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Gaming teaches surgeons mad skillz, study says

Video games are credited with boosting the speed and accuracy of laparoscopic operations.

By LISA ROSSI

REGISTER AMES BUREAU

Ames, Ia. - Your surgeon might be a better one if he or she put in some time playing video games, according to a new study co-authored by an Iowa State University researcher.

Douglas Gentile, an assistant professor of psychology, said some video games are like practice for a certain type of surgeon.

"Video games predicted advanced surgical skills," Gentile said. "It was the number one predictor, over how many years of training they had and how many surgeries they performed."

The recent study focuses on laparoscopic surgeons, who work by using microscopic cameras inside the patient's body while the surgeon watches on a monitor. "They are making adjustments with their hands without being able to feel what's going on," Gentile said.

The study found that laparoscopic surgeons who had played video games at least three hours a week made 37 percent fewer errors, were 27 percent faster and scored 42 percent better overall than their colleagues who didn't play video games.

The surgeons among the top one-third in video gaming skills made 47 percent fewer errors and performed 39 percent faster than the other subjects in the study.

The study will be published in February's issue of the Archives of Surgery. James Rosser, a surgeon at Beth Israel Medical Center in New York, was lead author of the study.

Video game enthusiasts said the study is a break from criticism lobbed at the industry in recent years for its violent content.

"It's nice when something positive is said about the games, instead of always negative things - people trying to blame video games for violence in schools," said Clifford LaRose, 21, of Ames.

Even so, advocates for limiting children's access to violent video games said the findings are not enough to change minds.

"Would I let my kid play a violent video game to be a better surgeon? Probably not," said state Rep. Janet Petersen, a Democrat from Des Moines, who was the lead sponsor of legislation proposed last year that would make selling or renting such games to children under the age of 18 without a parent's consent a simple misdemeanor.

Petersen's bill ultimately went nowhere in the Legislature.

Gentile, who has also studied how youth who play violent video games have more aggressive thoughts and behaviors, cautioned parents against seeing the latest study as an excuse to let their children play such games as much as they want.

"There can be benefits, but the benefits are most likely to be seen when we are controlling the amount, controlling the content," he said.

Playing games

WHAT GAMES? As part of the study, surgeons were asked to play three over-the-counter video games that were chosen based on their applicability to development of specific skills required for completion of their training program. Those were "Super Money Ball 2" for Nintendo Gamecube, "Star Wars Racer Revenge" for Sony PlayStation 2 and "Silent Scope" for Microsoft's Xbox.

EFFECTS: Consistently throughout the study, past amount of play, current amount of play and demonstrated video game skill was found to not only be related to increased speed, but also decreased errors, as determined through the surgeon's training program.

FUTURE POSSIBILITIES: The researchers wrote that past and current video gaming capabilities were more important factors in laparoscopic skill than more traditionally recognized factors, such as years of training and number of laparoscopic cases. For that reason, they concluded that video games may be a practical teaching tool to help train laparoscopic surgeons.
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