene: The cumulative amount of screen time a teen gets throughout 
the day — not just before bedtime — affects how long teens sleep. Sleep deprivation can cause the following 
effects:

• Impairment of attention, concentration, reasoning, and problem solving

• An increase in depression symptoms

• A tendency to be more impulsive and inattentive

• Weight gain

• High blood pressure

Mental Health Risks: While many parents are simply concerned with the isolation and antisocial behaviors 
associated with too much screen time, there are much more detrimental health health risks associated with 
excessive electronics use. 

Grey and White Brain Matter: Excessive electronics use impacts grey and white matter under brain scans. While 
this means very little to most people, problematic electronics use affects the grey matter in parts of the brain 
responsible for governing executive functions (planning, prioritizing, organizing, and impulse control.) White 
matter is responsible for connecting the brain to the body and connecting the two hemispheres. 

• risky sex

• reckless driving
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Impaired Cognitive Functioning: Research reveals that excessive electronics use has been shown to reduce 
impulse inhibition and slow down the processing of information.

Affects Dopamine Levels: Dopamine is associated with reward processing and addiction. Since dopamine levels 
have been shown to increase during video game sessions, the urge or “craving” for gaming becomes reinforced. 

Anxiety and Depression: While excessive internet and social media use has not been shown to cause 
depression and anxiety, creates the opportunity for emotional distress due to cyberbullying. Cyberbullying 
can impact self esteem, and has been shown to cause higher levels of anxiety and depression than “offline” 
bullying.

Effective Treatment Options for Problematic  
Electronics Use
OIf you decide that your teen’s screen time has gone from excessive to problematic, it may be time to seek 
treatment. Every individual is different and has different needs. Your child’s treatment options for problematic 
electronics use will depend on the following factors:

• Type of diagnosis your child receives or issue(s) he/she is facing 

• The extent of his/her symptoms 

• Your child’s age, health, and medical history

• Your preference(s) 

• Your child’s response to clinical/behavioral intervention

• Your child’s response to certain medication(s) and/or therapies

While every individual is different, here are some common, effective treatment options for problematic video 
game and internet use:

PSYCHOTHERAPY

As discussed previously, teens who are escaping into the world of video games and the internet are likely 
experiencing an underlying mental health problem, neuro-developmental issue, or an unresolved conflict/
trauma. Aside from uncovering any unresolved issues or diagnoses, counseling helps teens develop healthy 
coping mechanisms to deal with unpleasant emotions, rather than using video games or the internet as an 
escape or crutch. 

MEDICATION (DEPENDING ON DIAGNOSIS)

Depending on your child’s diagnosis, he or she may be prescribed medication to help with any underlying 
mental health struggles. Some teens who are diagnosed with depression are too young for certain 
antidepressants and some teens with ADHD do not respond as well to stimulant medications. It is important to 
find a mental health provider who has years of experience working with teens to ensure that your child receives 
adequate treatment. 
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RESIDENTIAL TREATMENT. 

Sometimes, when traditional talk therapy isn’t enough, a residential treatment program may be required 
for your teen. While there are a plethora of residential treatment programs qualified to help your child, it is 
important to do your research and find a credible program. If you are at a loss of where to start, an educational 
consultant can help you find a reputable program that suits your child’s particular needs. Even though sending 
your child away for treatment may be difficult, doing the best thing for your son or daughter is not always the 
easy thing. .

What is Wilderness Therapy and How Does It Help 
Teens with Problematic Electronics Use?
For more severe cases of video game and internet abuse or addiction, residential treatment is usually the 
most effective form of intervention available. One option that many parents turn to for electronics abuse is 
wilderness therapy. The wilderness plays a very powerful role in rewiring the neural pathways of someone who 
has struggled with excessive digital media use. 

What exactly is wilderness therapy? According to Keith C. Russell, a leading researcher of wilderness therapy, 
“Wilderness therapy utilizes outdoor adventure pursuits and other activities, such as primitive skills and 
reflection, to enhance personal and interpersonal growth.” Wilderness therapy utilizes the following aspects to 
help teens with problematic video game or internet use:

WILDERNESS SETTING

What sets wilderness therapy apart from other residential treatment programs, is that it utilizes the benefits of 
outdoor living. Studies show that simply being outdoors has mental health benefits. Benefits of the therapeutic 
wilderness setting include:

• Reduces stress

• Positive benefits to cognitive health (Wells 2000)

• Reduction in ADHD symptoms (Kuo, PhD, Frances E., and Faber Taylor, PhD. 2004)

• Enhances social interactions and makes teens “nicer” (Weinstein, Przybylski, & Ryan 2009)

In addition to these mental health benefits, wilderness therapy gets teens out of a “toxic” environment where 
the temptation to use electronics is present. This is Because the wilderness is so peaceful and free from 
distractions. In addition, wilderness therapy helps to realign circadian rhythms in teens who have been sleep 
deprived due to excessive electronics use. Unfortunately, however, many of today’s teens have very limited 
exposure to nature.  

THERAPEUTIC GROUP LIVING

The therapeutic group living experienced during wilderness therapy helps teens with their interpersonal 
communication skills and building strong peer relationships. The group living situation provides teens a chance 
to learn from others who are experiencing similar hardships and overcoming electronics addiction through 
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wilderness therapy. This is especially helpful for teens who are escaping to video games and the internet due to 
social skill deficits and a difficulty forming meaningful relationships with others. 

PROVIDES A STRONG SENSE OF ACCOMPLISHMENT FOR TEENS

Another aspect that sets wilderness therapy apart from other residential treatment programs is the strong 
sense of accomplishment upon completion. Russell states that “completing a wilderness therapy program 
represents a sense of accomplishment for the client that is concrete and real, and can be used to draw strength 
from in the future.” (Russell 2001) That strength will prove useful in overcoming the obstacle of video game or 
internet addiction.

INSTILLS SELF CONFIDENCE AND SELF EFFICACY

The sense of accomplishment and strength that many teens gain from completing wilderness therapy is key 
in helping boost his or her self confidence and self efficacy. According to Russell, “Clients believe that if they 
completed wilderness therapy, they can also complete other formidable tasks.” Self confidence is especially 
vital for teens who are escaping into the digital world due to low self esteem or bullying. Higher levels of 
self efficacy are linked to greater motivation, positive thinking skills, and lower vulnerability to stress and 
depression in teens. 

How to Support Your Teen Through Electronics 
Abuse/Addiction Treatment
Sending your child away is difficult, as it will interrupt your life and theirs. While no parent wants to send their 
child away for treatment, doing the right thing is not always the easy thing. There are some ways to help show 
your support and love for your child while he or she is away and when he or she returns. 

FIND A REPUTABLE PROGRAM

Not all wilderness therapy programs are created equal. To help your child overcome his or her problematic 
electronics use, make sure when evaluating a wilderness therapy program that they can deliver. A credible 
wilderness therapy program:

• Offers access to medical care

• Offers academic credits 

• Overseen by a licensed professional

COMMUNICATE WITH THE TREATMENT TEAM

Families are vital to the process of change that takes place during wilderness therapy. Although students may 
be physically distance from their families during treatment, the family bond is vital to your teen’s success. 
Being involved with and informed about your child’s treatment success is a great way to show him or her that 
you truly care. 

• Fosters family involvement

• Ensures your child has access to medical care and examinations
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LEARN ABOUT ANY DIAGNOSES YOUR CHILD RECEIVES

For example, if your child is diagnosed with depression, anxiety, etc. educate yourself to find ways to help once 
he/she returns home. Blogs, support groups, and eBooks are great ways to learn about the struggles your child 
is facing. It is vital to learn about the signs/symptoms of your child’s so you may monitor and notify his or 
her doctor if their symptoms worsen. In addition, educating yourself is the best way to make sure you are an 
effective advocate for your child’s mental and physical well being. 

ENCOURAGE A POSITIVE PEER ENVIRONMENT

Many teens who engage in excessive social media use will isolate themselves from their peers. Encouraging 
your child to interact with other teens is a great way to get him or her assimilated back into the “real world” 
after treatment. Just make sure these are positive influences; peers who will put your child down for going to 
treatment are not really his/her friend, and could be detrimental to their progress. On the other hand, positive 
peers who encourage your child will provide a great support system once your child is back in the “real world.”

BE YOUR CHILD’S CHEERLEADER

During and after your child’s wilderness therapy treatment, it is vital to remain positive, despite the obstacles 
he or she is facing. Remember not to expect too much too fast and to have realistic expectations for your 
son or daughter. You should also prepare for and even expect some failure or relapse- it is not the end of the 
world- but know what steps to take to help him or her get back on track..

Conclusion
While the hold that digital media abuse/addiction can have-- especially on young minds-- can be strong, your 
child is stronger than his or her addiction. When you juxtapose the healing power of nature with a skilled wil-
derness therapy team, the results can be impressive and life-changing. 
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This white paper was sponsored by Outback Therapeutic Expeditions. Outback offers nomadic wilderness 
therapy in a safe, controlled setting for adolescents dealing with a range of behavioral, emotional, and 
psychological issues.

ABOUT OUTBACK THERAPEUTIC EXPEDITIONS

Outback Therapeutic Expeditions offers a unique therapeutic experience based on a nomadic and primitive 
skills model. The soothing rhythms of life in the wilderness provide a catalyst for authentic and lasting change. 
Each child is matched with a licensed therapist and receives a comprehensive individual treatment plan. 
Clinical studies confirm that our methods create long-lasting change and emotional healing.

Living in small groups away from the distractions and influences of the outside world, students are able to 
focus on themselves and the choices that brought them here. The insights and skills that they develop are 
carried with them when they return to the outside world.

Our Roots and Wings program carves an integral role for each teen’s family as they work through the 
misunderstandings and pain that brought them to this point. Our three-day Family Expedition allows parents 
and siblings to join the student in the wilderness for powerful, intensive family therapy. At Outback, we believe 
that the family is vital to the healing process and plays an important role in bringing about positive change for 
each child.
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