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Abstract Online gaming addiction is a relatively under-researched area and there have been
few studies examining online gamers in treatment. This paper reports the findings from a
qualitative interview study of nine players undergoing treatment for their addictive playing
of Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs). A face-to-face inter-
view study with nine online gaming addicts was carried out using Grounded Theory. The six
most reported phenomena by the participants were: (i) entertainment search, (ii) virtual
friendship, (iii) escapism and/or dissociation, (iv) game context, (v) control versus no
control, and (vi) conflict. The findings suggest that players’ initial gaming motivation is
because of three factors: (i) entertainment, (ii) escapism, and/or (iii) virtual friendship.
MMORPG addiction appears once the playing time significantly increases, coupled with a
loss of control and a narrow behavior focus. These factors lead to problems and result in
psychological dependence and serious life conflicts. The consequences of MMORPG
addiction are similar to the consequences of more established substance addictions including
salience, mood modification, loss of control, craving, and serious adverse effects.
Additionally, in some cases, tolerance and relapse may also be present.

Keywords Qualitative study . Internet addiction . Gaming addiction . MassivelyMultiplayer
Online Role Playing Games . MMORPG addiction . Gaming addiction treatment

The playing of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPG) has been
claimed to be addictive because of its socialising, anonymous and reinforcing nature
(Bessière et al. 2007; Cole and Griffiths 2007; Sánchez-Carbonell et al. 2008; Talarn and
Carbonell 2009; Kuss and Griffiths 2012). MMORPGs, as their name indicates, are online
games that enable people to play with thousands of other people at the same time. Players
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can create one or several characters (also called avatars) and, through them, interact,
cooperate, compete, etc. Players constantly communicate via their avatars and this can
facilitate both online identity formation and dissociation (Talarn and Carbonell 2009).

In some cases, MMORPGs may have a strong negative impact. Compared to players
of arcade, console or offline computer games, Smyth (2007) reported that those who
play MMORPGs excessively have worse health, worse sleep quality, greater difficulty in
socializing in real-life, and worse academic performance. Case studies (e.g., Allison et
al. 2006; Block 2007; Griffiths 2000, 2010; Griffiths et al. 2003, 2004a, b; Wan and
Chiou 2006a, b) show evidence of addiction symptoms to online role-playing games.
These cases tend to indicate that MMORPGs are used to counteract and cope with other
deficiencies and underlying problems in players´ life such as the lack of friends,
difficulty in relationship, and problems with their physical appearance (Griffiths and
Beranuy 2009).

More recently, Smahel et al. (2008) concluded that the players´ attitude in relation to their
character may have an important role in addictive use of video games. Addicted players appear
to consider their characters better than themselves andmay wish to be like them in their real life.
Although the correlation between these two variables is not very high, identification with the
character appears to be a risk factor for MMORPG addiction and should not be underestimated.
Likewise, the obsessive passion of certain players also facilitates excessive game play, and lack
of control (characteristics that are often associated with addiction), while harmonious passion is
exempt from such consequences (Lafrenière et al. 2009).

To understand MMORPG addiction, Beard´s (2005) definition of online addiction has been
expanded. For many authors, addiction is an absorbent relation established with an object (the
MMORPG in this case) and that determines the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral states of
the person causing significant damage in different areas of their life (e.g., King et al. 2011; Kuss
and Griffiths 2012). This builds on the diagnostic criteria of others in the field (i.e., Griffiths
2005; Griffiths and Beranuy 2009; Sánchez-Carbonell et al. 2008). There are two essential
symptoms: a) psychological dependence, consisting of craving, salience, mood modification,
loss of control; and b) serious adverse effects as a consequence of the addictive
behavior. There may also be other symptoms such as tolerance, withdrawal symptoms,
abstinence, cognitive distortions, and risk of relapse. Finally, the minimum duration of
the symptoms for the diagnosis need to be taken into account. This is because the
novelty of engaging in a new hobby (such as MMORPG playing) can cause it to be
used excessively until, having got used to it, the usage decreases spontaneously
(Sánchez-Carbonell et al. 2008).

The following study focused on the experience of nine patients whose parent(s) requested
hospital care because of their problem with different MMORPGs. The main objective was to
understand this problem, explore its function, and compare the symptoms and consequences
to more established addictive behaviors. The study also explored the players´ consumption
of drugs, engagement in other potentially other addictive behaviors, and their playing of
other video games and/or consoles.

Method

Design A descriptive analytic-relational study was designed with a qualitative methodology
based on Glaser and Strauss´s Grounded Theory (1967). Grounded Theory is an appropriate
methodology in gaining access to, and analyzing the subjective processes of, the involved
participants.
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Participants Seven players who required treatment because of their problems with their use
of MMORPGs (e.g., World of Warcraft, Final Fantasy XI, Guild Wars and Lineage) were
interviewed from May to September 2008 in three hospitals of Barcelona Province (Spain):
Hospital of Mataró Consorci Sanitari del Maresme, Hospital of Terrassa and Hospital Clínic
of Barcelona (Children-Youth Unit). A further two participants requested treatment at the
Clínica de Atención Psicológica of the University of Concepción (Chile) and had not played
for more than four months. The nine players were all single males with an average age of
20.5 years (with ages ranging from 16 to 26 years). In order to participate in the research, all
participants signed an informed consent that guaranteed anonymity and data protection.
Table 1 reports the participants´ family and socio-demographic data, the main MMORPG
that they played, and the person who instigated the treatment (usually the mother of the
MMORPG player).

None of the players had a history of pathological gambling or any other addictive
behavior, or dependence diagnosis for substance abuse. However, most had consumed
alcohol and, some of them had used other kinds of drug during their adolescent lives.

Instruments A semi-structured interview protocol was devised and the questions con-
centrated on a number of key areas. These were: Socio-demographics (e.g., gender, age,
marital status, nationality, profession and academic level); Family (i.e., genogram and
circle of coexistence), Reason for visit and demand (i.e., instigator of the treatment,
demand and details of what exactly generated the problematic use), Family and social
relationships; Personal and family precedents (e.g., consumption of drugs and other
addictive behaviors); The amount of time spent online; Symptom function (e.g., rela-
tionship with other life events, exploration of the episodes, trigger detection);
Exploration of symptoms; Serious adverse effects (e.g., salience, mood modification,

Table 1 Description of the sample

Participant Age Job
situation

Academic
level

Circle of
coexistence

Main game
involved

Person who takes the
initiative for treatment

P1 26 Working ESO Parents World of
Warcraft

Mother

P2 16 Studying ESO Mother and younger
brother

World of
Warcraft

Mother

P3 18 Studying ESO Parents and younger
sister

Final Fantasy XI Mother

P4 23 Working Bachillerato Mother Final Fantasy XI Mother

P5 17 Working ESO Mother, stepfather
and stepbrother

Guild Wars Derived from another
addictive behavior
centre

P6 17 Studying Bachillerato Mother and eldest
brother

World of
Warcraft

Parents

P7 21 Working ESO Parents and younger
brother

World of
Warcraft

Mother

P8 25 Working University Mother and father World of
Warcraft

Mother

P9 22 Studying University Mother, father and
nephew

Lineage Mother

ESO: Enseñanza Secundaria Obligatoria (equivalent to CSE: Compulsory Secundary Education in United
Kingdom); Bachillerato (equivalent to Sixth Form in United Kingdom)
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loss of control, craving, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, cognitive distortions, and
relapse).

Procedure The Project was approved by the Ethics Committees of the three separate
hospitals that participated. The interviews were carried out by a clinical psychologist who
specialized in addictive behavior, and who did not treat the players.

Data Analysis The Atlas.ti program (Version 5.2) was used for the analysis of the inter-
views. These were carried out according to the procedures of Grounded Theory (Glaser
and Strauss 1967) that comprises open, axial, and selective coding. Open coding
involves the identification of concepts and its dimensions and properties; axial coding
is the process that relates the categories and subcategories to each other (depending on
the dimensions and properties). Selective coding is the process of integrating and
refining the theory. In the first place, interviews were coded. Secondly, an inductive
analysis was carried out following a flexible design that allowed integrating new
information and checking the successive hypotheses (Strauss and Corbin 1990).
Further inductive analysis was made searching for diagnosis elements of substance
dependence. For the axial analysis, the emergent categories and their relationship are
shown in Fig. 1.

To corroborate the axial analysis, two players with problematic usage of MMORPGs
(Participant 8 and Participant 9) were further interviewed. Following this, an attempt was
made to construct a selective analysis as a general explanation for the phenomenon of online
gaming addiction. This explanatory model was then shared with two professional psychol-
ogists (one that specialized in drug addiction and another who specialized in behavioral
addictions). An attempt was made to build a comprehensive model that articulated the
essential aspects of the narratives of MMORPG players with problems centred on a central
phenomenon (i.e., the addictive use of MMORPGs).

Results and Preliminary Discussion

In this section, the six most reported features of the axial analysis are reported. The
first feature is poor management of leisure time that leads to an entertainment search.
MMORPG players expressed their desire to overcome their boredom as a need to do
something with their spare time. They looked for several different alternatives to
fulfill this need (social, sporting or recreational) but were unable to initiate anything

Fig. 1 Axial analysis form
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themselves and gaming was their most convenient solution to satiate this need. For
example:

“If I had someone beside me saying ‘do this or do that’, I wouldn’t play so much… it's
as if I lacked activity, I'm bored, but someone has to tell me what to do because,
otherwise, I don’t know it” [P1].
“One day, in which you're home alone, have nothing to do and nobody calls you …
I've just moved for my basic necessities, take food and that´s all, just play” [P3].
“I haven’t played at the most for a week because I was bored but well, I didn´t know
what to do and when that happens, I start playing” [P3].
“It´s not the lack of social plans, I think it is one who becomes very withdrawn. He
who seeks, finds. It is one who becomes withdrawn. And I would say that´s due to the
lack of initiative. I always feel like doing something. You feel the boredom, the need to
solve it and succumb to the game because there is no initiative” [P8].

Initially, players feel that playing MMORPGs is their favourite form of entertainment.
However, conflicts begin to occur when the game loses its novelty but is still a repetitive
habit. At this point, the motivation appears to change and they play just for the sake of
playing because they do not have the skills to initiate other types of behavior that would
relieve their boredom. Some players try to change the game or play different games at the
same time, but most gamers “play for the sake of playing”. For example:

“I know I spend many hours playing on the PC but I consider it as a hobby…I´ve
never had any problems, nothing happened to me… I don´t think it's a problem” [P4].
“I played just for the sake of playing, in the end it becomes boring because the
character is always doing the same, but I had nothing to do” [P7].
“It's monotonous. The first thing I do when I come home is open the computer.
Although I don´t feel like it. But I start playing! and sometimes I give up because I
don´t fancy it and get bored. It's just that now I know the game very well” [P3].
“Commonly, well, in my case what happened was this: the game lost its novelty. Then I
looked for another game and returned to the same circle. And when I finished with this
one, I returned to the same game again and this situation lasted a long time. When I
didn´t feel like playing, changed the game. And when you find a different game, take it,
and when it bores you, you find another different one, and that´s how it works! And
then you can return to the same game, the first one, because more things were added
and so you play the same games” [P8].

The continuous playing of MMORPGs is therefore influenced by social and personal
difficulties (i.e., difficulty in getting to know people outside the game). As a consequence,
they end up playing for longer and longer periods, mixing with other online players, and
feeling important because their gaming clan needs them.

The second most reported feature among the participants was virtual friendship. This is
related to the fact that in order to play MMORPGs, cooperation among players is needed so
that players can form clans or groups for mutually co-operative purposes. This creates bonds
among online players and can result in highly valued personal relationships. For example:

“I have a good time because I make friends. The reason why I play Final Fantasy is
because I´ve made friends there and sometimes I´m not playing but chatting with them.
I talk to them more than I do with my family” [P3].
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In this context, online gamers gain a wide social network that generates a strong player
commitment to the rest of the clan, causing those gamers to play increasingly more and to
lose control of their playing time. For example:

“World of Warcraft really grabs you. A lot of people are always connected. The need
to get in touch with people encourages me to play because they convince me, I meet
them and can play and overcome obstacles” [P2].
“For example, we sometimes have to meet to do a mission and need ten people. If I am
committed to these people, I can’t leave them hanging, we have to do it. And until it´s not
finished, I can´t go. Sometimes it takes us four hours, but I can’t blow them off” [P1].
“As many people depend on you, there´s an obligation to be in front of the computer,
for example, at nine” [P7].
“I wish I had more friends but I am a little shy. Well, staying home for such a long time
is not normal … fewer people to know and you´re not sure if players can give you a
never ending friendship” [P3].
“Friendship remains, but only in relation to the game” [P9].

Additionally, some players refer to the value of the in-game characters as part of the
social reinforcement mechanism from the virtual network. As Participant 8 said in the
corroboration of this:

“The fact that you can change your life. For what you are in the game. Every time you
get bored or believe that what you're doing is wrong or simply dislike it, you can
change it and start again. It's like changing your life within the game. (Interviewer:
And what does it have to do with virtual friendship?) Well, because you change the
way you are with the others. With those you play with. They need a specific type of
character that no one has and you create it to play with them. (Interviewer: Would it
be like a consequence of virtual friendship?) Yes, and of commitments. A consequence
of the commitments to other players who make you keep your character” [P8].

Here, the personal characteristics and the particulars of virtual relationships are contrib-
utory factors. As for the process, some gamers explicitly report that other in-game relation-
ships are just cyber friends, acquaintances or friends made while playing. Generally, these
online relationships end when players give up playing MMORPGs.

The third feature reported by gamers from their playing experiences is the escapism and/
or dissociation that gaming allows. The escapism appears to be caused by two types of
conflict (i.e., interpersonal and intrapersonal conflict). One consequence of escapism is the
emotional change. Gamers feel good because they just concentrate on the game and forget
about ongoing conflict in their lives and/or gamers feel better through their in-game
character. For example:

“I thought I was relaxed but the pressure my parents exerted on me stressed me much. I
played just to forget almost everything, it is like a second life, the Second Life, you were
there and only there. I was stressed but I found a way out to forget all my problems” [P2].
“It was a medicine for me, I was a bit depressed and left my job because I thought I
suffered from cancer or something went wrong … I was ill and nobody knew what
happened to me” [P7].
“It´s like a hobby. Like having something to do. I was distracted. And even when I get
bored it´s also an escape, because it makes me switch off and concentrate on what
happens in the game” [P1].
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Another consequence of escapism and/or dissociation is that gamers do not realise time is
going by and in some cases leads to consequences such as forgetting to eat. For instance:

“I could spend the whole day without knowing if four or twenty hours had passed. This
way you end up anorexic, not me because I nibbled, but you don’t realise that you're
hungry” [P5].
“In this ‘world apart’ your way of behaving pleases you” [P5].

The fourth reported feature is the context in which the online gaming develops and, in
some cases, how relapse occurs. Conflict between gamers and parents has an important
causal role, in addition to emotional disturbance, and conflict within oneself. There are also
other important factors determining continued play including a commitment to other players,
the need to achieve in-game goals, and the poor management of leisure. For example:

“It started when stopped working, I had many free hours! I could spend 11 or 12 hours
playing WOW. Depending on the objective I set for myself. I had nothing to do and I
set goals, and played until I achieved it” [P7].
“As my best friends were still playing, I fell into the same trap because my friend spent
all day long playing and I just could play” [P2].
“I was happy because I saw the progress I had made” [P2].
“Since I broke up with my couple, I didn´t feel like more casual relationships, I shut
myself off a lot and to that I must add I had nothing to do in the summer and decided to
get hooked on WOW” [P1].
“When I finished the Secondary School, I didn´t get out of the house because I was the
outcast at school, all the summer at home. It was the only way to meet people, I liked
Guild Wars and it let me get to know people. Then addiction began” [P5].

As a consequence of game context, the players devote more time to playing. This helps
players to escape other conflicts in their lives along with being able to progress further in the
game, pass the time, counteract the boredom, and maintain virtual friendships. Some of these
consequences facilitate further playing including a commitment to the gaming clan and
being part of a committed team. Furthermore, when relapse was explored, there appeared to
be the same causes and consequences, although conflicts worsened, especially family and
intrapersonal ones. For example:

“Two relapses, the last one when I knew a guy here in the day hospital, he convinced
me to play WOW with him and go up levels… that was something that was going
through my mind long ago but he finally convinced me. And the other relapse
happened because I hadn´t been home for three months, I used to come from my
uncle's and found the same conflicts… in front of the conflict, escapism and in front of
the escapism, admission!” [P5].
“You always create ties of friendship with one or two people who are always
connected. And when one´s missing, when one stops playing, you always try that this
person plays again because you feel alone. Because you're always playing with these
same players and you want them to play again. And that's why I´m afraid of relapse,
because of my friends´ pressure in the game. In fact they are already pressing. They
write messages to me so that I play” [P8].
“The other day one of my clan told me to connect and play with them. I told them that
not yet, maybe later” [P9].

The fifth reported feature centers on control versus no control. Poor management of
leisure time, group games, commitment to other players, and desire to raise the level, causes
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gamers to lose control of time. However, in some instances, playing alone or having other
personal preferences can lead to more self-control. There appear to be two factors that can
lead players to either control or loss of control. These are (i) the parental conflict, and (ii) and
gamers telling themselves that they should not play. For example:

“I had nothing to do but I said to myself: you shouldn´t play, you must hold on … I
was depressed and finally, although I said to myself that I shouldn´t do it, that I didn´t
have to connect, I did! I got to it, and not a few hours!” [P1].
“If I'm connected because I don´t want to or because I want to do another thing, I’m
right” [P3].
“If I could play in peace, nothing happened, but if my mother confined me to play
because of my studies … I played the most I could” [P2].

The characteristics of the game may also affect some players. As Participant 8 explained:

“The game completely affects your mood. If you're sad and you achieve your goals,
you'll be happy. (I: And do you usually achieve them?) It depends on the time you
spend. To achieve the level you have to spend much time playing. To raise levels you
need much time. (I: Is it guaranteed?) Yes, it is a direct connection. The longer, the
better your character will be. Unlike other games. For example, in games like Shooter,
if you're good you're good, and if you're bad, you're bad. It´s that easy. If you play
longer you may improve a little. But you must have certain [skills]. In this case it´s not
necessary. In this, with time, you have a guarantee that you will be good. Anyone can
play. The longer you invest, the better you´ll be. The higher level, the more lack of
control. You force yourself, for example, if you want to be better than others, you force
yourself to play more and have higher levels” [P8].

The consequences depend on whether they play or not. Generally, if they play, they start
playing and cannot stop for a long period of time and this may make gamers feel bad. If
gamers do not play, they can also feel bad and report saying that they are “nervous” or “sad”.
For example:

“If I don´t play because they [my parents] don´t let me, I have a hard time. If I start
worrying about the fact that I can´t play, that I mustn’t play, finally I end up in front of
the computer… I get more nervous, anxious to play and I have to play” [P1].
“I thought it relaxed me but stressed me much because of the pressure my parents
exerted on me. I played to forget almost everything” [P2].
“There are things that make you furious, right? And due to the pressure my parents
exerted, I played more. I put into the game and my mind disconnected. Anguish came
suddenly after playing” [P2].
“I think they [my parents] are right in part because time passes and I don’t notice.
Time goes by and I lose control. I don´t know how much time has passed” [P6].

During this process, players experience a loss of control, present multiple conflicts, and
implement strategies to regain control including will power and asking for help.

The final feature reported was the serious consequences arising from problematic use of
MMORPGs. According to players, they experience various types of conflict. They have
intrapersonal conflicts leading to lying to family members about their health status, playing
time, and/or location. They also neglect other activities such as eating food and sleeping.
Lies and health problems can cause relationship conflicts with parents. Abandonment of
other non-gaming leisure activities and a narrowing of focus to where life simply revolves
around the game, can lead to conflicts with their friends. The abandonment of educational
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activities can result in academic conflicts. Some players reported having work and financial
disputes as a result of non-compliance with working hours, not working overtime, not
looking for a job, and/or working part-time to play in the afternoon. For instance:

“Sometimes my friends have called me to meet and I have told them “no” because I
wanted to play. I would say that I did it many times. They call me and I can say no, I
can´t blow the players off. If it´s a single mission, okay, but it´s with the group and I
cannot leave them hanging” [P1].
“[I now] have more time and conversation topics are different. Before, I just talked
about World of Warcraft, now I talk about more things. I see it with my friends that are
playing now; they are there all day long and have nothing more to talk about” [P2].
“Yes, and I stopped doing other things to play. I said that I felt bad to not to go to
school or work and stay home playing. The meals didn´t matter to me” [P5].
“[Treatment] was my parents' idea because I spent much time on the computer. I
repeated a course and my parents’ didn´t like it at all. I spent very little time studying”
[P6].
“I have always played a lot and last summer I bought the World of Warcraft for fun. I
was late for work because I stayed up late. Since I bought it, all day hooked. After the
holidays I continued, and spent the whole night playing. While working, I just thought
of getting out of work and go home to play … I started to get depressed and play
more” [P1].
“I stop for dinner, but even I don´t think it’s wrong if one day I take the sandwich
upstairs with me and eat it while playing… my mother doesn´t like it at all, but I
always do it!” [P3].

Consequences arise from these conflicts that lead to an increase in the playing and
therefore the causes that maintain it. The three consequences most supported by the gamers
were guilt, family pressure and virtual friendship. The latter was very apparent because of
the conflicts with real friends. In turn, this generated more virtual commitment, and thus
continued play. Conflicts with parents and poor academic performance generated family
concern, leading to more family pressure. This was a contributory factor in increased
gaming. Finally, intrapersonal conflicts involve feelings of loss of time and alteration in
the player’s emotional state. Lower academic performance and/or work disputes increased
emotional disturbance and guilt. This created the need to keep playing through escapism. For
instance:

“I feel that I waste much time” [P5].
“I have sometimes thought that I had to go out more frequently, as if I was dependent
on it rather than on the street. I shut myself away” [P6].
“I feel guilty if I have been playing for many hours but don’t know what to do … I
know I must find a job because I have no money and because I should look for an
activity but the thing is that I don’t do it” [P3].
“Guilt… especially during the course. When I have homework or I stay up late” [P6].
“Anxiety, depression, I give myself the creeps; I looked rare, my eyes were red” [P5].
“Then I felt bad, but because I saw that I spent many hours there. But I also saw what
I had progressed and was happy” [P2].
“I put into the game and my mind disconnected. Anguish came suddenly after play-
ing” [P2].

Finally, to identify diagnostic elements of MMORPG addiction, a selective analysis was
developed and it related the six axially analysed features with addiction criteria forwarded by
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Griffiths (2005) and with criteria for substance dependence by Sánchez-Carbonell (2000).
As shown in Fig. 2, the central phenomenon was the playing that increases with the level and
virtual friendships. This equates to tolerance, although it may not have the same value and
intensity of drug addictions. If they increase the playing time, players may prioritize the
game and focus their behavior, thought and emotion (salience), that may involve conflicts or
serious adverse effects with abandoned activities, interpersonal relationships, or conflicts
with themselves. Often, these conflicts keep players in the game. Mood modification refers
to a depressed mood felt by many players when they lose control or become aware of the
conflicts that playing entails. Alternatively, players can try to control the game and achieve
it. In these cases, some feel nervous, dream about the game, get restless, and are eager to
play again (craving). The craving could precipitate a new episode of playing to avoid
those feelings and feel good again. The relapses of these players are related to looking
for a way out after the conflict and/or the craving, in addition to the pressure that their
gaming clan can exert.

Discussion

The results presented here showed that there were three initial factors or functions that
the game fulfills for players in treatment: dissociation, entertainment and virtual friend-
ship. Many authors (e.g., Kuss and Griffiths 2012; Lawson 2000; McKenna and Bargh
2000; Reid 1998; Talarn and Carbonell 2009; Turkle 1997; Wood et al. 2007) have
already noted that MMORPGs can lead to dissociation. Klimmt et al. (2009) suggest
that multiplayer browser games are enjoyed primarily because of the social relationships
involved in the game. Furthermore, the clan can exert pressure to keep gamers
continually playing. This may be similar to the pressure of the drug addict’s

Fig. 2 Selective coding of the diagnostic elements for MMORPG addiction
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atmosphere. As observed in selective analysis, these phenomena have an effect on the
development of addiction and possible relapse.

From the axial analysis of control, three symptoms of MMORPG addiction were found.
These were (i) loss of control of the behavior involved; (ii) mood modification (e.g., guilt,
depression) as a consequence of having played and lost control; and (iii) craving or longing
for playing when they are not doing it. These three categories are part of the symptoms
necessary for the diagnosis of addiction/psychological dependence, and have been described
in the drug addiction field (Camí and Farré 2003) and in the Internet addiction field
(Griffiths 2000; Widyanto and Griffiths 2006; Sánchez-Carbonell et al. 2008). In the axial
coding of conflict the second necessary symptom of addiction, the serious adverse effects
were observed (Sánchez-Carbonell 2000). The data showed a wide range of adverse effects,
on players (intrapersonal, interpersonal, health, academic, work, and/or financial). Although
they may not have the severity of drug addiction, they clearly interfere forcefully in
MMORPG players´ lives. Echeburúa and de Corral (1994) consider that an essential
addictive symptom is to continue with the behavior despite the persistent problems it causes.
Moreover, in this coding, another key component of psychological dependence (i.e., sa-
lience) was observed (Griffiths 2005). This is the narrowing of a person’s behavioral
repertoire towards the object of addiction. Salience is responsible for the players to focus
their topics of conversation, reduce their activities and worry excessively about the game,
even when they are not playing (Echeburúa and de Corral 1994; Goodman 1990; Washton
and Boundy 1990).

In conclusion, the analysis here suggests that MMORPG players initiate game play
due to entertainment, escapism, and virtual friendship. Although the analysis is built on
the experience of players with MMORPG addiction, these factors do not seem to be a
problem since they are common in many hobbies. The clinical symptoms that allow the
detection and diagnosis of MMORPG addiction appear once playing time increases,
control is lost, and behavior is focused. These factors facilitate the problem that leads to
psychological dependence and severe conflicts. If gamers keep on playing, addiction is
maintained via escapism. Gamers enter a cycle that increases the playing time, and
leads to loss of control and serious life conflicts. Therefore, according to the data
presented here, MMORPG addiction exists if standard diagnostic addiction criteria are
used that are common to substance dependence: salience, mood modification, loss of
control, craving and serious adverse effects. These are the essential symptoms for the
diagnosis and were found in all players in this study. Furthermore, in some cases there
was evidence of tolerance and relapse.

To date, there have been no studies examining online gamers in treatment. Although this
is a qualitative analysis based only on nine participants, it contributes to the experiential
understanding of addicted MMORPG gamers because of the in-depth richness of the data
missing in survey studies. However, further research is much needed in this area. Future
studies should investigate MMORPG gamers and, if possible, correlate the qualitative
analysis with quantitative surveys. In addition, it is necessary to explain the course,
prevalence and differential diagnosis of gaming addiction and compare these kinds of patient
with those who have another disorder.
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