
Myths about violent video games, suspect teen
pastimes debunked in new book

In 'The Columbine Effect,' author and journalist Beth Winegarner finds that Grand
Theft Auto, Satanism and Slayer 'can be a healthy part of growing up'

SAN FRANCISCO (Oct. 14, 2013) — On the anniversary of the Sandy Hook tragedy, a new book by 
veteran journalist and author Beth Winegarner offers a potent challenge to conventional notions about 
the dangerous influence that gory games, goth culture, heavy metal, paganism and role-playing games 
may have on impressionable teens. “The Columbine Effect: How five teen pastimes got caught in the 
crossfire and why teens are taking them back,” out Dec. 1, 2013 (Lulu, $16.95 trade paperback, $2.99 
Kindle), reflects interviews with dozens of teens and a thoroughly readable survey of experts from 
multiple disciplines to support a convincing and surprising conclusion: that many of today's most 
popularly demonized teen pastimes are not only harmless, but even good for kids.

“After Columbine, Sandy Hook, Oslo and the recent navy yard shooting, violent video games and other 
pastimes were blamed,” Winegarner says. “Each time that happens, everyday teens are suddenly 
viewed as ticking time bombs, which can cut them off from interests that are actually nurturing them.”
Winegarner writes that just days after the Columbine High School shootings, Stephanie, a goth teen in 
quiet Napa, Calif., was summoned to her high school principal's office. He told her she couldn't wear 
trench coats or spiked collars to school anymore.

Each time someone opens fire in a school or job site, journalists point fingers at everything from goth 
culture to violent video games in their haste to explain the crime, however hurtful those explanations 
might be to teens on the sidelines like Stephanie.

“They all thought I was going to go off the deep end,” Stephanie said. “I had to sit through therapy 
sessions and people trying to make sure I didn't need to be expelled or monitored.”

In “The Columbine Effect,” Winegarner goes beyond simply debunking the idea that controversial teen 
pastimes lead their fans down the path to violence, unveiling the real emotional and psychological 
benefits the pastimes offer to the youth who love them.

Many adolescents discover these pastimes just as they're beginning to assert their independence and 
explore their identities. Adults who are baffled by a teen's sudden change in behavior may look for 
external causes. And from the outside, dressing in black, listening to extreme music or exploring the 
occult can seem like a likely culprit. But given that more than 90 percent of teens play video games—
many of them violent—that's like blaming blue jeans or iPhones for violence, Winegarner says.

It also doesn't give teens nearly enough credit, according to “The Columbine Effect.” In fact, many of 
them understand exactly why they become involved in these scenes: to understand themselves better, to 
find outlets for anger and confusion, and to join a community that shares their interests as well as their 
struggles. At the same time, teens know their own limits, and will turn off a game or an album if it's too 
intense or violent, Winegarner says.



“There are stories in The Columbine Effect from teens who got themselves through horrific incidents—
including severe burns or parent who might die—by listening to heavy metal. Other teens told me 
about discovering themselves and finding a network of friends through Wicca or Satanism. And there's 
research to back them up,” Winegarner says.

“The Columbine Effect” highlights the voices of academics, authors, legislators and others whose work 
supports the idea that some of the most demonized pastimes are actually good for kids. From Supreme 
Court Justice Antonin Scalia to pagan author and NPR reporter Margot Adler, the book is filled with 
experts who see no harm in letting teens explore these interests.

Winegarner, who grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, earned her degree in sociology from the 
University of California at Berkeley and has worked as a professional journalist for the past 18 years. 
She has written about music, politics, youth, culture and other topics for The New Yorker, Mother 
Jones, Wired, PopMatters, The San Francisco Examiner, the San Francisco Chronicle and many others.

As a longtime heavy metal fan who lived through the moral panics of Tipper Gore's Parents Music 
Resource Center and the Satanic Panic of the early 1990s, Winegarner grew frustrated that harmless 
pursuits were regularly blamed for tragedies while American society didn't grow any closer to 
uncovering the real motivating factors behind teen violence and suicide, she says.

“I hope The Columbine Effect will help us stop distracting ourselves, so that teens can explore the 
interests they love and need, and so we can do the real work of finding out what's behind tragedies like 
Columbine and Sandy Hook,” she says.

“The Columbine Effect: How five teen pastimes got caught in the crossfire and why teens are taking 
them back,” is available from Dec. 1, 2013, in trade paperback and Kindle editions.

Winegarner will host a book launch at Bird & Beckett Books in San Francisco, Calif., on Monday, Jan. 
13, 2014 at 7 p.m. 

For more about the book, visit http://www.bethwinegarner.com/the-columbine-effect/.

For press materials, including high-resolution images, promotional copies of the book in PDF and 
Kindle format, and the book trailer, visit: http://www.bethwinegarner.com/electronic-press-kit
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