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Abstract 

Video games are becoming ever more sophisticated, immersive and prevalent throughout 

society, and research into the impact of problematic gaming (PG; or gaming disorder) is 

nascent. The theory of avatar identification, where a player merges their identity with a game 

character, provides a promising model to understand the phenomenon of PG in avatar-based 

games. This study used Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis to explore how five 

participants with lived experiences of PG related to their in-game avatars. Analysis of interviews 

yielded three superordinate themes. In the first theme, participants describe how particular 

games became safe escapes from real-world stressors. The second theme documents the strong 

social identity factors that motivated participants to game to extremes. The final theme relates 

what helped participants manage or quit their gaming. These findings are discussed in relation 

to relevant literature and how they may influence professional practice and future research 

directions.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

The global video game industry is booming. It generated an estimated revenue of US 

$334 billion in 2021, nearly tripling since 2017 (Statista, 2023). While gaming can be a source of 

enjoyment and positive social interaction for many (Halbrook et al., 2019), in the past decade, 

the American Psychological Association (APA) and World Health Organization (WHO) have 

recognized problematic video gaming (PG) as a potential health concern (APA, 2018; WHO, 

2020). Much research and public attention has followed. Problematic gaming happens when a 

person plays video games to the point of significant harm to their life. With video game 

technology’s increasing convenience, acceptance in youth social culture, and virtual immersion, 

the risk of problematic gaming will likely rise. Within role-playing video games, avatars are 

playable, often customizable, virtual characters. In this study, I explored the role of avatar 

identification in problematic gaming. 

In my review of the literature, I summarized video gaming, gaming culture, and gamer 

identity. I then examined recent studies into risk factors, preventative measures, support 

strategies, and identity factors of problematic gaming. I highlighted the potential impact the 

COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns have had on vulnerable individuals. Throughout the review, I 

wove in my history of problematic gaming (PG) to illustrate and reflect on the literature.  

In the past decade, public health organisations have begun responding to the harms of 

problematic gaming. I explored how the current definitions of internet gaming disorder and 

gaming disorder, used throughout much of the literature, may not fit many people’s experience 

of PG or differentiate them from healthy gamers (Deleuze et al., 2017; Starcevic et al., 2020; 

Stehman, 2020). Ongoing research can illuminate ways of understanding the unique challenges 

of problem gamers (Deleuze et al., 2017). PG can be a coping method for real-world stressors 

(Stevens et al., 2021; von der Heiden et al., 2019), co-occurring with social and mental health 

challenges (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020; Green et al., 2020; von der Heiden et al., 2019). PG can 

significantly impact people’s mental, physical and social wellbeing. 
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Virtual avatars played a key role in this study. Avatars which represent real-life 

aspirations and needs can become a means of escape for some (Sioni et al., 2017), as those 

struggling with PG often heavily invest in their characters to the detriment of their own lives 

(Barbera & Haselager, 2020; Stavropoulos et al., 2019). Understanding the meaning behind 

individuals’ unique player-avatar relationships may guide developing therapeutic and 

organizational PG support initiatives. 

My study applied Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) methodology to explore 

the lived experiences of five previous problem gamers. According to IPA methodology, I 

endeavoured to create a rich, detailed account of participants’ relationships with their game 

avatars and the meaning they attribute to them (Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011; Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014; Noon, 2018; Smith & Nizza, 2021). I took a reflexive approach, bracketing my own 

experiences while using my interpretations as a researcher to draw a nuanced picture of the 

phenomenon (Amos, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Nizza, 2021; Thomas, 2020). 

While dramatically increasing in the past decade, research into PG is only beginning. The 

purpose of this study was to advance qualitative insight into PG for gamers, health professionals, 

counsellors, and academics.  

Research Questions 

In this study, I sought to answer the primary question: How do those with lived 

experience of problematic gaming interpret their relationship with their chosen avatar(s)? 

Additionally, I explored these three sub-questions:  

a. How did the relationship between their real-life and virtual identities change over 

time? 

b. How might understanding a client’s player-avatar bond help counsellors support 

individuals struggling with PG? 

c. What has helped those with a history of problematic gaming move forward? 
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Researcher Approach 

I use the word “interpret” in my research question deliberately in place of “describe.” 

This difference follows Martin Heidegger’s interpretive philosophy of phenomenology in 

contrast to his former mentor Edmund Husserl’s descriptive version (Reiners, 2012). Heidegger 

posited that you cannot separate the person from their experience, the subject from the object, 

and that all knowledge is interpretive and non-neutral (Amos, 2016; Burns & Peacock, 2019; 

Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016). By using this term, I intentionally sought to understand my 

participants’ interpretations and meaning-making of their lived experiences. In doing so, I 

entered into double hermeneutics, interpreting my experience of my participants' 

interpretations of their experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). I explored this stance in depth 

in Chapter III. 

I believe that each person’s experience of the world is unique and subjective. The 

mystery of our existence is ever beyond our understanding (Smythe & Spence, 2020). Social 

constructivism holds that identity and knowledge are contextual; we shape ourselves and are 

shaped through our relationships with family, community, and culture (Collins, 2018). I believe 

that increased understanding and awareness can lead to a greater availability of choice and 

control in our lives going forward. In undertaking this literature review and subsequent research 

proposal, I hoped to increase that opportunity for myself as a counsellor and other 

professionals. 

My worldview shaped this literature review on problematic gaming and my approach to 

the following study. It represented a unique perspective on the landscape that should be 

considered among many others. I chose the articles and theoretical perspectives, interpreting 

them through a lens of my: lived experience of problematic gaming; cultural standpoint as a cis-

gender, heterosexual white male with a secure socio-economic upbringing; counselling training 

in a Canadian graduate program; academic background in the arts; five years work experience 

supporting those with addictive behaviours to change their lives; and the cultural narratives and 
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messages I grew up within. Based on my own experiences of PG, my bias lay towards caution 

and suspicions of video games’ potential influence on our mental, emotional, and physical 

health and social connections. It is likely prevalent throughout this paper.  

I may fall into the category of Canadians who have struggled with problematic addictive 

behavioural issues and overestimate their prevalence in the general population (Konkolÿ Thege 

et al., 2015a). My lived experience made me an insider researcher (Smith & Nizza, 2021). As 

recommended for IPA research in preparation for the research interviews, I bracketed my 

opinions and beliefs to embrace the openness necessary to understand another’s experience 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). However, I also endeavoured to explore perspectives in the 

literature that differed from mine. I hoped that this combination of research literature, personal 

experience, and curiosity will underpin an insightful and helpful research study on PG. 

  



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                5 

 

Chapter II: Literature Review 

This literature review explores current academic research on problematic gaming. I 

completed the first draft in the fall of 2020. Since, I have updated it with emerging literature 

and explored new areas of inquiry that came up during my thesis work. Throughout, I have 

chosen articles based on their recency, applicability to my research focus, and academic 

influence on other literature.  

This review has been an evolving process, where my initial review led to me delving into 

more specific areas within problematic gaming, such as avatar identification. I focused on 

articles from 2011 onwards to keep the information relevant, with higher priority given the more 

recent ones. Digital gaming technology is advancing rapidly, and more recent literature will have 

a better understanding of its current trends. Some literature, such as Bailey’s 2005 article on 

identity in addiction, provide seminal philosophical contributions to the field, which merits their 

inclusion. Other older texts speak to a specific topic that has likely remained unchanged, such as 

Fernández-Vara’s 2009 description of the adventure video game genre.  

In a few places, I used non-academic sources to cite gaming statistics, definitions, or 

other non-academic information. Otherwise, I used Athabasca’s online research library and 

Google Scholar to search for terms relating to problematic gaming (e.g. “Gaming Disorder”, 

“Internet Gaming Disorder”, “gaming addiction”), addiction, identity, gamer culture, and other 

related terms. I excluded articles that were not peer-reviewed or did not present new 

information or ideas to the field. To localize the research, I prioritized Canadian articles and 

those from similar cultures, such as the US and the UK. I also used studies based in other 

cultures, including notes of potential cultural differences. I attempted to include significant 

ideological trends alongside what became my focus, avatar identification. 

Most studies on problematic gaming have used the American Psychological Association’s 

“internet gaming disorder” (2018; Stehmann, 2020) or the World Health Organization’s 

“gaming disorder” (2021). While I will discuss issues with the accuracy of their criteria, I 
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included many studies with both as they represent the largest and most relevant body of 

literature. When citing specific articles throughout the review, I referred to which criteria set 

they used.  

I included articles on social, emotional, physical, and mental causes and consequences of 

gaming. I excluded articles on the neurological basis of addiction and problematic gaming. 

There is extensive and important research into these areas, but I excluded them to allow more 

depth into the psychological and social determinants of problematic gaming. This is a limitation 

of the review; putting it together with research into neurology may give a fuller picture of 

problematic gaming, while this review attempts to define and contextualize avatar 

identification’s role in problematic gaming. 

An Overview of Video Games 

Video games evolved through the second half of the twentieth century. The Internet 

Gaming Database (IGDB) lists their oldest recorded video game as Tennis for Two in 1958 

(IGDB, n.d.a). Since then, video games have evolved from pixelated computer applications to 

flowing gameplay, epic landscapes, and instantaneous connections worldwide. Modern video 

games span a variety of platforms and are becoming more convenient, powerful, and immersive. 

It is possible to play games on a desktop or laptop, TV-attached console such as a PlayStation or 

Xbox, handheld consoles such as a Nintendo Switch, a tablet, or a phone. New virtual reality 

headgear can give users immersive 3-dimensional experiences that attempt to place the player 

more deeply into the physical reality of the game (Kaimara et al., 2021). 

The data site Statista reported in 2023 that the year’s estimated global video game 

revenue would reach nearly $334 billion USD. They further estimate that growth will continue 

at slightly under 9% year-on-year, reaching $466 billion USD by 2027 (Statista, 2023). In 

Canada in 2021, the gaming economy generated an estimated $3.4 billion USD, up 20% since 

2019 (ESAC, 2021). An estimated 53% of the Canadian population games regularly, according to 

a 2022 survey by the Entertainment Software Association of Canada (ESAC, 2022). The COVID-
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19 global pandemic gave people more free time at home and reduced opportunities for other 

activities and social gatherings. The gaming industry has benefited from the lockdowns and 

restrictions, with more people logging more hours on video games (Wijman, 2020) and 

spending more money (Wijman, 2021).  

Game Genre 

Video games can be divided into general genres based on their content, style of play, 

goals, and relationships with other players. Different ways of defining and categorizing video 

game genres can lead to confusion and disagreement. Video game structures generally stabilized 

from various experimental topics into relatively set popular genres in the 1990s (Faisal & 

Peltoniemi, 2018). The IGDB lists 23 genres and 22 themes to search. In a 2020 study using 

IGDB, Alaa Qaffas compared sixteen common game genres based on the most successful games 

between 1986 and 2019. Adventure games were the most popular, followed by role-playing, 

shooter, platform, puzzle, and strategy. 

Terms located within this thesis need further explication, including my background, and 

potential study participants, and gaming genres, including adventure games, role-playing 

games, massive multiplayer online role-playing games, sports games, and battle royale games. 

Adventure games follow a story-based plot set in a fictional world, where players solve puzzles to 

advance (Fernández-Vara, 2009). In role-playing games (RPGs), players use an avatar to 

explore an open fictional world, with a set of rules and consequences based on the actions they 

choose (Zagal & Deterding, 2018). By achieving quests, players’ avatars gain new abilities and 

resources. Originally based on table-top RPGs, massive multiplayer online role-playing games 

(MMORPGs) use an open, quest-oriented world that brings together players worldwide to 

interact, trade, and play alongside each other (Zagal & Deterding, 2018). Sports games recreate 

live-action sports using real teams and players, where the player controls avatars of professional 

athletes (Qaffas, 2020). Battle royale games, which pit players against one another in a large 

arena, have become popular, with 41% of gamers stating they played them in a 2019 study by 
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Statista (2022). There are various other games, such as puzzles and strategy, yet I will not 

include these here as they less directly involve personalized avatars.  

Qaffas (2020) found that successful games typically blend two or more game genres. For 

instance, when I played the soccer game FIFA’s “manager mode”, it incorporated sports, 

strategy through squad-building, and adventure-style goals in cups and league competitions. 

Skyrim, an open-world Norse-inspired game, combines role-playing, adventure, and fighting. 

Mass Effect is a futuristic science fiction game involving plot-driven adventure, role-playing, 

and fighting. Finally, World of Warcraft is an MMORPG, set in a medieval fantasy world where 

players choose their race and side in a global conflict.  

Avatars 

Games have a spectrum of avatar choice and customization options within each genre. 

Adventure games typically feature an avatar that can be a set character, a choice of set 

characters, or a being (human, humanoid, or otherwise) that players can edit to their choice. For 

instance, Mass Effect requires gamers to play as Captain Sheppard, with a fixed persona and 

physical features but in-game plot choices. On the other end of the spectrum, World of Warcraft 

features 14 races based loosely on classic fantasy literature; players can choose a race, edit their 

physical features, and name them (Blizzard Entertainment, 2022). Throughout the game, they 

can acquire armour, weapons, and ride various animals. Players can switch between multiple 

avatars in different saves. Sports games incorporate multiple avatars into one scenario (Qaffas, 

2020). Shooter games can have players inhabit named or unnamed soldiers. Fortnite, the most 

popular battle royale game, allows players to customize their avatar’s “skins” by selecting 

different physical features, costumes, and a toolbox of actions such as dances. Overall, avatars 

range considerably in their degree of customization from game to game. 

Integration with Popular Culture 

Video games do not exist in a bubble. Video game culture weaves with other 

entertainment media. Successful fantasy books, films and television shows are often adapted 
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into video games like The Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, and Star Wars. As a ten-year-old, I 

read the Lord of the Rings trilogy after seeing the first movie trailer, and then played the video 

games that followed each movie. More recently, The Witcher franchise now spans a book series, 

video game series, and television series. The direction is also increasingly reversed with highly 

popular games spawning book series and television adaptations. Among other recent examples, 

World of Warcraft, an MMORPG played on the computer and itself an offshoot of the game 

Warcraft, has generated numerous books and a 2016 blockbuster film adaptation. Recent high-

budget films such as Free Guy and Ready Player One follow characters between the real world 

and sweeping, interactive virtual reality games. Since their inception, video games have become 

a significant new media genre that both pull from and influence other industries. 

Video game characters, plots, and environments draw from history, mythology, and 

modern-day cultural influences. The award-winning turn-based strategy game series 

Civilization, which released its sixth rendition in 2016, allows a player to choose a historical 

culture to lead from ancient to modern times. It incorporates fundamental technological 

advancements, economics, trade, and military warfare. Fortnite incorporates the option to 

purchase avatars from pop culture. These avatars can span a broad spectrum, from football 

players such as England’s Harry Kane and Marvel characters like Iron Man. Marvel’s Thor 

portrays the historical links through time and culture: a game avatar based on a film franchise 

based on comic books based on ancient Norse mythology. Apex is a multiplayer online shooter. 

When a fifteen-year-old boy I worked with in 2021 described the avatars to me, they resembled a 

pantheon of mythic heroes, with detailed back stories, blood feuds, family ties, curses of fate, 

and unique abilities.  

Other first-person shooter games such as Call of Duty incorporate both historically 

accurate and fictional warfare scenarios where players can embark on landmark missions. 

Sports games use the licensed likenesses of real-world athletes. The Sims and Animal Crossing 
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focus on home-building, lifespan development, and community relations. Video games both 

draw from and reflect our lives, our relationships, and our desires. 

Overall, video games span a wide spectrum of genres and platforms. Players can spend 

thousands of hours engrossed at home in richly-detailed, life-like virtual worlds as an avatar or 

carry on a gaming tradition dating back to 7th century India by playing a quick game of chess 

while waiting for the bus (Britannica, n.d.). Video games have become an integral part of many 

people’s lives, providing entertainment and integrating with other popular media. 

Gamer Identity 

Gaming covers a wide swathe of genres, cultural elements, and platforms. People play 

games for entertainment, to connect with others, for distraction, for the challenge, and for the 

story (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014; von der Heiden et al., 2019). What, then, does it mean to be a 

“gamer”? Is everyone who plays video games, no matter how often or how seriously, considered 

a gamer? The Entertainment Software Association of Canada estimated that 53% of Canadians 

game regularly, based on a survey of those who had gamed in some form in the past four weeks 

(2022).  

However, what differentiates someone who, for instance, has a weekly virtual solitaire 

foray from the leader of a World of Warcraft battle clan, investing hours a day into their virtual 

communities and character? Who is a gamer and, as with any label, who decides? As I will 

discuss at the end of this subsection, gamer identity is not one of my primary purposes with the 

literature review. However, it is applicable to understanding video game culture and I have 

chosen several recent articles to broadly define gamer identity. 

The term gamer has been around as long as video games have, with the traditional 

stereotype consisting of young, white, heterosexual males (Grooten & Kowert, 2015; Howe et al., 

2019). Additionally, the stereotypical gamer can be associated with certain genres of games, 

such as shooters, role-playing games, and retro games (Howe et al., 2019). However, these 

assumptions may not be accurate (Grooten & Kowert, 2015; Howe et al., 2019). Being a gamer 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                11 

 

has developed from a niche group to more widespread throughout the general population 

(Grooten & Kowert, 2015).  

The term gamer is a function of societal and cultural discourse, created both by those 

who consider themselves gamers and by those who don’t (Grooten & Kowert, 2015; Howe et al., 

2019). While it may seem straightforward to classify those who play any video game as a gamer, 

or those who play a lot, it's more complicated. While I played video games continually from an 

early age into my twenties, I never thought of myself as a serious gamer. I would at times play 

with friends, but these were friends I met through and knew best in other contexts, such as 

school and sports. I thought of gamers as those invested in online gaming communities, such as 

some of my friends were in World of Warcraft guilds. 

This belief aligns with what some researchers have recognized as well. According to 

Howe and colleagues (2019), being a gamer means identifying with an in-group based 

fundamentally around gaming. "Just as everyone that exercises does not identify as an athlete, 

everyone that plays video games does not identify as a gamer" (Howe et al., 2019, p.4). 

According to a 2019 study by Howe and colleagues, self-described gamers: play a variety of 

games on different platforms, especially consoles; play more than other non-gamer players (also 

found by Kort-Butler, 2021); represent several cultural and ethnic backgrounds; and are more 

likely to be male.  

A key element to describing oneself as a gamer is active involvement in gaming 

communities (Grooten & Kowert, 2015; Howe et al., 2019). These communities may interact 

through a combination of in-game communication, other online communication, and physical 

meetups. Players can join guilds and clans playing as their avatars, with social hierarchies, group 

goals, and in-game social identities. Gamers may be less involved in other social circles, and find 

their connections and communities in gaming (Kort-Butler, 2021). 

The game genre significantly influences gamers’ virtual self-identity, providing social 

meaning within gamer communities and the wider world (Jung, 2020). In a 2020 study of 
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nearly 1,800 video-game-playing Korean adults, Jung found that gamers create in-game social 

communities that can represent microcosms of society. These communities have their own in-

built social values, characteristics, rules, and hierarchies (Grooten & Kowert, 2015). Gamers 

often immerse themselves in YouTube and Twitch game-related media (Jung, 2020), while 

discussions can involve game-related and non-game-related topics (Jung, 2020). Gamer 

communities can at times stand against general media opinion, especially regarding game-

related topics. For instance, sensationalized stories about gaming addiction can create defiance 

to and ridicule of social perception within gaming communities (Carter et al., 2020; Jung, 

2020). For gamers, video games become much more than an isolated activity, instead weaving 

into their social lives, worldviews, and sense of personal identity. 

Online communities can provide positive and negative contexts for social interaction. As 

with other online communication forums, gaming chat features provide a layer of anonymity. 

This can make homophobia, racist, sexist, and other inappropriate language commonplace 

within them (Gray, 2018). That anonymity can also be a way for people to escape stigmatising 

social identities (Gray, 2018). Gray (2018) studied “gaymers” of colour and their experiences of 

creating queer-friendly groups on Xbox Live. Participants expressed challenges of not fitting 

into the idealized gamer stereotype. Often following discrimination, they created private spaces 

to develop cohesion and connections within their groups, where they could redefine cultural 

identities which had been stigmatized in general gaming spaces (Gray, 2018). In this way, the 

flexibility and anonymity of gaming communities meant both negative experiences and 

opportunities for them. 

Throughout this literature review, I will refer to identity as it relates to problematic 

gaming. With all it entails, being a gamer can represent a significant part of a player’s personal 

and social identity (Grooten & Kowert, 2015; Jung, 2020). However, gamer identity specifically 

is not my primary focus when I speak about identity. At several points, I will be speculatively 

relating people’s real-life identities to their avatars and preferred games; this may include gamer 
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identity, or it may not. Gamer identities may be significant to some of those with problematic 

gaming and may guide me in the interview and data analysis process. 

Personal Concerns 

Video games have become an integral part of many people’s daily lives. Yet in the long 

history of human evolution, video games are a new, evolving phenomenon, and we are only 

beginning to understand how we interact with them. Video games are part of a wider 

technological advancement that provides continual new frontiers. For instance, artificial 

intelligence is increasingly becoming a part of daily life, business, academics, research, and 

communication. Its implications are unknown and unprecedented. Gaming companies have 

been using artificial intelligence in video game content creation for years and its use is likely to 

increase exponentially, creating more immersive, personalized, and interactive gaming 

experiences (Wu et al., 2023). 

In his seminal 2005 book Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv stresses the integral 

part nature plays in childhood development, from creativity to physical ability to relationship-

building to self-confidence and trust in the world. While video games and digital media can 

reflect natural elements, they do so in a controlled and ultimately limited environment that does 

not incorporate a connection with the natural, physical world. Even with healthy gaming, I am 

concerned about what children and adults miss out on. Video games may represent a learning 

and community tool that prepares kids for a tech-infused world, but there is always a cost. They 

can only teach indirectly about the physical laws of nature, its causes, and consequences. I also 

believe they can give unrealistic senses of what it takes to achieve tasks: games are -- to some 

degree of difficulty -- set up to be won, their worlds tamed and conquered. When players fail or 

their avatar dies, they reset to a previous save. Knowledge and abilities are preset. This more 

general concern about gaming is my opinion and not my focus here. In the following sections, I 

will document my review into problematic video gaming as it relates to specific psychological 

health issues. 
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Medical Models of Problematic Gaming 

A 2020 survey by the Entertainment Software Association of Canada estimated that 61% 

of the population plays video games (ESAC, 2020). The majority of people who play video games 

do so with no significant negative consequences (WHO, 2021). They typically game to socialize 

with friends, to relax, and for curiosity about the storyline (Starcevic et al., 2020). In this 

literature review, I will not focus on the average video game player, but rather those who have 

been negatively impacted by their gaming.  

Global rates of problematic gaming seem difficult to measure. In a meta-analysis of 53 

studies, Stevens et al. (2021) found a global GD prevalence between 1.96-3.05%, with a high 

level of variation. In a 2020 rapid scoping review of articles on IGD prevalence rates around the 

globe, Darvesh and colleagues found a wide range of rates, exemplified by 0.21-57.50% in 

general populations globally. Darvesh et al. (2020) concluded that up to that point there was not 

enough data to make any real conclusions on prevalence rates. 

Data on problematic gaming in Canada is sparse, perhaps due to the challenging nature 

of determining prevalence, issues of terminology, and the recent emergence of the field of study. 

In a 2017 national survey of Canadian adults, 3.2% met the criteria for IGD (Sanders et al.). In 

two previous surveys of Canadian adults, in 2009 and 2010, 2.6% and 4.7% reported video 

games creating a problem in their lives (Konkolÿ Thege et al., 2015a). Taking a rough estimate of 

3%, over one million Canadians may have struggled with PG in 2015. Since that time, the 

gaming industry has grown exponentially. 

There is limited province-specific data. In the most recent study, Hébert-Ratté and 

colleagues found a 2.2% GD rate in French-speaking Quebec adolescents (2023). In the past 

decade, several studies have also been published on problem gaming rates for Ontario 

adolescents. A 2012 study of Ontario adolescents found that 9.4% reported symptoms consistent 

with now outdated fourth edition Diagnostic and Statistical Manual criteria (Turner et al.). A 

further study of the same population, using the Problem Video Game Playing (PVP) scale, found 
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that 1.2% met criteria for Severe PVP and 12.2% met High PVP (Faulkner et al., 2015). Based on 

2011 student survey data, Shi and colleagues (2019) found that Toronto-based adolescents were 

almost twice as likely to game problematically compared with their non-urban peers via the PVP 

scale, with rates of 16.7 and 8.8% respectively. Using multiple search keywords, I found no other 

province-specific studies. 

After reviewing the research, I can conclude that we need more information on rates of 

PG in Canada. Updated PG prevalence rates can better inform public policy and private 

organizations. If we know how many people are struggling and what populations are most at 

risk, we can more accurately assess how much help is needed.  

The Disorder Model 

In 2013, the fifth edition of the DSM-5 listed internet gaming disorder (IGD) as a 

“condition for further study” (APA, 2018, para. 2). It proposes nine symptom criteria: 

preoccupation, withdrawal, tolerance, inability to reduce playing, giving up other activities, 

continuing despite problems, deception of others, relief of negative moods through gaming, and 

risk to other life areas (APA, 2018). A diagnosis would require someone to experience at least 

five of these within the previous year (APA, 2018). 

With gambling disorder, the only classified behavioural addiction, there was not 

sufficient evidence at the time to designate internet gaming alongside it (APA, 2018). This call 

for research has prompted numerous studies in the past ten years, from classifying specific IGD 

criteria in individuals to prevalence to treatment possibilities. The DSM-5 became the most-

cited reference in problematic gaming research (Stehmann, 2020), marking its importance in 

spurring scientific inquiry into the phenomenon. 

In 2018, the WHO followed suit by adding gaming disorder (GD) to its 11th Revision of 

the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11; 2021). They stated that expert consensus 

and a review of the evidence led them to classify GD officially. The WHO differentiated GD into 

online and offline playing, either of which must contain the same three symptoms over a year:  
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1. “impaired control over gaming (e.g., onset, frequency, intensity, duration, termination, 

context); 

2. “increasing priority given to gaming to the extent that gaming takes precedence over 

other life interests and daily activities; and 

3. “continuation or escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences. 

The behaviour pattern is of sufficient severity to result in significant impairment in 

personal, family, social, educational, occupational or other important areas of 

functioning” (WHO, 2021, para. 2). 

According to Kuss et al. (2017a), diagnosis classifications can help get funding for 

research, inform practitioners, create regulatory bodies for games, break stigma, and support 

those struggling to get insurance funding. Some people may struggle to receive support from 

family and professionals without a diagnosis (Park et al., 2021). For others, a pathologizing 

identity might be problematic (Avdi, 2005). Avdi urges "the process... of decentring the 

dominant diagnostic narrative and the subsequent widening of available explanatory frames" (p. 

507). Importantly, both the APA and the WHO specify that gaming must be significant enough 

to impair a person’s life and note the individual’s lack of control over their gaming habits and 

ability to stop. However, their definitions may not be accurate. 

Contentious Criteria. According to the literature I explored, researchers and 

clinicians may benefit from a deeper understanding of the lived experience of problematic 

gamers. For example. the DSM-5 criteria for identifying IGD, widely used in recent studies, may 

be invalid or misleading (Deleuze et al., 2017; Starcevic et al., 2020; Stehmann, 2020). Critics 

suggest that rather than using symptomatology associated with substance abuse disorders, such 

as the DSM-5 does, it may be more useful for client-facing health professionals to distinguish 

the unique characteristics and themes in problematic gaming (Deleuze et al., 2017). One notable 

difference between the terms Internet Gaming Disorder and Gaming Disorder is that use of the 
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term internet in IGD holds that players can use offline games in a problematic way (Kuss et al., 

2017a). As seen in the debate sparked by Kuss et al.’s (2017a) article, researchers have many 

disagreements about the proposed diagnostic criteria (e.g. Kardefelt-Winther et al., 2017; 

Krossbakken et al., 2017; Kuss et al., 2017b; Quandt, 2017; Starcevic, 2017). It is an ongoing 

topic of debate. 

Deleuze and colleagues (2017) found no significant differences between problematic 

gaming and recreational gamers who played frequently through IGD standards, with DSM 

factors such as time devoted to games muddying the waters. Seay and Kraut (2007) agree that 

hours played is not an accurate measure for PG. Deleuze et al. (2017) consider the DSM criteria 

to borrow too heavily from substance-based addiction measures.  

A survey of gamers themselves found that the criteria they generally believed constituted 

problematic gaming overlapped somewhat but not fully with the DSM’s IGD criteria (Stevens et 

al., 2021). For instance, they noted that a lack of control and compulsivity could indicate 

addiction (Stevens et al., 2021). Starcevic et al. (2020) studied those who sought treatment for 

problematic gaming in comparison to regular gamers who did not seek treatment. They found 

that neither the DSM’s IGD nor the WHO’s GD criteria distinguished the treatment-seeking 

group (Starcevic et al., 2020). Between the two, the IGD criteria encompassed a broader 

population, and the GD criteria was more specific and somewhat better at marking problematic 

gaming (Starcevic et al., 2020).  

However, both sets of criteria failed to account for the most telling factor in the study. 

The important distinguishing question Starcevic and colleagues found was why people gamed -- 

accomplishment and coping with personal issues differentiated treatment-seeking gamers 

(2020). When a technological application such as gaming meets a real-life unmet need, it may 

become problematic (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Conversely, others argue that motivational 

factors may be misleading. King et al. (2020a) and Kowalik et al. (2024) make a strong 
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argument for impaired control being the strongest differential between problematic and healthy 

gaming. 

I do not provide an in-depth suggestion for problematic gaming diagnosis criteria here, 

as it is not my focus. However, in the next section I will define problematic gaming and my 

rationale for using it. Throughout this study, I will reference studies that have used IGD and GD 

criteria, as these are the most common and influential parameters to date. Taken cautiously, 

trends and themes that have emerged with these existing definitions can inform and influence 

future research. 

Harms 

Researchers have begun investigating the harmful effects of problematic gaming on 

individuals. Doing so can better inform diagnostic criteria as well as treatment and preventative 

measures to protect vulnerable gamers. In a study of 72 problematic gamers, Delfabbro and 

colleagues (2021) found that problematic gamers suffered harms mostly related to physical and 

mental health, such as reduced exercise, regret, and social isolation. It also affected their work 

performance and punctuality (Delfabbro et al., 2021). Much of the harms may be accounted for 

by impaired impulse control in gaming habits (Kowalik et al., 2024). Problems with any or all of 

sleep, hygiene, physical health, work, and social integration could significantly reduce a person’s 

quality of life and put increased pressure on public services. Delfabbro et al. (2021) recommend 

public health initiatives to better educate the community on the potential harms of problematic 

gaming. 

The risk of financial harm through PG, while seemingly low in 2020 (not in the top ten 

reported harms in Delfabbro and colleagues’ 2021 study), may be increasing. While problem 

gambling is much more strongly associated with significant financial harms (Delfabbro et al., 

2021), the overlap between internet gaming and gambling behaviour is increasing rapidly. The 

addition of paid gambling-style loot boxes means that more people, especially adolescents, are at 

risk of financial harms through games (Kristiansen & Severin, 2020; Zendle & Cairns, 2018; 
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Zendle & Cairns, 2019). Loot boxes are discussed more in the section on game design risk 

factors.  

Escapism in Gaming 

Escapism may be a key factor in defining problematic gaming. Kacsmarek and 

Drazkowski (2014) found that playing video games with escapist motivations meant more game 

time and a belief that the virtual world was equal to the real one. An escapist motivation may 

draw people into gaming itself, or at least differentiate problematic gaming from other addictive 

behaviours. In one study of midwest American university students, gamers showed much higher 

escapist motivations than gamblers (Puiras et al., 2021). Hagström and Kaldo (2014) dug deeper 

to define escapism in relation to gaming. Negative escapism may be a defining feature in many 

instances of problematic gaming, where players use the game to avoid real-life problems 

(Hagström & Kaldo, 2014). Negative escapism involves immersion to avoid reality, while 

positive escapism involves seeking gameplay for its own merits; their study showed that those 

using the game for negative escapism had significantly more PG struggles than those using it as 

a positive escape (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014).  

For my story of problematic gaming, explained in the coming pages, this rings true. I 

wanted to feel I could fight and win, that I could stand tall and unafraid in the world. My reason 

for playing was significant. Decreasing my gaming symptoms as a 20-year-old would have 

helped my mental health, but not addressed the needs and desires that drove me to devote 

thousands of hours to virtual avatars. In the survey by Stevens and colleagues, many gamers 

believed that problematic gaming was a symptom of some other real-world struggle (2021). Wei 

et al. (2019) called for “a more holistic approach … in understanding young people’s life 

experience” in relation to PG (p. 7). 

A Definition of Problematic Gaming 

Several terms exist in the recent literature: internet gaming disorder (Delfabbro et al., 

2021), gaming disorder (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020), problem gaming (Stevens et al., 2021), 
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game addiction (Gong et al., 2020), obsessive online social gaming (Gong et al., 2021), and 

pathological gaming (Bussone et al., 2020), among others. There is not yet a general consensus 

on defining and determining what problematic gaming is (Griffiths et al., 2016; Kuss et al., 

2017a). Indeed, 28 researchers collaborated to produce a direct contradiction to Petry et al.’s 

(2014) assertion that IGD had created a consensus (Griffiths et al., 2016).  

Unless specifically citing other work, I will use the term problematic gaming (PG) 

throughout this document. A notable researcher in the field, Griffiths and their colleagues 

(2015) use problematic gaming as an umbrella term for the variety of definitions that currently 

exist. I also employ it in an attempt to sidestep the history of social stigma around addiction 

terminology (Bailey, 2005) and the trend towards medicalization and disorder models in 

counselling psychology (Strong et al., 2017), while retaining a sense of the urgency and impact in 

a person’s life. Wherever possible, I will avoid terms such as treatment (which denotes 

medicalization) and recovery (associated with addiction). In Chapter III on methodology, I will 

use the WHO’s GD symptom criteria for sampling selection. It may be slightly better at 

differentiating problematic from healthy gaming (Starcevic et al., 2020). 

My Lived Experience 

I came to this study for personal reasons: I struggled with problematic gaming 

throughout my adolescence and early twenties. At age 20, I spent 10-12 hours a day gaming, as I 

skipped university classes and withdrew from friends. The games I chose allowed me to express 

parts of myself that I could not in real life, to be successful where I had failed. I developed 

idealized self-identities through my virtual avatars. In the Fédération Internationale de Football 

Association (FIFA) franchises, you can play as any professional soccer team, controlling the 

players. As a passionate former soccer player in real life, I could manage and play a world class 

soccer team: scoring, defending, and, over the course of a campaign, winning esteemed 

international competitions. In the game Skyrim, I could be a rogue travelling fighter, 
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independent and powerful. If I failed in the game, I could simply load a previous save and start 

again.  

While many people play games online with and against others, I played alone, so I was 

the only audience and judge of my exploits. In GD terms, I would fit the offline gaming category 

(WHO, 2021). My escape into the fantasy world of games wove in with depression, shame, and 

anxiety. On my worst days, I ate one meal a day, slept for ten or twelve hours, and lived in a 

small apartment which I did not clean. I dropped out of university. By that time, I could not 

adequately manage my life. While it had roots in other areas of my life, gaming became a vicious 

cycle: I gamed because I was unhappy, and the more I gamed, the more unhappy I became. 

To heal, recover, and move forward, I had to leave those avatars and their safe, 

controllable world behind. I returned to them in times of stress, and struggled out again and 

again. Each time it became a little easier, a little clearer. My problematic gaming has been a 

deeply unhealthy habit, yet it was often fuelled by healthy traits gone astray, such as loyalty, 

hope and perseverance. In a way, it helped me get through a difficult time in my life. In many 

ways, I am training as a counsellor because of my struggle with problematic gaming and mental 

health. Reflecting on it, the ties are deep and complex: social, familial, and cultural. There is not 

enough space here to expand on each in detail. Therefore, I will focus mainly on how my sense 

of social identity influenced my gaming habits and choice of avatar to bracket my lived 

experiences in contrast to the data. Though my experience of PG is unique and may differ 

significantly from many others’, I will use it to texture the literature presented, offering a real-

life example of some of the theories and findings. 

Risk Factors 

People struggling with problematic gaming may have significant and distressing real-

world challenges. Individual, interpersonal, and environmental risk factors can make people 

more vulnerable to PG. 
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Social Factors 

 Family factors play a key role in the development or prevention of problematic gaming 

in children and adolescents. Children with problematic gaming reported a lack of parental 

warmth and affection compared to their peers (Koc et al., 2020). In the group, which used IGD 

criteria, mothers more often reported being depressed during the early childhood years, having 

anxiety, and being the only limit setters for their kids (Koc et al., 2020). This shows that 

parental mental health and their support systems impact on children’s potential to engage in 

problematic gaming. However, the study did not explore fathers’ views, a noted limitation (Koc 

et al., 2020). The kids reported less parental involvement and family activities (Koc et al., 2020).  

An Italian study by Marinaci and colleagues (2021) found problematic gaming associated 

with low levels of parental monitoring, low family functioning, and lack of social support. 

Schneider et al. (2017) found that poorer relationships with parents can significantly increase 

problematic gaming tendencies and consequences. While researchers are just beginning to 

establish a connection between parental involvement and problematic gaming, inquiry into why 

this occurs is important as well.  

Wei et al. (2019) reported that stressful life experiences, especially in childhood, may be 

a risk factor for online gaming addiction. This finding was mirrored by Grajewski and Dragan’s 

2020 study, using IGD criteria. Adverse childhood experiences played a significant role in 

problematic gaming development, with physical and emotional abuse and emotional neglect 

being the most important factors (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020). 

People struggling with emotional, psychological, or social challenges may turn to games 

as a way to regulate or escape those negative experiences (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014). 

Problematic gamers also report significantly lower self-esteem and self-concept than their peers 

(Green et al., 2020; von der Heiden et al., 2019). In high school in West Virginia, I felt socially 

accepted but risk-averse, too uncertain to take romantic steps, shying away from attention in 

groups. Salted with barbs from friends, I started to feel like a social failure. I was the “nice 
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Canadian.” By then having moved over a dozen times throughout North America, I often felt a 

sense of displacement and transience. However, as the goalkeeper and one of the captains on the 

soccer field, I had a respected role and duty. There were rules and structure. I could be bold and 

courageous. When, at age 18, this disappeared, I began to struggle. 

Those seeking to escape or distract themselves from their lives had more issues with 

gaming (von der Heiden et al., 2019). This finding contrasts with those who play video games to 

socialize and enjoy the storyline, which resulted in much healthier gaming (von der Heiden et 

al., 2019). In a large qualitative study on gamers’ perspectives on problem gaming, some stated 

that the root of the problem lay outside of the virtual world (Stevens et al., 2021). The DSM-5 

notes this possibility as well (APA, 2018). Excessive and dysfunctional gaming may only be the 

symptom of something else. After high school, I went to a large university far from friends and 

family. I did not make their soccer team. But in FIFA’s manager mode, I could build and create a 

team around me. It became a way to return to a safe, known identity, and to prove myself. Even 

though it was fake, a collaboration between my imagination and the screen, it could feel real in 

the moment and flow of the game. 

A lack of self-regulation can make a person more susceptible to PG (Grajewski & Dragan, 

2020; Seay & Kraut, 2007). For those players who use video games to cope with real-world 

stressors, gaming can become a maladaptive self-regulation strategy (Grajewski & Dragan, 

2020). Problematic gaming can use the structured achievements and security of the virtual 

world to restore feelings of well-being. However, game accomplishments do not impact the real 

world (excluding professional gamers), making gaming as a self-regulation strategy for negative 

feelings ultimately ineffective. 

Psychological Correlates 

Certain psychological conditions may make individuals more vulnerable to problematic 

gaming. Researchers have found correlations with several common mental health problems, 
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both as predictors of PG and potentially bi-directional comorbid disorders. For instance, anxiety 

and depression symptoms may significantly contribute to a person’s vulnerability.  

High anxiety is correlated with problematic video gaming habits (Burkauskas et al., 

2022; Huang et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2022). Huang et al. (2022) found that anxiety was a 

predictor of IGD symptoms in Chinese school children. However, anxiety can show up in 

different forms and lead to different consequences. In a more targeted study, Kim and 

colleagues (2022) found that higher levels of anxiety paired with high levels of gaming predicted 

GD symptoms. They found that comorbid anxiety and GD formed a bidirectional relationship 

(Kim et al., 2022). More specifically, social anxiety may be a risk factor for IGD, especially 

depending on their preference for online or real-world interactions (Marino et al., 2020). 

Anxiety seems to have a significant correlation with PG, especially when paired with other risk 

factors, such as negative escapism. For example, someone plays to excess to escape distressing 

thoughts and feelings, which are seriously increased by their cognitive patterns of worry and 

intolerance of uncertainty (Roubichard et al., 2019). It could easily become a vicious cycle. 

Similarly, depressive symptoms have a high correlation with problematic gaming 

(Burkauskas et al., 2022; Dang et al., 2024; di Fini et al., 2023; Orsolini et al., 2024; Sit et al., 

2023). Interestingly, one study of Chinese undergraduate students found that depressive 

symptoms predicted IGD, but not the opposite way around (Dang et al., 2024). Conversely, Sit 

and colleagues (2023) demonstrated that IGD and depression can contribute to each other in 

Chinese adolescents. In exploring the bridge between the two, they discovered that negative 

escapism, decreased initiative in the real world, and feeling down-hearted played significant 

roles (Sit et al., 2023). With depressive symptoms including challenges of motivation and low 

self-worth (WHO, 2024), people may find it easier to derive a sense of purpose, community, and 

activity through gaming devices. During the height of my PG, I was also clinically diagnosed 

depressed and had little energy or initiative to leave my residence. For me, they played hand-in-
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hand, with the more energy I put into the game meaning the less I had to try anything else. The 

less I tried anything else, the more I sought meaning and connection from games. 

Other psychological correlates likely influence PG. For instance, in a 2023 Brazilian 

study of gaming disorder in adults, di Fini and colleagues found that symptoms of depression, 

somatization, personality disorders, dissociation, and ADHD all correlated moderately with IGD 

symptoms. Conscientiousness and quality of life seemed to be protective factors (di Fini et al., 

2023). Another study found that overt symptoms of IGD in university students related to higher 

substance misuse, alongside anxiety and depression (Burkauskas et al., 2022). However, 

exploring all of the possible correlations is beyond the scope of this literature review; rather, it is 

important to know that a variety of other mental health struggles, especially anxiety and 

depression, can play a key role in the progression and maintenance of PG. 

Additionally, new research looking into metacognitions about online gaming may play a 

significant role in mediating mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety (Dang et 

al., 2024; Marino et al., 2020). A positive metacognition about online gaming may be that it is a 

healthy stress relief while a negative metacognition could be the risks of online gaming (Spada & 

Caselli, 2017). In studies by Dang and colleagues (2024) on Chinese undergraduate students and 

Marino and colleagues (2020) on Italian youths, both found that negative metacognitions 

played a significant role in mediating the impact of mental health conditions on IGD symptoms. 

Therefore, correlated psychological factors such as those discussed above may make people 

especially vulnerable to PG, or not, depending on how they view gaming.  

Game Design Risk Factors 

The risk factors do not lie solely within the individual. Games can vary widely in their 

structure and intent for player engagement, from player-centered to exploitative. Researchers 

Zagal, Björk and Lewis proposed that game designers can employ “dark patterns” in the 

structure of their games to trick players into sacrificing their time and/or money to the game 

(2013, p. 2). Through dark patterns, games can entice players to play longer than expected to 
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gain in-game reward, part with money to advance their avatars or skip advertisements, or over-

invest in the social capital of the game to the detriment of their real life (Zagal et al., 2013). 

Games such as World of Warcraft, for example, can require many hours of grinding (mindlessly 

killing creatures for loot and experience) to gain levels, meet achievements, and prepare for 

dungeons. It also increasingly uses time-based measures to keep gamers coming back, such as 

achievements for doing daily and weekly quests. Another common time-based trick is to require 

certain actions at particular times of the day or week, meaning the player has to arrange their 

schedule around the game structure (Zagal et al., 2013). While individual game designers may 

seek to create player-centered games that entertain (Zagal et al., 2013), large gaming 

corporations are built to generate profit and using dark patterns for these motives can create 

further harm (Karagoel & Roberts, 2021). Gaming companies may financially benefit from 

problematic gaming behaviour. They may target vulnerable players’ needs for identity and 

acceptance through social capital-based dark patterns or paying to upgrade avatars. Therefore, a 

discussion of problematic gaming must not only look at the individual and their environment, 

but also the game itself. 

Monetization of gaming, the second dark pattern, is of increasing concern. The main 

technique is through loot boxes, where players can pay to gain a randomized set of upgrades of 

bonuses within the game, including avatar skins. Loot boxes are heavily linked to increased 

problem gambling behaviour (Brooks & Clark, 2018; Hing et al., 2022; Zendle & Cairns, 2018; 

Zendle & Cairns, 2019), as well as causing significantly increased financial harm on gamers 

(Carey et al., 2021). A worrying trend is the significant use of loot boxes in games played by 

adolescents, who would normally be legally protected from gambling. A study by Kristiansen 

and Severin found that adolescents who bought loot boxes in games were more likely to be at 

risk of problem gambling (2020). The presence of gambling-related techniques such as loot 

boxes can significantly increase the harm of problematic gaming through financial 

consequences. 
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Avatar Identification 

Avatar identification represents a videogame player’s relationship with their virtual 

avatar. Defined by van Looy and colleagues in their 2012 paper, the term has been picked up by 

other prominent PG researchers, such as Green et al. (2021), Lemenager et al. (2016), and Sioni 

et al. (2017). Van Looy and colleagues (2012) consider avatar identification as derived from 

three components: similarity identification, wishful identification, and embodied presence. 

With similarity identification, they suggest that players are more likely to bond to an 

avatar that appears like themselves (van Looy et al., 2012). “Recognizing one’s own traits, 

appearance, attitudes, beliefs, experiences, and behavior in a character, thus facilitates feeling 

close to it and vicariously participating in its experiences” (van Looy et al., 2012, p.203).  

Conversely, dissimilarity can also hold attraction for some (van Looy et al., 2012). 

Players may also bond especially with an avatar who characterizes traits that players desire of 

themselves but do not have in the real world. van Looy et al. (2012) relate this phenomenon to 

wishful identification. They cite Higgins’ (1987) theory of self-discrepancy, “which states that the 

enjoyment of wishful identification is grounded on the reduction of self-discrepancy for the time 

of media exposure” (van Looy et al., 2012). Players may feel more connected with their idealized 

selves when walking in their avatar’s shoes. 

Finally, players feel a sense of embodied presence through their game avatar in the 

virtual environment (van Looy et al., 2012). Van Looy and colleagues’ (2012) study found that 

similarity identification, wishful identification, and embodied presence all contributed to users’ 

motivation to play massive multiplayer online games. While avatar identification can be a 

positive enjoyment factor for those who play in a healthy fashion (Whang & Chang, 2004), it 

might represent problems for those vulnerable to PG. 

Real-world problems may motivate some people to escape into a virtual avatar. Those 

vulnerable to or engaged in PG often show strong identification with their virtual avatar 

(Barbara & Haselager, 2020; Burleigh et al., 2017; Green et al., 2020; Green et al., 2021; 
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Lemenager et al., 2016; Liew et al., 2018). A virtual self, automatically made capable in its world 

by the game’s plot and social structure, can serve as a vessel for those trying to escape 

experiences of shame, social anxiety, or depression (Burleigh et al, 2017.; Stavropoulos et al., 

2019; Sioni et al., 2017). Lower self-esteem correlates with higher identification with a virtual 

avatar and more problematic gaming (Green et al., 2021; von der Heiden, 2019). Motives of 

body image can be especially powerful. For those feeling real-world shame or uncertainty 

around their physical appearance, seeking to identify with the avatar's physical presence (in 

comparison to emotional or social identity) seems to make a person especially vulnerable to 

strong player-avatar bonding (Stavropoulos et al., 2019). Over-identification with an avatar may 

become a gateway from regular gaming into PG. 

Theories of Identity 

Researchers have devoted significant study into identity work in addiction and 

problematic behaviours (e.g. Bailey, 2005; Cummins et al., 2020; Gong et al., 2021; Koski-

Jännes, 2002; Rødner, 2005). I will examine some of that literature here considering how it may 

relate to avatar identification in PG. In particular, information technology (IT) identity presents 

a new theoretical construct in line with our developing relationships with technology (Carter & 

Grover, 2015) and may help us better define and understand PG (Gong et al., 2020).  

Those struggling with addictive behaviours may suffer from social stigma and 

misunderstanding from others (Bailey, 2005). In a large meta-analysis, Montes and Pearson 

(2021) determined that identity may play an important role in problematic substance use. While 

I aim to differentiate PG from other problematic behaviour, similarities may exist here that can 

guide our knowledge and future research. Indeed, significant identity work may be a key part of 

some people's long-term recovery from problematic behaviours (Koski-Jännes, 2002). This 

change may involve "a more honest and authentic mode of being in the world" (Koski-Jännes, p. 

200). In my alcohol and drug abuse work as a counsellor, I constantly see clients striving to 

change their personal and social identities: finding new ways to relate to themselves and to 
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others. For myself, I renegotiated my identity by pursuing passions, goals, and a social identity 

separate from soccer and gaming.  

Carter and Grover (2015) introduced the concept of information technology (IT) identity, 

using a foundation of symbolic structural interactionism. IT represents any form of technology, 

such as phones, computers, video games, and social media, that someone uses to communicate 

information in a social context (Carter & Grover, 2015). Identity can cover a variety of social 

roles, from parenting to employment to cultural connections (Carter & Grover, 2015). Carter and 

Grover (2015) define IT identity as "the extent to which an individual views use of an IT as 

integral to his or her sense of self" (p.4). I appreciate that this definition is not focused on the 

length of time spent, but instead what that relationship means to the individual. IT identity 

relates to how technology has become an integral part of so many of these already established 

roles and relationships.  

Carter and Grover (2015) examined the literature up to that point and defined three ways 

IT can enhance or complement established identities: as a determinant, medium, or consequent. 

IT can be a determinant of identity when it transforms how someone engages in a particular 

identity role, such as transitioning to home-based work (Carter & Grover, 2015). IT can be a 

medium of identity when it verifies a person’s inherent individual identity through virtual self-

presentation (Carter & Grover, 2015). Lastly, IT can be a consequent of identity when it develops 

or maintains a person’s social identity within a culture or community (Carter & Grover, 2015). 

However, they argued that IT can also be more than complementary in terms of identity 

formation. 

In positive IT identity, a piece of technology is integral to someone’s self-concept, 

considered a part of “‘Me’” versus what is “‘not Me’” (Carter & Grover, 2015, p. 19). They posit 

that IT creates an expanded self, with greater capabilities than the original self and therefore, if 

then removed, make the person feel more limited in scope of being. As with other identities, “IT 

identity is inescapably both personal and social”, contextualized by an individual’s socio-cultural 
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location (Carter & Grover, 2015, p. 22). They suggest that people establish various IT identities 

linked to different software and hardware into a hierarchy based on their needs and preferences 

(Carter & Grover, 2015). 

The more someone uses a technology, the more embedded an IT identity can become 

(Carter & Grover, 2015). Carter and Grover theorize that “the relative importance of an identity 

to the self may only become apparent when a person is prevented from enacting behavior in 

accord with the identity” (2015, p. 26). When considering the importance of avatar identification 

for an individual, it might be useful to consider who they are and how they feel about themselves 

if they are unable to access that avatar. They state that “computer self-efficacy, actualized 

rewards, and embeddedness will positively influence IT identity” (Carter & Grover, 2015, p. 37). 

Thus, the more someone games and feels rewarded through the game, the more important in-

game identities can become to them. In terms of healthy versus unhealthy gaming, it may then 

become a question of their motivations and the strength of their other identities.  

The potential strength of an IT identity varies person to person. IT identities can be 

stable to the degree that the technology itself is stable and accessible within a person’s life 

(Carter & Grover, 2015). It can also relate to people’s inherent self-efficacy with the given 

technology (Carter & Grover, 2015). Carter and Grover differentiate three dimensions of IT 

identity: relatedness, emotional energy, and dependence (2015). While they cite many examples 

of healthy IT identities in people’s lives, problematic gaming may involve the negative impact of 

these three dimensions. With PG, an individual may create an IT identity through which they 

relate more strongly to a virtual world than the real world, devote excessive emotional energy 

into the game, and become dependent on it for their source of identity.  

IT identity has significant similarities to avatar identification. For instance, Carter and 

Grover gave this example as to how IT identity can expand people’s sense of self: “The 

overlapping boundaries between participants’ personal resources and those of the IT effectively 

extended their self-concepts to include capabilities of their mobile devices” (2015, p. 21). 
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Overlapping boundaries created an extension of self. In terms of avatar identification, the same 

sentence would instead read: an IT identity extends the person’s self-concept to significantly 

overlap with their avatar’s resources and abilities. 

Gong and colleagues built on Carter and Grover’s work in two studies related to PG. They 

concluded that “IT identity played a key role in the formation of problematic online gaming” 

(Gong et al., 2020, p. 9). They suggested that gamers should intentionally limit their IT identity 

with regards to gaming (Gong et al., 2020). However, I believe it is the motivation for that 

identity that is the key; many gamers can hold strong IT identities that do not significantly 

impact their lives in a negative way. In further research, Gong and colleagues (2021) confirmed 

the validity of Carter and Grover’s (2015) IT identity as a structure for examining online 

problematic gaming. They found that IT identity may be more important than social identity 

factors to the formation of obsessive online social gaming. Their study results demonstrated that 

IT identity can fully mediate the influence of social identity factors on online PG (Gong et al., 

2021). Therefore, IT identity may be a key determinant of socially motivated PG. Research into 

IT identity’s influence is just beginning, and may provide a way in to better understand the 

causes of PG.  

Overlapping Identities 

A gamers' ability to customize, choose, and evolve or advance their avatar can be a 

significant draw to a game (Barbera & Haselager, 2020). Barbera and Haselager’s 2020 study 

involved problematic gamers who played MMORPGs, a large, specific population of gamers. I 

was not particularly drawn to MMORPGs; however, I associate strongly with many of the 

researchers’ conclusions, meaning that their findings may be generalizable outside of MMORPG 

players. Burleigh et al. (2017) warn that adolescents and young people going through formative 

years of personal and social identity development may put themselves at greater risk of 

problematic gaming by devoting excessive time to avatar creation and customization. Young 

people may invest in virtual selves that serve as midway points between their real and ideal 
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selves, potentially leading to heavy investment in the virtual self over the needs and growth of 

real life (Barbera & Haselager, 2020). They might transition from experiencing their virtual 

avatar as separate to themselves to feeling they inhabit the virtual self and world (Barbera & 

Haselager, 2020).  

Some researchers conclude that the virtual world can overlap with problematic gaming 

and even overlay the real one (Barbera & Haselager, 2020; Stavropoulos et al., 2019). My FIFA 

avatar, though unrealistic, drew on my deep ties of being a soccer player and part of a dynamic 

team environment, which was not reflected in my real life at the time. For problem gamers, 

virtual avatars such as my FIFA team can represent real-life goals and needs (Sioni et al., 2017). 

Mine was a strong emotional connection, a continuation of years of commitment as a soccer 

player. It would not have felt worth it but for my struggles with social anxiety and self-worth in 

the real world at that time. It felt like a life raft, yet it further disconnected me from the world. 

In my imagination, I left myself behind on the couch to become those soccer players, that 

Skyrim warrior. Sioni et al.’s (2017) study of social phobia and IGD indicated that individuals 

with social anxiety can invest in a virtual avatar as a safe, idealized model of themselves. Deep 

investment in a virtual world and avatar may lead people to make real-life sacrifices for the 

game (Barbera & Haselager, 2020). I believed that even if I felt I was failing at the life I had set 

out for in the real world, while playing I could pretend I was succeeding and ignore reality. 

Carter and Grover (2015) propose that “having received material or emotional benefits from 

past feature use and/or enhanced use behaviors (as opposed to being motivated to achieve 

them) is likely to increase the strength of one’s IT identity in relation to the target IT” (2015, p. 

36). Even if the material and emotional benefits were not grounded in the real world, they still 

gave me a sense of accomplishment. 

In the game worlds, there was a clear sense of linear progression without serious 

setbacks. They were built to be won. Paradoxically and predictably, the more energy and time I 

devoted to the game, immersing myself in it, the worse my life unravelled. “Thus, as avatar 
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identification increases, more psychological resources are invested to develop and maintain 

one’s virtual self. This connection between personal self-worth and an avatar’s accomplishments 

may, therefore, lead to excessive or problematic online gameplay” (Sioni et al., 2017, p. 14). 

Greater gaming intensity paired with escapist motivation may lead to greater avatar 

identification and PG (Barbera & Haselager, 2020; Seay & Kraut, 2007; Sioni et al., 2017). 

Implications for Counselling 

Overall, the relationship between gamer and avatar is an important factor in problematic 

gaming, yet we are only beginning to understand it. Why does a particular player choose a 

particular game and avatar? How does that relationship evolve over time? If this relationship 

may be a key factor in developing problematic gaming, what happens when problematic gaming 

decreases? If avatar character building is a lure into the game, what in the real world would be a 

lure out? For me, I changed environments, moving from Montreal to California, and 

reconnected with other latent parts of my identity, such as writing and the outdoors. I began to 

need my virtual selves less to feel connected and competent. 

Problematic gaming can be transient in nature, with many people recovering or quitting 

without professional help (Konkolÿ Thege et al., 2015b). This may imply life stage or 

environment is important; it is an area I am curious about for my research. Those seeking help 

can feel misunderstood and unsupported by family due to stigma around problematic gaming 

not being a real issue (Park et al., 2021). Additionally, the study by Park and colleagues (2021) 

found that many participants who had sought help struggled to find it or felt the professional 

support they received did not fit their needs. Understanding how the gamer-avatar identity and 

relationship shifted for former problematic gamers may shed light on helping those struggling. 

Through this relationship, research could also reveal real-world needs delivered in the game. 

More research into avatar-player bonding for problem gamers could inform counselling 

strategies for PG. 
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Prevention and Support 

There are emerging preventative and support options for PG. Some established 

substance abuse treatment and youth support organizations have opened their doors to 

problematic gamers. A quick Google search of Canadian options immediately brings up 

residential rehabilitation at Trafalgar Addiction Treatment Centres, focused therapy groups at 

Last Door, and Venture Academy programs for troubled teens. Founded in Washington state in 

2009, reSTART offers treatment specifically for “Internet and Videogame addiction” (reSTART 

Life, 2019, para. 2). They use an outdoor setting to help clients reconnect with others, 

themselves, and the natural world. My healing involved a reconnection with creativity, the 

outdoors, and an active community. Though I sought psychotherapy, I did not address my 

gaming there. Like me, people struggling with PG often do not seek professional help for their 

gaming (Konkolÿ Thege et al., 2015b). Increased awareness and focus in the public media in 

recent years, along with the growth of the video game market’s reach, may change this for the 

better. Those seeking support for PG suggested that services should use preventative measures, 

take a client-centred approach, and have a spectrum of support options (Park et al., 2021). 

Numerous potential protective measures and avenues for support in the recent academic 

literature can influence and expand available and developing therapeutic options. 

Experiences of school connectedness and gratitude can moderate PG. As evidenced in a 

study by Wei et al. (2019) of 579 school children in China, the researchers noted adverse 

childhood experience to be a strong predictor of PG. This could be mitigated through school 

connectedness and experiences of gratitude (Wei et al., 2019). These researchers also found that 

school connectedness (defined using the Chinese version of the School Connectedness 

Questionnaire) made an “important bridge in the process of stressful life experience leading to 

online gaming addiction” (Wei et al., 2019, p. 7). General feelings of gratitude (using the Chinese 

version of the Gratitude Questionnaire) had a similar effect (Wei et al., 2019). In fact, to protect 

against PG, students needed only one of school connectedness or gratitude (Wei et al., 2019). A 
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potential limitation to these findings in a Canadian context is the cultural divide between Asian 

and Western cultures; however, through globalisation, this divide may be less present than in 

previous times. Perhaps within these two cultural frameworks school connectedness and 

gratitude may function somewhat differently. However, with that caveat in mind, this finding 

suggests separate approaches for school staff and parents versus counsellors: the first can seek 

to promote school connectedness, while the latter can support a perspective of gratitude, with 

each potentially effective in isolation.  

Sioni et al. (2017) suggest increasing offline social interactions for those who use gaming 

to cope with social anxiety. Interpersonal networks may be key to protecting vulnerable young 

people from PG (Marinaci et al., 2021). In my early twenties, I found new friend groups and 

communities. There, I began to rebuild the sense of connectedness and purpose I longed for. For 

those struggling with body image, Barbera and Haselager (2020) suggest self-acceptance and 

restoration of a healthy physical self-concept. Gong and colleagues (2020) recommended people 

who have quit or significantly reduced their gaming to engage in other stimulating social and 

physical activities that can replace their need for negative escapism. They also suggest that 

families mitigate situations that cause emotional distress when someone quits gaming 

problematically, as they can act as triggers to resume it (Gong et al., 2020). More family 

activities and increased parental warmth and affection may support children at risk of PG (Koc 

et al., 2020).  

Counsellors can play a pivotal role in supporting healthy social relationships and self-

acceptance. Family therapists can support families struggling with problematic gaming in the 

home by promoting parent-child bonds. Schools and youth associations such as Venture 

Academy can promote healthy social interaction and mentorship. Parents can also be educated 

on setting limits that can help regulate gaming, reducing risk (Koc et al., 2020). Additionally, 

mental health support for parents of young children may prevent PG down the line (Koc et al., 

2020). 
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In 2017, Li and colleagues conducted a randomized controlled trial on Mindfulness-

Oriented Enhancement (MORE) for IGD. After eight weekly group sessions, participants in the 

MORE group showed significantly fewer IGD symptoms than those in the control at post-

treatment and a 3-month follow-up (Li et al., 2017). The MORE approach sought to increase 

awareness of “automized video gaming behavior” through mindfulness techniques such as 

breathing (Li et al., 2017, p. 400). Poor self-regulation is linked with PG (Grajewski & Dragan, 

2020; Seay & Kraut, 2007); Li et al. (2017) hypothesized that fostering self-regulation through 

MORE could reduce problem gamers’ habits.  

Similarly, a collaborative school- and family-based intervention program in Thailand was 

successful in helping kids improve their self-regulation and abstain from gaming if they chose 

(Apisitwasana et al., 2018). If PG is an escape from real-world stresses yet can also significantly 

impede a person’s ability to cope in a healthy way, strategies such as MORE can act as a sort of 

damage limitation while offering more adaptive coping methods. Li and colleagues’ stage I study 

offers psychology practitioners an evidence-based approach to PG support. 

Increasing awareness of PG risks and consequences may help. Gamers expressed 

agreement with voluntary support programs for problematic gaming and increased overall 

awareness of risks, such as warning labels (Stevens et al., 2021). Wei et al. (2019) advocated for 

more family and community awareness of PG, especially related to stressful life experiences. 

Overall, video game players supported measures that increase awareness of PG and can support 

people in healthy decision-making (Stevens et al., 2021). Suggestions of in-game feedback loops 

to promote self-regulation were encouraged (Stevens et al., 2021). They considered it ultimately 

up to the individual to regulate their own gaming habits, with parents and the community 

teaching children how to game in a healthy way (Stevens et al., 2021). 

The gaming industry is aware of the potential for avatar identification as a source of 

revenue. Unsurprisingly, market gaming research has investigated ways to increase the player-

avatar bond to gain greater gamer loyalty (Christy et al., 2016; Moon et al., 2013; Teng, 2017; 
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Teng, 2019). The draw of avatar identification in popular role-playing games is clear. Fortnite is 

free-to-play and the creators make money from in-game purchases of skins and avatar items. 

Sports games franchises such as FIFA, Madden, and NBA allow players worldwide to compete as 

their favourite players and teams. It may be necessary for regulating bodies to provide warnings 

about the risks of PG as companies look to capitalize on avatar identification. 

Discourse of Addiction and Gaming Communities 

For counsellors working with this population, it may benefit them to understand 

discourses about addiction, mental health, and PG in the general public and within gaming 

communities. Gaming communities may offer an opportunity for and a barrier to increasing 

awareness of PG. As an alcohol and drug abuse support worker at Turning Point Recovery 

Society in Vancouver, BC, I went to upwards of fifty Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics 

Anonymous meetings with clients. There, I saw the impact on people when they were able to 

share a part of their identity that was otherwise typically dismissed, stigmatized, or 

misunderstood. As a twenty-year-old gamer, I did not know how to bring my struggles forward. 

Awareness of and support for PG within gaming communities may help alleviate potential 

stigma and feelings of helplessness for those struggling.  

Young people and their parents were found to differ on what problematic gaming 

entailed (Koc et al., 2020). A 2020 Australian study by Carter et al. suggested that kids used the 

term “addictive” to refer to games as being extra fun and enticing, which differed significantly 

from responses provided by adults. PG and its similar terms likely have various meanings that 

do not fit the general cultural narrative within youth gaming communities. Extreme stories of 

PG in the media can create a sense of complacency and dismissal of fears by children (Carter et 

al., 2020). 

Additionally, health professionals may be overly biased against new technologies due to 

focusing too heavily on risks of addiction (Ferguson, 2015). Older clinicians in a study showed 

more negativity towards video games, and less than 10% of the 109 health clinicians surveyed 
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described themselves as gamers (Ferguson, 2015). Counsellors may benefit from understanding 

their potential clients’ interpretations of both popular culture references and the actual risks of 

PG. Park and colleagues’ 2021 study of those seeking treatment found they thought they would 

connect more with professionals who understood gaming culture. Also, knowledge of gaming 

culture (such as Fortnite dances) may help counsellors bridge the gap to connect with children 

and adolescents who may not have the same awareness that their gaming habits are 

problematic. 

Behavioural Addictions 

The concept of behavioural addictions is relatively recent (Bailey, 2005). In 1986, 

Durand Jacobs defined addiction as having two predisposing factors: constant “either hypo- or 

hyper-arousal” and a sense of rejection in childhood. These two factors can lead someone to seek 

relief through an intense sensation. “It is the striking contrast between their aversive, unhappy, 

non-fulfilling resting state and its dramatic alleviation that creates such a novel, intense, and 

well-remembered experience” (Jacobs, 1986, p. 21). The person can create a cycle of addiction 

by more and more avoiding the initial unpleasant resting state (Jacobs, 1986). This can be 

through substances, which can change the brain chemistry, or through other behaviours that 

create particular states of mind. 

Bailey (2005) argues that the classification of addiction is created within our cultural 

environment. It represents the shadow side of an individualist culture’s idolisation of freedom as 

an ultimate goal: the person who cannot control their actions (Bailey, 2005). Impaired control is 

a defining characteristic of addictive behaviours generally (Goodman, 1990). It is a failure of the 

self to exercise control over one’s desires and needs (Bailey, 2005). A recent quantitative study 

by Kowalik, Delfabbro and King (2024) showed that impaired control is significantly related to 

higher levels of harm for those who self-identified as having a problem with gaming. This 

included higher levels of financial harm, likely due to the increased use of gambling-style 
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monetized rewards within video games (Kowalik et al., 2024). Therefore, impaired control 

seems to play a significant role in the onset, maintenance, and harm of problematic gaming. 

The idea of impaired control and behavioural addictions also exists within our cultural 

system that often glorifies financial spending and impulsiveness for capitalist companies’ 

monetary gain. The term addiction has infiltrated our everyday life, as people attach it 

lightheartedly to things they do often, like the kids did in Carter’s study above. Bailey points to 

the modern dichotomy of behavioural addictions, as the person is both robbed of their agency by 

their addiction and given it by their own active participation in the behaviour (2005). 

Medicalising behaviour as addiction can divide helpless “addicts” and expert therapists, an 

imbalance of knowledge and power (Bailey, 2005, p. 540). Problematic behavioural habits, from 

video games to shopping to sex, may be partially a product of our consumerist culture (Bailey, 

2005), which urges more, more, more. Counsellors seeing clients with PG may benefit from 

knowing some of the underlying cultural discourses around addiction and self-control.  

The Impact of COVID-19 on Problematic Gaming 

This literature review was written during the global COVID-19 pandemic, while research 

was still emerging about its widespread impacts on social, physical, and psychological health. 

Lockdowns may have significantly impacted those vulnerable to PG. Experts predicted an 

increase in PG during this time (King et al., 2020b; Ko & Yen, 2020) as people spent more time 

online at home (Mehta & Murky, 2020). During 2020, the gaming industry experienced an 

unprecedented 23% increase in revenue (Wijman, 2021). Fernandes et al. (2020) reported that 

adolescents gamed significantly more during lockdowns, because adolescents had fewer social 

activities to participate in and those already struggling with PG had fewer opportunities to get 

help. The pandemic brought its own stresses to many, including financial strain, health services 

developing backlogs, and concerns about catching the virus. This may have driven those who 

seek escape in gaming deeper into their games (King et al., 2020b). 

Problematic gaming during the pandemic often overlapped with mental health struggles. 
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An Italian study found that greater levels of loneliness at the beginning of lockdown predicted 

higher gaming addiction reports later (Rogier et al., 2021). Mehta and Murkey (2020) found 

that those struggling with social anxiety and similar interpersonal challenges reported more 

significant internet use issues during lockdown. An online survey of nearly 3,000 adults found 

that they significantly increased their online gaming during quarantine, especially young men 

(Sallie et al., 2021). This increase was associated with depression, anxiety, and psychiatric 

symptomatology (Sallie et al., 2021). Stress related to COVID-19 in those already struggling with 

compulsive online behaviours only heightened feelings of depression, loneliness, and escapism 

(Fernandes et al., 2020). This would likely have created a negative spiral, where vulnerable 

individuals had less protective social structures, gamed more, felt worse, which made them want 

to escape more and more into the game. This negative cycle may have been hard to break after 

lockdowns ended (King et al., 2020b). So far from the research literature, it seems the COVID-

19 pandemic may have been responsible for escalating risk for those already vulnerable to PG. 

Conclusion 

PG is an emerging field of social concern and academic inquiry. Various organisations 

have sought to define and categorize PG, the most prominent being the American Psychological 

Association and World Health Organization. However, due to emerging research, their criteria 

may need to be revised to distinguish between problematic and healthy gaming habits (Deleuze 

et al., 2017; Starcevic et al., 2020; Stehmann, 2020). I evaluated research studies using IGD and 

GD criteria with the caveat that some people who fit those criteria may not have a problem and 

others who do might not fit the criteria.  

Research points to a number of risk factors for PG. Adverse childhood experience (Wei et 

al., 2019), strained parental relationships (Koc et al., 2020), low self-esteem (von der Heiden et 

al., 2019), and social anxiety (Sioni et al., 2017) may increase an individual’s risk. PG itself may 

be a symptom of other issues. Vulnerable individuals may seek escape from real-world struggles 

into a virtual avatar (Barbera & Haselager, 2020; Burleigh et al., 2017). Virtual avatars may be a 
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key influence on PG due to their representation of attractive, idealized personal qualities. Real 

and virtual identities merge as players invest more time and energy into the game character at 

the expense of their real self (Barbera & Haselager, 2020; Stavropoulos et al., 2019).  

My avatars, of soccer players and adventurous warriors, mirrored experiences in the 

world where I had felt alive and capable. They became an escape when I had low self-worth. 

However, by investing in them I removed myself from the world, doing less and feeling less 

competent. 

Problematic gaming, a coping mechanism for real-world issues, can exacerbate current 

struggles or cause new ones. Yet there are options to help prevent PG and support problem 

gamers. Increased awareness of risks (Stevens et al., 2021), improved social connections (Sioni 

et al., 2017) and family bonds (Koc et al., 2020), mindfulness (Li et al., 2017), and self-

regulation strategies (Apisitwasana et al., 2018) may help. I rebuilt my social identity through 

community integration, increased self-regulation through activities such as yoga, and a sense of 

accomplishment and purpose in a new career path. These processes met in a real way the needs 

and desires games could only falsely address. 

Counsellors working with clients with PG may benefit from understanding an 

individual’s unique underlying motivations and vulnerabilities that drive the gaming behaviour. 

Behavioural addictions can be better understood through understanding personal vulnerabilities 

and the relief provided by the activity (Jacobs, 1986). Additionally, the mixed cultural messages 

of indulgence within capitalist economies can create problematic behavioural push-and-pulls, as 

well as stigma (Bailey, 2005). Discourses on addiction and problematic behaviour within 

cultural frameworks and gaming communities may adversely affect counselling clients (Bailey, 

2005; Carter et al., 2020; Jung, 2020).  

Problematic gaming can be a significant source of distress; additional research can help 

academics and clinicians understand this relationship. In this literature review, I considered 

emerging trends in this rapidly evolving field of interest. My experiences, cultural standpoint, 
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and perspective shaped my conclusions, and I used my history as a real-world example. 

Additional qualitative inquiry into problem gamers’ lived experiences may illuminate their 

unique psychological challenges and changes to self-identity heading into and out of 

problematic gaming. 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

This study posed the question: “How do those with lived experience of problematic 

gaming interpret their relationship with their chosen avatar(s)?” I used interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) to investigate avatar identification in PG due to the method’s 

increasing prominence in psychology research, suitability for a master’s thesis timeline, and 

ability to explore experiences in depth. I formatted the study question to match IPA’s open, 

exploratory framework (Smith et al., 2022). 

I used Smith, Flowers, and Larkin’s 2022 second edition textbook Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research to guide my study. It seemed the 

definitive textbook on IPA, written by three prominent IPA researchers. There is also precedent 

within my program for its use. In a search of Athabasca theses from the faculty of health on the 

Government of Canada website, I found six previous IPA masters studies (five in counselling, 

one in nursing). Each used the 2009 first edition of the Smith, Flowers, and Larkin textbook 

(Duret, 2018; Hau, 2018; Monks-Janzen, 2018; Purnell, 2019; Sakamoto, 2015, Suteu, 2015). 

Before the 2nd edition textbook was released, I used Smith and Nizza’s 2021 Essentials of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and a range of IPA methodology articles to 

understand the fundamentals and breadth of the method. I drew from each of these sources to 

inform this methodology section. 

In this chapter, I document the foundations of IPA along with my sampling, 

interviewing, data collection, data analysis, limitations, and ethical considerations. My study 

used five participants with lived experience of PG. These sections illustrate how I prepared, 

conducted, and wrote up the research. 

Rationale for Using IPA 

Previously overshadowed by quantitative methods and overlooked by prominent 

journals, qualitative research is now increasingly accepted and valued in psychology literature 

(Smith & Nizza, 2021). Researchers can use qualitative analysis to answer more exploratory, 
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open-ended questions. Considering the recent emergence of literature on PG and the potential 

confusion in the WHO’s and APA’s classifications (Deleuze et al., 2017; Starcevic et al., 2020; 

Stehmann, 2020), exploratory methods can help illuminate unexplored elements of PG 

experiences. Integrating detailed accounts through IPA can contribute depth and new avenues 

for understanding PG.  

Video games and the virtual avatars I inhabited provided me an escape from the stresses 

and uncertainties of life. At the same time, they significantly contributed to my real-life 

problems. IPA seemed a pragmatic approach to tackle this and other potential dichotomies, as it 

is “especially good at illuminating ambiguity and tensions in people’s reactions to what is 

happening to them” (Smith & Nizza, 2021, p. 4). IPA also blends well with a counselling 

background. Miller and colleagues (2018) believed that counselling skills can translate naturally 

to IPA, as counsellors are trained in active listening, building rapport, and embracing the 

flexibility needed to attend to the unique perspectives of individuals. Therefore, IPA fitted my 

skillset and the potential complexity of my topic. 

Use in Similar Studies 

As of 2021, there was some precedent for using IPA in problematic gaming research, 

with three previous studies conducted. One used publicly available shared stories rather than 

interviews (Chappell et al., 2006). Another, in planning review when I submitted my thesis 

proposal and now published, explores the differences between GD and non-pathological gaming 

(Karhulahti et al., 2022). It examined the lived experiences of problem gamers, healthy gamers 

and medical experts with experience in the field (Karhulahti et al., 2022). At the University of 

Florida in 2020, James Solari published an IPA doctoral thesis entitled Therapy with 

Disordered Gamers. Therefore, there is precedent for the use of IPA with PG populations, 

especially in these relatively early stages of research into PG. At the same time, the relative lack 

of research here also represents a gap in the current literature. 
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IPA has been used for identity, mental health, and addiction literature. I include several 

examples here, though it is not an exhaustive list. In recent years, it documented peoples’ 

personal experiences of: identity formation for synthetic cannabinoid users (Kassai et al., 2017), 

identity crises for those living with Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (Dickson et al., 2008), identity in 

engineering career transitions (Huff et al., 2019), identity crises for musical professionals 

(Oakland et al., 2013), identity for those with Tourette’s Syndrome (Malli et al., 2019), the lived 

experience of co-dependency (Bacon et al., 2020), the experience of pregnancy during anorexia 

nervosa (Chinello et al., 2019), recovery from alcohol dependency (Vegeris & Brooks, 2021), and 

the transition from active substance addiction to the role of recovering helper (Racz et al., 2015). 

IPA has a history of application to identity themes: three of the twelve IPA reference studies 

Smith and Nizza (2021) recommend including identity in the titles. IPA seemed an emerging 

and robust tool to explore people’s unique stories of a significant lived phenomenon such as PG.  

Philosophical Underpinning 

IPA is an inductive, experiential qualitative methodology. Jonathan Smith (1996) 

developed it in the early 1990s to explore issues in health psychology. Since then, researchers 

across the globe have expanded it to a wide variety of disciplines within and beyond psychology 

(Smith et al., 2022). IPA researchers attempt to understand phenomena through the context 

and story of those who have lived it (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). They do so by incorporating 

three philosophical foundations: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography (Smith et al., 

2022). IPA focuses on the meaning (hermeneutics) of individuals’ (idiography) experiences 

(phenomenology) (Smith et al., 2022). Below, I explain these three parts in detail. 

Phenomenology 

Smith (1996) developed IPA using the philosophy of phenomenology. Phenomenological 

researchers prioritize lived experience over theory (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, Smith et al., 

2022, Smythe & Spence, 2020). They focus on the meaning that individuals attribute to their 

lived experience (Noon, 2018; Thomas, 2020). The researcher is encouraged to seek rich 
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descriptions over opinions and bring an open mind to what they might discover (Thomas, 

2020). Phenomenological research is therefore focused on the subjective rather than an 

objective interpretation of an event. 

Edmund Husserl developed the theory of phenomenology, which was then forwarded by 

his pupil Martin Heidegger (Smith et al., 2022). Husserl opened scientific inquiry to explore 

people’s lived experience (Amos, 2016). He sought to challenge the traditional idea that 

knowledge was the domain of the elite, highlighting the meaning and significance in people’s 

everyday experiences (Smith et al., 2022). Husserl encouraged setting aside preconceived 

opinions (called bracketing) so that we can learn through direct conscious awareness, free from 

assumptions (Reiners, 2013). IPA incorporates Husserl’s focus on personal description while 

“put[ting] aside existing scientific constructs or any presupposed view of the world, which can 

act as a concealing barrier from the experience under investigation” (Smith & Nizza, 2021, p. 7). 

Heidegger founded philosophical hermeneutic phenomenology, basing his work on 

Husserl’s but then branching out to his theory (Burns & Peacock, 2019). The hermeneutic 

element, discussed in the next subsection, prioritizes interpretation over description (Burns & 

Peacock, 2019). Rejecting Husserl's observatory method, Heidegger considered all knowledge 

interpretation and believed that only by dynamically encountering the world can we understand 

it (Amos, 2016; Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016). He believed that we cannot separate our opinions 

and views from our interpretations of the world (Reiners, 2013). Heideggerian phenomenology 

seeks to understand meaning that is hidden within the phenomenon and can only be understood 

through interpretation (Smith & Nizza, 2021; Smythe & Spence, 2020). The “interpretative” 

element of IPA comes from Heidegger’s philosophy. IPA researchers see their participants as 

unique individuals connected to a complex web of relationships, symbols, and environments 

which create their lived experience (Smith et al., 2022).  
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Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics concerns the human process of making meaning by interpreting 

experiences (Smith & Nizza, 2021). This approach embraces ambiguity, as any act of 

interpretation is not neutral (Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016) and the mystery of fully understanding 

an experience is always a little beyond one's grasp (Smythe & Spence, 2020). A dynamic process, 

in hermeneutics the researcher plays a key role in interpreting others' experience (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014). As Thomas (2020) stated, “The researcher is the research tool” (p. 1).  

This researcher’s stance creates a layered double hermeneutic: a person shares the 

subjective meaning of their experience, which the researcher then interprets (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014). In this way, the researcher seeks to make sense of the participant while the 

participant seeks to make sense of their experience (Amos, 2016). Through this double 

hermeneutic, the researcher looks for meanings that may have been hidden from the person’s 

view or conveyed unintentionally (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). These interwoven layers of 

understanding and reflective analysis represent an essential piece of creating a rich and detailed 

account. Ultimately, a researcher will develop a hermeneutic circle, where the whole illuminates 

the part, the part illuminates the whole, and neither can be fully understood without the other 

(Amos, 2016). 

Idiography 

Idiography represents the third and final pillar of IPA methodology. According to Miller 

and colleagues (2018), IPA distinguishes itself from other phenomenological methods through 

its idiographic approach. IPA focuses on the particular rather than the universal (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014). Idiography contrasts a nomothetic approach, which seeks to generalize experience 

(Smith & Nizza, 2021). Idiography specializes in understanding that every experienced 

phenomenon is contextual (De Luca Picione, 2015). It can highlight potential outliers and 

document important differences within a homogenous group (Smith & Nizza, 2021). Thus, IPA 
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researchers analyze fewer participant accounts than most other methods but do so with an 

intent to gather more in-depth data.  

Idiography in application means that IPA explores each case before making general 

conclusions or themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). IPA thrives on a deep level of analysis, 

comparing experiences of individuals on a case-by-case basis (Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). 

Smith and Nizza (2021) state, “single cases can be intrinsically interesting and reveal factors that 

would be neglected in a group” (p. 8). Further, De Luca Picione (2015) argues that an 

idiographic approach does not limit generalizability of knowledge but adds to it, contextualizing 

cases in time and culture.  

Reflexivity 

Researcher reflection and conscious awareness are integral to good IPA studies 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2022). Reflexivity allows researchers to acknowledge 

and monitor their personal and theoretical preconceptions throughout the research process 

(Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016). Bracketing, first described by Husserl, helps researchers remain 

vigilant about their views (Amos, 2016; Smith et al., 2022). With a strong reflexive practice 

throughout the study, IPA researchers can create layered analyses of their data and track their 

decisions for reviewers and auditors (Smith et al., 2022). 

Horrigan-Kelly et al. (2016) recommend that reflexivity begins with exploring what has 

brought the researcher to the topic. As stated in my Researcher Approach section in Chapter I of 

this text, my personal experiences of PG led me here. Through creative and educational 

processes, I spent years reflecting on the desires that drew me into the games, the mental health 

challenges that intertwined with my experience, how I reconnected with the world to pull myself 

out, and why and when the pull, on occasion, returns. Having worked for six years with adults in 

recovery from drug and alcohol addiction in Canada and the UK and with children who have 

mental health concerns, I am passionate about developing resources to help those who are 

struggling. I worry about the increasing prevalence of games in young people’s lives, both 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                49 

 

because of the risk of problematic gaming and the physical, outdoors and social activities they 

might replace. I share my former mentor and professor Dr. Ross Laird’s worry that we as a 

society are not ready for the accelerating technological advancements of gaming, such as virtual 

reality (personal communication, December 2, 2016). As a counsellor and as a person, I want to 

guide people away from the route that I went down. All of these values, hopes, fears, and 

experiences guide my interest in the subject; they offer personal resources and also 

vulnerabilities. 

My experiences of PG made me an insider researcher (Smith et al., 2022). I may have 

had advantages in building rapport with participants, constructing interview questions, and 

delving into new conversational pathways (Smith & Nizza, 2021). However, Smith and Nizza 

(2021) also caution extra care with my beliefs and opinions going into the study. To mitigate the 

unconscious influence of my bias, I journaled my experiences throughout the interview process 

and wrote out my own answers to the interview questions, as they recommend (Smith & Nizza, 

2021). They warned the necessary reflection may be particularly challenging for me as an 

insider. Following their recommendation, I engaged in a bracketing interview as the participant, 

with my supervisor as the interviewer (Smith & Nizza, 2021; Thomas, 2020). I debriefed themes 

from that interview with my supervisor to check for transparency and validity in my 

connections. 

I wrote a reflexivity statement about my social and cultural positionality (Thomas, 

2020). This reflection process helped me to understand and, when applicable, set aside some of 

my biases when interviewing participants and analysing the data. However, it was impossible for 

me to become neutral as a researcher, as attested by Heidegger (Reiners, 2013). I aimed to 

create a transparent analysis so that other researchers could understand my decisions and 

conclusions. 
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Sampling and Recruitment 

I used five participants in this study, with one interview each. They ranged in age from 

mid-20s to 50; three were male and two were female. Please see the table below. In this section, 

I detail the rationale for that sample size and how I determined eligibility.  

Participant 1 Male Late-20s 

Participant 2 Female Mid-30s 

Participant 3 Male 50 

Participant 4 Male Late-30s 

Participant 5 Female Mid-20s 

 

IPA researchers seek to explore a particular perspective on a phenomenon (Smith et al., 

2022). They require a small, homogeneous group of participants who share a similar experience 

(Larkin et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2014). This selection is purposeful and directed (Smith et al., 

2022). Homogeneity means that participants’ perspectives and experiences of the phenomenon 

should have more in common than different (Larkin et al., 2019; Smith & Nizza, 2021).  

To create a homogeneous sample, I had two inclusion criteria. The first was the World 

Health Organization’s ICD-11 gaming disorder symptom criteria to determine eligibility (WHO, 

2021). In comparison with the APA’s internet gaming disorder criteria, it may better 

differentiate problematic from healthy gaming (Starcevic et al., 2020). Secondly, I used an 

inclusion question to involve only those who primarily played the genres role-playing games 

(RPGs) or massive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs). While other game 

genres involve avatars to varying degrees, RPGs and MMORPGs players generally have a 

consistent, customizable avatar. These two inclusion criteria focused perspectives on avatar 

identification in problematic gaming (Smith et al., 2022). 

One of the potentially significant limitations of the two inclusion criteria was participant 

self-reporting. I trusted their word that they had met the WHO criteria, rather than, for 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                51 

 

instance, having been diagnosed by a professional. Requiring a previous diagnosis would have 

gone against the subjective nature of my focus on the term problematic gaming (rather than IGD 

or GD). While taking participants’ word for their gaming habits having been clinically relevant 

according to GD criteria, I also needed to trust in their self-assessment that gaming had been a 

significant problem in their life. Requiring a diagnosis also would have severely limited the 

sample pool due to historically low prevalence of help-seeking behaviour in problematic gamers, 

eliminating many potential participants who had had real struggles with gaming and gotten 

better through their own means (Konkolÿ Thege et al., 2015b).  

At one point in the analysis, I wondered about the fit of one participant’s experiences due 

to a lack of overt harm in their statements; on significant reflection, I chose to include their data 

as they had: 1) stated in their pre-interview email that they met the WHO criteria, 2) spoken 

with in-depth understanding of motivations for PG, and 3) inferred the harm of PG in subtle 

ways. Therefore, to stay true to my description of PG and open the study to diverse experiences 

within the phenomenon, I initially confirmed WHO criteria and then trusted in participants’s 

self-assessment. If any participants had been obviously not impacted by gaming, I would have 

conferred with my supervisor before removing their interview from the data set. 

Considering symptoms of PG would need to have caused significant distress for over a 

year, the overall experience will likely have been significant to the person. IPA works best when 

the subject matter is particularly important to participants (Smith et al., 2022). Recruitment 

sometimes needs to go through community gatekeepers or snowball sampling (Smith et al., 

2022). I reached out to participants through gaming forums, addiction recovery forums, and the 

Athabasca University general forum. 

Samples in IPA are usually quite small to allow for rich detail (Smith et al., 2014). Miller 

and colleagues (2018) use Chan's 2018 study, where there were three participants, as an 

example. Sample sizes may also depend on time constraints (Callary et al., 2015). Smith, Larkin, 

and Flowers (2022) recommended five participants as a good number for a master’s thesis. Of 
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the six previous Athabasca University IPA studies I consulted, they had a mean of 4.5 

participants, with a range of 3-7 (Duret, 2018; Hau, 2018; Monks-Janzen, 2018; Purnell, 2019; 

Sakamoto, 2015, Suteu, 2015). Therefore, I aimed for four-to-six participants to provide for any 

extra interest and participant dropout. I ended up interviewing five participants, with no 

dropouts post-interview. 

Interviews 

Before beginning the data collection, I shared my recruitment poster with participants 

and had them sign an informed consent form based on the Athabasca University Research 

Centre templates (2021b). During interviews, I reminded participants of the consent process for 

clarity (Smith et al., 2022).  

As recommended by Smith et al. (2022), I offered participants a “time-limited right to 

withdraw” of up to one month after the interview, along with a scheduled opportunity to review 

the transcript for accuracy and the right to redact any particular comments before publication 

(p.48). This offers a more “honest” approach than the promise for right of withdrawal at any 

time, which is not possible after publication (Smith et al., 2022). 

I informed participants about the setup and overall plan for the interview, aiming to 

build a foundation of rapport and trust early on (Smith & Nizza, 2021). I kept their information 

anonymous by changing all identifying characteristics, such as names and locations, during 

transcription (Smith & Nizza, 2021). This is the extent to which qualitative studies can keep 

shared information confidential (Smith et al., 2022). I kept digital data password protected with 

strong passwords and physical data stored in a locked cabinet. All of these requirements align 

with IPA validity and AU regulations for research. 

IPA interviews aim to generate rich qualitative data (Smith et al., 2022). They tend to 

incorporate a schedule of questions to loosely guide the process, while they are primarily “led by 

the participant’s priorities and concerns” (Smith et al., 2022, p.55). I conducted one semi-

structured interview with each participant. Smith, Larkin, and Flowers (2022) consider 
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interviews to be one of the best ways to gather data in IPA, with semi-structured, in-depth, one-

on-one interviews the most popular (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2022). The aim is 

to get the participant talking and intervene only as necessary (Smith et al., 2022). 

Athabasca University Research Centre (2021a) recommends that research be done via 

social distancing at that time. I used video-conference interviews due to my residence in the UK 

and COVID-19 precautions. Online interviews presented challenges, such as creating rapport, 

but were also a good substitute as required (Smith & Nizza, 2021). I would have preferred to do 

interviews in person, as I believe that a lot can be learned from body language. It may have been 

comfortable or uncomfortable to interview online for participants with previous problematic 

technology use. Those with a strong IT identity, for instance, may have preferred it. For others, 

it may have reminded them of their PG. Throughout the interviews, participants generally 

seemed at ease and reported no concerns when I checked in before and after the body of the 

interview. Considering I now live in England, using online interviews greatly expanded my 

potential pool of participants. 

Lived experience can sometimes be challenging to capture in language (Amos, 2016). 

IPA interviews tend to be dynamic and fluid in nature to accommodate this challenge, with 

space for unexpected conversations and avenues to arise (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, Smith et 

al., 2022). A flexible approach allows time for interviewees to come to the meaning behind 

things, a key aim in IPA (Thomas, 2020). In my interviews, I endeavoured to create a non-

judgmental environment for the participant which puts them at ease to share their story (Smith 

& Nizza, 2021). I hoped to build rapport, gain trust, and be sensitive to non-verbal behaviour 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). I attempted to consciously maintain a “careful balance between 

guiding and being led” by the participant, opening myself up to unexpected insights and 

directions (Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011, p. 2). This led to unexpected insights and topics. 

Incorporating visuals of participants’ avatars in the interviews may have led to strong 

qualitative data points. We could have both reflected on the meaning behind their choice of 
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physical attributes and fashion, and their involvement (or lack thereof) in different 

communities. However, I chose not to ask participants to show me their avatars for two reasons. 

For one, these avatars and accounts may no longer exist. For instance, I have deleted many 

games and character storylines over the years in my attempts to curb my gaming. Secondly, and 

more importantly, we would be speaking about times in their lives where they were seriously 

struggling, perhaps partly because of the strong allure of those characters. Seeing the characters 

would mean booting up old games and I did not want to induce that headspace for them. I know 

for myself, going through an old character and game would increase the likelihood of me 

wanting to play and perhaps slip back into some old patterns. It would be similar to going with a 

person in recovery from drugs or alcohol back to a spot where they had used intensely. It could 

be rich in information and feeling, but also risky. While it may have been a missed opportunity, I 

chose the side of caution and greater safety for my participants.  

It is good practice to have an interview plan in advance (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; 

Smith et al., 2022). Interview guides are lists of simple questions that guide an interview, 

allowing room for participants to share their story in their own way and to subtly guide the 

interview towards answering the study questions (Smith et al., 2022). Students tend to produce 

interview schedules that are too long and detailed, which can constrain a participant’s sharing 

(Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). Instead, Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez recommend a “less is 

more” approach (2011, p. 3). I used Smith, Larkin, and Flowers’ (2022) guide to constructing an 

IPA semi-structured interview. 

An iterative process, my interview guide was open to change through consultation with 

my supervisor, my bracketing interview, and my own ongoing reflections as I prepare (Smith et 

al., 2022). Although it is possible to tweak it between interviews (Smith et al., 2022), I 

maintained the same guide while adapting my follow-up questions to the particular interviewee. 

Unlike quantitative methods, each interview in IPA is meant to be unique, with the homogeneity 
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of the sample providing consistency. Overall, I conducted one semi-structured interview with 

each participant.  

Data Analysis 

Each interview was audio-recorded, stored securely following AU’s confidentiality policy, 

and transcribed verbatim (Smith et al., 2022). Once I stored my raw data as transcriptions, I 

moved into analysis. In analysis, IPA researchers bring an epistemological stance of inductively 

generating theory, rather than validating theories from outside the data set (Horrigan-Kelly et 

al., 2016). Therefore, analysis involves close reading and re-reading of the data, and building 

themes from within it (Smith et al., 2022). Smith, Larkin, and Flowers claim that there is no 

exact procedure for analysis, instead detailing “a set of common processes … and principles … 

which are applied flexibly” (2022, p.75). Analysis is a dynamic, iterative cycle (Smith et al., 

2022). Generally, the more experienced the researcher, the more fluid and less structured the 

analysis process (Smith et al., 2022). Especially for novice IPA researchers, Smith et al. (2022) 

provide a seven-step guide for the data analysis process, which I outline below. They give 

practical examples for each step. Following analysis, I wrote up the final report. 

 IPA analysis involves interpreting each case individually to build Personal Experiential 

Themes, then cross analyzing these themes to generate General Experiential Themes from 

across the sample (Smith et al., 2022). 

Step One. In Smith, Flowers, and Larkin’s (2022) first step, the researcher immerses 

themselves in the first interview they will analyze. They read and re-read the individual 

transcript, including listening back to the audio recording. Here the researcher builds an idea of 

the interview’s narrative structure (Smith et al., 2022).  

Step Two. The researcher makes comments and notes throughout the data set (Smith et 

al., 2022). This exploratory noting process stays close to the participant’s account while building 

the initial basis for researcher interpretation (Smith et al., 2022). It includes both objective and 

subjective notes. 
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Step Three. The researcher builds experiential statements based mainly on the 

exploratory notes, supplemented by the original transcript (Smith et al., 2022). The aim is to 

keep these statements tied closely to the participant’s experiences (Smith et al., 2022). Yet they 

“reflect not only the participant’s original words and thoughts but also the analyst’s 

interpretations” (Smith et al., 2022, p.87). 

Step Four. The researcher seeks connections between experiential statements by 

scattering them and then clustering them into groups (Smith et al., 2022). This can be done 

manually or electronically (Smith et al., 2022). 

Step Five. The researcher titles each cluster of experiential statements (Smith et al., 

2022). These titled clusters become Personal Experiential Themes (PETs), meaning that they 

“reflect analytic entities” of the individual person’s experiences (Smith et al., 2022, p.94). 

Additionally, each PET will likely contain experiential statement sub-themes (Smith et al., 

2022). With or without sub-themes, PETs must include direct quotations from the transcript to 

support them (Smith et al., 2022). Smith et al.’s (2022) example has four PETs. Less themes 

overall may create greater depth to each theme (Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). 

Step Six. The researcher repeats steps one through five for each transcript (Smith et al., 

2022). 

Step Seven. With a set of PETs for each transcript, the researcher moves into cross-

case analysis to “highlight the shared and unique features of the experience across the 

contributing participants” (Smith et al., 2022, p.100). The researcher builds a table of General 

Experiential Themes (GETs) through a close examination of the PETs and their sub-themes 

(Smith et al., 2022). This table demonstrates convergence between participants’ shared 

experiences, interweaving direct quotations from their transcripts into each GET (Smith et al., 

2022). Across the table, divergence of experience and unique perspectives should also be clear 

(Smith et al., 2022).  
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Write-Up 

Smith and Nizza (2021) recommend writing up the results immediately after the analysis 

“to keep the momentum going and allow the interpretation to develop further” (p. 57). I built a 

narrative account of how the participants’ stories wove together, integrating my own 

interpretations and participant quotes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Nizza, 2021). Using 

interviewees' words gives validation to themes, by allowing their voice to shine through and 

letting the reader interpret the validity (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez 

(2011) recommended a manageable number of master themes (known in IPA as GETs), such as 

three. I ended with my analysis with four GETs, and then through rewriting reduced them to a 

more cohesive three in the write-up. During the study, it is common in IPA for unanticipated 

themes to arise, which happened at several points (Smith & Nizza, 2021). Overall, in my results 

section I present three master themes that follow a narrative account of avatar identification in 

problematic gaming, incorporating double hermeneutic interpretation and participant 

quotations throughout. 

Validity in IPA 

In this section, I outline how I validated my IPA study. Qualitative research studies can 

sometimes be difficult to validate. They have only gained general acceptance and recognition 

within research communities in recent decades, compared with the longer and more prominent 

history of quantitative analysis (Smith, 2011a). In the past, qualitative research was often judged 

by quantitative standards, thus making it harder to publish (Smith & Nizza, 2021). For instance, 

IPA does not aim to produce generalizable results but interwoven individual experiences in a 

specific group (Hefferon & Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). Therefore, the evaluative criteria needs to 

match its distinct process and goals (Smith, 2011a). Thankfully, new qualitative measures of 

validity, reliability, and quality are now available. Rather than a strict set of measures, validity 

can represent a recursive, transparent process of reflection and building connections throughout 

the research study (Hayashi et al., 2019). 
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As recommended by Smith and Nizza (2021) and other IPA papers (e.g. Miller et al., 

2018), I used Smith’s guide in Evaluating the contribution of interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (2011a) and his subsequent reply to the commentaries (2011b) to evaluate my study. 

Within these articles, Smith developed the IPA Quality Evaluation Guide. He listed criteria to 

differentiate between acceptable, unacceptable, and good IPA. Briefly, the four criteria for an 

acceptable IPA paper are: foundations in IPA philosophy, transparency, coherence and interest, 

and adequate sampling from the data (Smith, 2011a). Unacceptable studies lack one of these 

elements, and good studies build on them to produce work that engages the reader and 

significantly contributes to the topic’s literature (Smith, 2011a). I referred to this guide to 

evaluate my work once I had completed a second draft of my study results. My evaluation is 

included in the discussion section. 

Grossoehme (2014) stated that validity in qualitative data means that the portrayal of the 

data matches the essence of what was originally said. This aligns with Smith’s fourth 

requirement, using quotations which evidence conclusions, and the important process of 

maintaining participant voice through the layers of interpretation. Throughout the results 

section, I used numerous quotations from the participant interviews to illustrate my findings. 

Thereby, readers can assess the validity of my findings through the widespread use of raw 

interview data within the results section. 

In IPA, the data is inseparable from the participants’ and researcher’s interpretations. 

Hayashi and colleagues (2019) described interpretative validity in qualitative research as the 

researcher's process of constructing meaning of the data. It involves "the conscious processes, 

hidden intentions, beliefs, concepts, and values of the participants" (Hayashi et al., p. 100). 

Therefore the interpretation must be strong, creative, and understandable. This value aligns 

with Smith’s (2011a) second requirement of an acceptable IPA paper, transparency of process. 

Indeed, Smith (2011b) encourages boldness and creativity within a strong IPA framework as a 

means to enhance a study and the methodology. 
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From a quantitative perspective, the double hermeneutic interpretations of IPA may 

seem to reduce its reliability and repeatability. However, Grossoehme (2014) argues that a 

researcher's interpretations can in fact enhance reliability. To achieve reliability, a second 

researcher should be able to understand the interview and review process from the research 

notes (Grossoehme, 2014). 

Ethical Considerations 

Throughout my thesis, I used the ethical guidelines for human research from the 

Government of Canada’s Panel on Research Ethics (2020) and the Athabasca University 

Research Centre (2021a). Smith and Nizza (2021) outline ethical considerations specific to IPA, 

which I address here. A research ethics board acting through Athabasca University assessed my 

study’s ethics proposal before I recruited participants. 

Informed consent, voluntary involvement, and participant well-being are key principles 

in research ethics (Panel on Research Ethics, 2020). I followed Athabasca’s informed consent 

process, using their templates for recruitment and informed consent documents. I made clear 

that participants can “refrain from answering questions that make them uncomfortable, 

interrupt the interview at any time, and withdraw their consent for their data to be used for a 

period after the interview has finished” (Smith & Nizza, 2021, p.17). I determined this period of 

time in advance with my supervisor’s instruction as one month, and informed participants in 

writing beforehand and reminded them verbally at the end of interviews. I anonymized their 

participation in the study, making sure that any identifying features were changed within the 

transcripts and final document (Smith & Nizza, 2021). 

I also created a well-being plan to safeguard participants and myself (Grossoehme, 

2014). I monitored participants during the interview process and checked in with them at the 

end to ascertain if they needed additional support based on the topics of conversation (Noon, 

2018; Smith & Nizza, 2021). This included participants’ nonverbal cues throughout the 

interview to assess their well-being (Smith & Nizza, 2021). No participants seemed in distress or 
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stated they needed any support at the end of the interviews. Using an online platform likely 

made this more difficult for me, but may also have helped participants feel more safe, as they 

could choose their location. If needed, I would have referred them to local support 

organisations. I also monitored my own well-being to ensure that I was okay during and after 

the interview process, as IPA interviews can sometimes be intense for researchers (Smith & 

Nizza, 2021). Especially as I have my own experiences of PG, I checked in with myself following 

interviews. 

Conclusion 

IPA is a valid research methodology when studying people’s lived experiences in depth. 

It uses a combination of phenomenology, idiography, and hermeneutics. I used Smith and 

colleagues’ 2022 textbook on IPA as a guide for my interviews, individual analysis, cross-case 

analysis, master themes, and final write-up. I considered key points of the validity of IPA 

research throughout the process to try to create a sound study and followed Athabasca 

University’s ethical guidelines. In the following section, I have written up the results of the five 

participant interviews, interspersing their quotations with my research interpretations to build 

an overall picture of qualitative research data.  



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                61 

 

Chapter IV: Results 

I interviewed five participants with lived experience of problematic gaming. They stated 

they had met the criteria for the World Health Organisation’s Gaming Disorder (2021) at some 

point in their lives. Three identified themselves as male, two as female. All were students at 

Athabasca University, having seen the recruitment poster displayed on the university’s 

homepage. All were adults living in various parts of Canada. I anonymized their names and 

information and refer to them as Participants 1-5. Interview lengths were as follows: Participant 

1, 92 minutes; Participant 2, 64 minutes; Participant 3, 69 minutes; Participant 4, 58 minutes; 

and Participant 5, 48 minutes. Then I analysed each interview as a qualitative data set. 

Through IPA analysis, I arrived at three Group Experiential Themes (GETs), comprising 

a total of seventeen subthemes. Considering IPA’s interpretative nature, I found that I could 

have grouped participants’ experiences in different ways throughout the layered, iterative 

analysis process. I believe that the GETs I developed provide a narrative framework coherent 

with participants’ accounts while answering my original research question and subquestions. 

The GETs are: Avatars as doorways into a safer world, Social identity needs driving avatar 

immersion, and Returning to the real world. The themes take a general narrative approach, 

beginning with their initial experiences and ending with how they emerged from the other side. 

While the purpose of this study was not to document problematic gaming, using a narrative 

framework makes the key points about their avatar identification more contextualized and 

digestible. 

Avatars as Doorways into a Safer World 

In this theme, I explore how participants interpreted their avatar relationships during 

the beginning of their problematic gaming. They initially used gaming to relax and socialize, as 

do much of the general population. Their avatars varied from alternate versions of themselves to 

characters very different from who they were in the real world and represented a fun way to 

explore their personality. However, adverse and sometimes traumatic real-world experiences 
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shifted their gaming from healthy and harmless to a negative spiral of distress and escapism. 

Their avatars reflected this shift, often becoming a substitute identity for who they could not be 

in the real world. 

Initial Excitement about Gaming 

Despite the consequences of their gaming overall, participants recalled their initial 

gaming experiences with a sense of fondness and nostalgia. Each started playing at different 

points in their childhoods and liked video games for their own reasons. Even from the 

beginning, it is clear that participants were attracted to particular types of games based on their 

personalities. 

As a teen, Participant 2 was drawn to World of Warcraft (WoW) as a place to explore and 

socialize: “I liked it. It’s an open world, so you can meet different people there.” Having spent 

her whole life in France up to that point, she was amazed and excited to meet French-speaking 

people from around the globe. “You can speak with different people from Belgium, from Canada, 

from Africa. So it’s an open world in game but also an open world in real life. You can meet 

different people and learn about their culture.” When she moved from a free and sparsely 

populated version of WoW to the paid main server, where the “true players” played, she never 

looked back. “How can I explain it? It was amazing.” 

Participant 4 started playing as young as three or four, and got into World of Warcraft at 

age nine. He and Participant 5, who didn’t mention exactly when she first began playing, were 

both fascinated by the idea of entering into a fantasy world. Participant 5 stated: “I was always 

interested in fantasy games.” And Participant 4:  

[4] So that was kind of the initial starting off point, like the idea of fantasy and 

being in a different world as a young kid very much excited me. It’s like, ‘Oh, this is 

something else that I can dive into.’ 
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Participant 1 felt similar enthusiasm: “It blows your mind. When you’re a young kid like, 

‘Wow, I can sit here, barely move, and do so many things.’” Their initial experiences mirror the 

sort of healthy escapism that is a draw for many gamers (Kacsmarek & Drazkowski, 2014). 

Some were introduced to video games by friends or older siblings, such as Participant 3: 

“I got to the next high school, I met one guy, like we were really good friends. And he brought 

me over to his house and he showed me a couple of these games that he had been playing.” For 

him, it began as a social pastime. He and his friend even went to great lengths to play on the 

same server together, a task quite difficult in the eighties made possible only by renting adjacent 

motel rooms and connecting their computers through a phone cord. “I can’t believe we did that. 

It probably cost us an enormous amount of money and we played for a couple days. It was 

amazing, by the way.” 

For Participant 1, his parents got him gaming for their own reasons. “Started with the old 

Super Nintendo. Parents got it for me, you know, as a typical parent would for pacification, keep 

you quiet, keep you occupied.” While he remarked that this was “typical” parent behaviour, I 

questioned this statement in my analysis. There are many other reasons why parents buy video 

games for their children, such as enjoyment. His belief is likely either based directly on what his 

parents said or on his own evaluation of their reasons, considering what video games later 

became for him. 

Gaming wasn’t a problem initially for all participants bar Participant 4. Even for him, it 

still wasn’t that problematic at first, he just dove into it with the same focus and enthusiasm he 

did many things; while his parents decided that he was playing too much and locked his game 

up, it didn’t seem to have significantly affected his life as a young child and he recalls being able 

to happily engage in school and social life. Participants seemed to experience aspects of healthy 

gaming at the start, such as socialisation and exploration (Starcevic et al., 2020). Participant 2 

sums up those early experiences with her statement, “It wasn’t that intrusive in my life.” 
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Avatars as a Way to Explore Identity 

Each participant created their avatars with an idea in mind. In this subtheme, I outline 

each participants’ description of what their avatars looked and acted like. Some seemed to focus 

mainly on avatars that resembled a more interesting or powerful version of themselves, while 

others spoke about the fun and desire to try on different characters. 

Through an avatar particularly important to her, Participant 5 created “the magic version 

of me.” Through it, she entered into her first romantic relationship as a young adult. 

Personality-wise, she described that character as just like herself, but with special abilities. She 

described the avatar’s story in this way: 

[5] She was a ranger-bard, which I know is a weird combination. But it worked; 

she was basically a bard for one of the nature deities. And she didn’t really have a place to 

go, we didn’t really have like a ranger guild. She ended up in the church. But then, we 

had a DM on and she found out that there was like a hidden version of the church where 

all the rangers and bards and druids and stuff used to be part of the actual full church. … 

At the same time, she also got involved with finding a sacred relic, basically, and got 

involved with fighting a dragon. 

She continued in a detailed description of that character’s story and role within the 

community. When I asked why she felt especially connected to the character, she stated: “It 

would be that journey of finding the hidden parts of the faith and incorporating that, because I 

mean that was kind of part of becoming more pagan myself a couple years before that.” Her 

avatar allowed her to explore parts of her real self. 

The choice between good and evil was important for Participant 5. She mentioned it 

several times throughout our interview with regards to how her characters fit in the world, such 

as: “Usually I’m playing like chaotic good or neutral good.” This description points to the social 

context of her role within the avatar community. When talking about the Mass Effect main 

character Shephard (whose physical appearance and personality cannot be altered), she stated:  
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[5] The character’s kind of set, but they have a lot of interactions that have 

choices that matter in the game, that is more, are you going to end up playing as like a 

paragon, like a good guy, or renegade, that’s more the intimidate way, and then that 

starts to influence the rest of the game. 

Therefore, for her detailed customization of appearance isn’t necessary in bonding with a 

character and determining how she wanted to play the game and who she would be in that 

world. 

Participant 3 described the various avatar personas that he would create: 

[3] So with just about every MMO I’ve played, I’ve always used just a small 

handful of character names. And each of those character names, I identify with a certain 

type of personality, a total persona. Like, I could write an entire biography of each one of 

these people. I think there’s three of my main ones. And one of them’s like this roguey-

type-merchanty character. One of them is this just brawny, super big warrior dude. And 

then I used to-- way back when I was a younger man, I used to play a female character. 

And she was this kind of roguish rangery-type character. 

In the above quote, he referred to the avatar personas as “people” in themselves, with full lives 

and backstories. He admitted to creating avatars very unlike himself:  

[3] Often the roles that I would pick would be people that I would never be in real 

life, too. That’s the other part of it. So you know, a rogue character that’s kind of thieving 

but also a bit of a merchant, really high social skills. Three total things that I am not! I 

am not roguish. I have the cunning of my cat sitting on the couch. … Never! Never in my 

life. And then a big brawny warrior? I’m a computer nerd! 

Participant 2 took time and care whenever setting up a new character, because she knew 

it would be hard to change after the initial customization. “When I create a character, I would 

spend maybe one hour in customising and finding the name. … You take your time to select 

everything, to set up your character.” She stated that, “I like to play female [avatars].” This 
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opened up a wider discussion of gender within gaming, which will be discussed later in this 

chapter. She was proud to be a competitive female gamer and to portray herself in the game as 

female. She described changing her character’s costume and updating hair and clothing styles. 

Participant 2 was a very social gamer and she related to her avatar as a social extension of 

herself in guilds and other groups. “Finally your character is something that represents you 

when you talk with others. So you take care of it.” 

Participant 2 reflected back to her first avatar with fondness, even if she made many 

character building mistakes when learning the game. “So I still love like, for example, my truly 

first character. … I remember my first name it was in French, it’s petite lapin, which in English 

[means] small bunny. I was so young.” At this she laughed, and the nostalgia for youth and the 

beginnings of things was clear for her. 

Participant 4 also laughed as he remembered his first characters on World of Warcraft. “I 

started off my first character not really understanding any of the game systems or anything like 

that. So I completely miffed my character and was next to useless.” He chose avatars that fit his 

real-life personality; during our interview, he was talkative and bubbly. 

[4] So more or less anything that was big, beefy and in your face. … I need to 

jump around. I’m very fidgety as is, as a person. So it’s nice to be able to have to watch 

for things and essentially do tons of things in order to survive. 

Participant 1 also looked for characters that resembled himself and, more particularly, 

his life circumstances. He was much less interested in appearances or persona than in the 

avatar’s social situation. In fact, it was how he chose games: 

[1] Many of the games I found I wasn’t interested in either I didn’t, I couldn’t 

relate to the main character in terms of their struggles. It never mattered their specific 

identity, if you know what I mean; like, it didn’t matter the gender of the main character 

or their ethnicity, none of that. It always -- what resonated with me was their struggles. 
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Further on, I explore in more depth how Participant 1 immersed himself in underdog characters 

that resembled a version of himself. For him, identity played a deep and core part to his 

escapism. 

Participant 1 also found that how he related to avatars changed based on his life 

experiences. For instance, he initially had no interest in the Mass Effect games and their military 

spaceship captain main character, Commander Shepard. However, after he lost a friend whose 

favourite games were the Mass Effect series, he gave it another shot.  

[1] Nostalgic, it became very nostalgic. Because I was reliving memories with him, 

a friend that had passed…. And then because my situations in life had adjusted, one, 

notably because of the military, the game was kind of like, ‘Oh, neat, like a military kind 

of style.’ Obviously much different, but that’s what made me fall in love with the game, 

not just for the nostalgic aspect of it. But I found I was able to relate more to the story 

now, as opposed to when it first came out when I was younger. 

Overall, participants chose avatars that reflected themselves or allowed them to be 

someone completely different. Some held fond memories of their first, often “useless” characters 

through whom they entered into the game world. Some sought to recreate themselves in the 

gaming worlds as more able, confident, and social. While their initial experiences of gaming and 

their avatars were harmless curiosity and fun, their escapism turned from pastime to a defence 

mechanism when their life situations changed. 

Adverse Real-World Experiences 

Participants’ experiences of gaming changed when their real-world situations changed. 

For some, gaming became an escape from stressful environments, where they could lose 

themselves and forget their troubles. Participants 1-4 all described specific difficult situations 

they faced in the real world that led to them escaping into virtual realities. Participants 1, 3 and 

4 all faced challenging and at times traumatic experiences growing up. Participant 2’s adversity 

came as a young adult. Participant 5 did not describe her initial reasons for gaming 
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problematically. Several participants described low self-esteem as a contributing factor to their 

PG. All participants described adversity at some point in their lives growing up, and four linked 

that directly to their increased gaming. 

When Participant 1 was nine, his parents’ arguments escalated. In response, he turned to 

the pacifier they had provided: 

[1] I started noticing arguments in the household. Sometimes they would get very 

elevated. I hear yelling, and then I hear some things being thrown. So then it was like, I 

just want to block it all out. So I would try to turn up the volume and just fall into the 

game as much as possible. So I wouldn’t have to focus externally on the environment, 

what’s going on, the chaos, all that. 

He had described his parents getting him games as a pacifier and I spent a long time 

contemplating that metaphor. Video games may have functioned as a pacifier for his own 

emotions, as his parents intended. However, in his description above, his emotions would have 

been in reaction to their behaviour. Therefore, rather than primarily pacifying him, gaming 

seemed to form a shield that protected him from the volatile emotions and behaviour of his 

loved ones.  

That shield extended to other areas of his life as well. Participant 1’s problems weren’t all 

at home, unfortunately. “Being a fat kid at school getting bullied, you just feel like nobody 

cares.” For him, it created a sense that nowhere was safe in the real world: 

[1] I feel like it can be a compounding effect when it’s not just outside the home 

that is difficult, like school, work, anything like that. But when your home life is also 

stressful and stuff like that, I feel like it really amplifies the desire to escape, desire to do 

something and not think about reality. 

At home Participant 1 could drown out the fighting around him. He could simultaneously 

distract himself from the emotional pain and isolation he felt from his experiences at home and 

at school. 
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Unlike the others, Participant 4 felt he had a problem controlling his playing from an 

early age. “I would play it tons, right. And obviously, you know, parents were concerned. Like, 

‘Oh, man, you’re brushing off your school and your responsibilities to play a video game. Like, 

this is a problem.’” His parents put a lock on his computer gaming time but within six months he 

had secretly figured it out. “So that’s kind of when I knew, ‘Maybe this is a problem for me.’” His 

parents did not catch him playing when he shouldn’t, indicating that it likely wasn’t all-

encompassing. He talked about doing well at school and going out in the neighbourhood with 

friends. However, that came to an end. 

He experienced a dramatic turning point into heavier gaming. Aged 12, he suffered a 

series of traumas that drastically affected his experience of life. Some neighbourhood kids 

repeatedly attacked him, at one point pulling out a knife. “Anytime I went out during that 

summer, because it was during the summer, I would always have a conflict or something would 

always happen because they knew where I lived.” He suffered a head injury, after which the 

doctor ordered him to stay isolated in a dark room for months. 

The injury led to memory loss, which then made school difficult and stressful. “The head 

injury stuff was kind of the catalyst. … So I always felt stupid in school because I couldn’t 

memorize things the same as everybody else. So I was really stressed out and then honestly 

depressed about it.” His mental health was declining and he felt insecure among his peers, both 

due to the trauma and feeling unable to compete academically. “There’s a reason I like playing 

these games, because then I don’t have to think about what’s going on around me, that’s out of 

my control that I’m trying to control.” Gaming became his escape from the stressors of 

education and, like Participant 1, his bullies. Reflecting on his choice of avatar, he used the 

phrase: “[I like to] do tons of things in order to survive.” Perhaps to some degree he was playing 

out his real-world trauma responses through the games. 

Participant 3 was already experiencing challenging life situations when he began playing: 
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[3] I was a social outcast in high school and that’s probably a big portion of it. … 

The first high school I was in, I was having all sorts of troubles at home and I did some 

terrible things. … Eventually I had to go work for my dad for like a year. It was the worst 

thing ever. 

He did not go into any more detail as to the troubles at home, so it’s unknown whether these 

mirrored Participant 1’s in any way. But as a teenager in a new school, Participant 3 made a new 

best friend and found a relief valve for the pain of social awkwardness. “And then, [we were] still 

feeling very social outcasts at school, but I had this buddy who was into this stuff.” Gaming 

began as a way for him to hang out with his new friend and then extended into a new, safer 

social environment. 

Neither of the two female participants mentioned adverse childhood experiences. 

Participant 5 was more reticent in what she revealed about her personal life. I tried to fill in 

some of the gaps in her story based on allusions she made. Similar to Participant 3, social 

awkwardness and isolation may have played a part. For instance, she described not having a 

significant romantic relationship until her mid-twenties. She stated, “I was definitely missing a 

lot in my life and that’s what drew me in deeper.” Although she did not go into detail, she 

reflected on escape and avoidance as important elements. In describing what may drive people 

to game problematically, she stated: “Why is that character addicting? Oh, one, it is probably 

avoiding the stuff you don’t want to look at in your own life.” 

Participant 2’s experience does not fall into the description of an adverse childhood 

experience. Instead, at around twenty-years-old, her university degree ground to a halt when 

she had to apply for mandatory internships.  

[2] I received many refusals. So I couldn’t continue in my degree. So I had to 

stop. And at the same time, I couldn’t find any job. And I think it was at that moment 

that I started to be addicted to my game. 
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She had been playing for several years up to that point, but it wasn’t problematic for her 

until she lost her trajectory in university. Whereas others such as Participant 1 and Participant 4 

gamed to avoid other people’s actions, Participant 2’s stress directly came from a void or lack in 

her life. She became stuck in the real world, but she could move forward in the game. 

Low Self-Esteem as a Vulnerability 

Unable to move forward in her education or career, Participant 2 found an outlet for her 

natural inclinations as a leader and organiser, along with a way to meet and socialize with 

people from all walks of life. However, because she felt stuck in her real life, the game took over. 

“I stopped searching for a job, I stopped searching for continuing my studies. It was a kind of 

place that I was able to hide.” Other people can get stuck in their degrees and careers and not 

turn to gaming. What may have made the difference for Participant 2? “I think my self-esteem 

was low. And it was easier for me to stay on [the] game.” In the online environment of WoW, she 

could be confident and truer to her personality.  

Participant 5 spoke about the appeal of embodying another person when her own self-

esteem was low. Through games, she felt she could build up her self-esteem through skills and 

social roles. She could see herself in a different light. 

[5] So you can even be somebody else, as somebody who’s having more fun, and 

is doing more cool things, and has some magic involved or is a really good sniper, or a 

really good football player, whatever it is. … Especially when you’re in points where you 

have lower self-esteem. Especially as teenagers and that, that’s pretty powerful. But like, 

they’re better. They’re better than you. So why would I play the worse me? I’ll play the 

better me. 

For Participant 4, his academic experiences after the head injury severely dented his self-

esteem. 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                72 

 

[4] You know, the god honest truth is, with the head injuries and stuff like that, I 

always thought I was dumb. … It’s just, you know, self-esteem, being treated like you 

were stupid, even by teachers. … That was a big thing for me. 

Participant 4 also brought up self-esteem when speaking about helping young people 

struggling with PG. “Do they have self-confidence? Do they have self-esteem issues? That’s a 

huge one. And that’s one that really rings with me, is self-esteem.” 

In the next theme, I describe participants’ motivations for social recognition as a source 

of their PG. That desire for social acceptance may also stem from low self-esteem in their real 

lives. Participants 1 and 3 both speak to social rejection and isolation in the real world. Socially 

outcast in their schools, it is likely that both struggled with low self-esteem as well. Rather than 

a root cause, low self-esteem seems a marker for other personal struggles. The combination of 

adversity and a lack of self-esteem from previous experiences may combine to make someone 

vulnerable to PG.  

Hyperfocus  

Participants’ gaming intensity showed up in different ways. The WHO’s definition is 

intentionally broad for this reason. However, during their PG, participants all gamed intensely 

in some way. Participants 4 and 5 both related it back to “addictive” or “obsessive” parts of their 

personalities that come out in many aspects of their lives.  

Participant 4 believed that intense gaming was a natural extension of his personality. 

“My problem is like, with the training, it then becomes an addiction for a while. So I swap 

addictions constantly…. This is how it usually goes for me, is I go from one extreme to another.” 

When we spoke, he was playing World of Warcraft just to make money bartering items on the 

eBay-style social economy.  

[4] It just becomes essentially what a gambling addiction is. So it’s like, let’s see if 

my little investment can make me a good return. It’s not healthy, I know that, but at least 

it’s not real money…. I’ve started playing the market and stuff, and I started off with, I 
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think, like 5K or something like that. I’m now over 100K. Just in, I think four days, five 

days, I did that. So that becomes the addiction for me, is just seeing that little gold 

number go up. 

Participant 1 related to the in-game mechanisms for achieving something. “The game 

gives you a little jingle and a chime like, Congratulations, you won the fight, you did good.” 

Participant 4 went further in blaming game companies for designing potentially harmful games. 

“[Diablo Immortal] is very predatory in the way that currency is spent and currency is bought…. 

I knew dudes spending $5000 real money on an online game.” He stated he has always been 

attracted to the numbers side of video games. They feel real to him, and give a sense of 

accomplishment. “It’s ones and zeroes, but those are your ones and zeros.” 

Participant 5 related her problematic gaming to her recent ADHD diagnosis. For her, it 

seemed a moment of epiphany, where her habits and obsessive play suddenly made sense. 

[5] Probably like this last year that I learned that I actually have ADHD, so it’s 

basically hyper-focus area. So hyper-focus means nothing else exists. So with school this 

past term, it was more about the ‘I need to draw all of these things for this art course’ and 

nothing else existed, and I’m not sure I ate on Sundays. Same deal, but with games. 

This obsessive personality or hyper-focus seemed to find a niche in gaming. Alongside 

adverse experiences growing up, it may have made them especially vulnerable. 

Escape into a Better Identity 

Participants chose avatars that allowed them to get what they needed from the game. All 

participants sought to fit into the online avatar community and play a role that was meaningful 

to them. For Participant 4, playing an avatar allowed him to leave behind his isolated, awkward 

real-life self and start fresh. “My thought was, I can be someone else…. In reality, I was a very 

quiet, sort of meek guy, and then in the game I could essentially be who I thought I wanted to 

be.” In this subtheme, I explore how participants used avatar identification as a means of escape 

from their real selves and a world that felt unsafe. 
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Participant 4’s bullying and health issues pushed him towards gaming: 

[4] So that kind of set me into a locked-in prisoner in my own house. So that’s 

when I really started gaming, because that’s all I could do without [going anywhere]. And 

then being able to live a different life through a character. 

However, he sees two parts to it.  

[4] I think my childhood did play a role in the reasoning why I wanted that 

escapism. But that’s kind of the main reason is just like, ‘Oh, this is fun. This is 

something that I enjoy doing. So I’m going to do it to the extreme.’ 

Therefore, for him the external reasons were important but not the most important. He 

would likely have become an intensive gamer anyway. Perhaps his traumatic experiences may 

have differentiated what would likely have been intensive healthy gaming from problematic 

gaming. 

[4] You have people like myself who take that escapism to an extreme and just 

don’t want to deal with reality because reality is scary. And this game isn’t, because it’s 

black and white, right? I think that’s what it comes down to is video games are black and 

white, reality is abstract. That’s scary. 

In that quote, he described engaging in escapism “because reality is scary.” His worldview seems 

to have been shaped by his experiences of bullying and being attacked as an adolescent. For 

Participant 4, it was a combination of his obsessive personality and his fear. 

Participant 3, who had described his three main archetypes of avatar, merchant, warrior, 

and female rogue, reflected that they may have allowed him to escape himself.  

[3] So these characters or persona, how they move, the things they say, and the 

things they do, are totally opposite of who I am. I think maybe even, you know, thinking 

about it I probably even chose those characters because they’re so different from who I 

am. 
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Here he does not create an explicit link between escape, avatar choice, and the self. There are 

several possibilities about why he explicitly created characters that were the opposite to himself, 

including exploration. Yet within the wider context of his adverse childhood experiences and 

urge to escape through gaming, he may be trying to escape personal shame, low self-esteem, or 

other discomfort in his own skin. 

Participant 1 found that he chose avatars that he could relate to. “Especially as a child, I 

was taking on the persona of a main character that was very strong, as opposed to me where I 

felt weak and helpless in my life.” However, not any strong character would do. They had to start 

out in the game as vulnerable and powerless, like himself: 

[1] If the main character was this big, like top dog kind of thing, you know, like 

most of the superhero games and stuff, I didn’t have a lot of interest just because I 

couldn’t relate to their struggles within the storyline where like, I would kind of view 

myself as someone who’s bullied, kind of the underdog. So like games where the main 

character was more the underdog, or faced a lot of like pressure or barriers in the 

storyline, in terms of like other characters or events, things like that, where they’re being 

pushed back, you got to get stronger to push forward. Those games are the ones I really 

identify with. 

For Participant 1, living through a resilient avatar must have felt like freedom. 

Participant 3 described how his connection with avatars identified as he became more 

and more involved in social roles and quests within the gaming worlds. 

[3] You are a part of that character, you basically immerse yourself right into that. 

And I remember so distinctly, especially with the Ultima Online one, like that feeling like 

I wasn’t here, like I was gone. I was a part of that world and I was so bloody immersed in 

that character, that I couldn’t see the world around me, it was crazy. And from a physical 

aspect, like I don’t know, but from an emotional -- from the feeling of “I am that person.” 
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Participant 1 loved the feeling of total escapist immersion as well. “I felt like I could 

escape into this video game into a completely different world, take on the persona of someone 

completely different.” His description here creates a paradox of his other statements that he only 

chose avatars whose situations resembled his own struggles. It seems that he would find a 

character that he related to and completely leave himself behind to become that persona. In 

intensive episodes, he spent every available moment in-game: 

[1] I’d be playing the video game about 5pm, eating whatever quick convenience 

food I could find or make within five minutes. And I would play that right till about, oh, 

geez, probably 2-3am. Get up at 6am for work. And then just rinse, wash, repeat. 

Participant 2 wanted to be a leader. “I was proud of my character because I played well. I 

played a range. So it was good for me because I was leading my roster, so I needed to be out of 

the fight.” When she became stuck in her real life, unable to move forward in her academics or 

get a job, her avatar was the outlet for her competitive drive. “I was the leader and I was telling 

each person what they have to do during the night for each boss and the strategy and the 

position mentoring, etc. So it was a huge thing.” 

Participant 5 took on a similar leadership role, but in a lore-keeping position within her 

guild. “I like being some of the characters that know all the things.” She speaks about the ability 

to improvise and act out a role: 

[5] But there’s still different times where you’re really focused on how you’re 

going to portray that character and what different aspects of yourself you want to include 

or different aspects that are outside of that you wanted to try and experience with it, like 

I guess what actors are like, ‘I want to have that role because it is gonna challenge me 

and make me think differently.’ 

In an example that meant a lot to her real-life identity, gaming allowed her to begin 

exploring her sexuality in a safe environment: “This was the first character where I was 

romantically involved with another character as well. So I got really into it, especially since I was 
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a late bloomer and had never really had an actual relationship.” Her avatar became a safe 

surrogate in which to have a relationship.  

Participants’ choice of avatars and games seems directly related to their real-world 

challenges. Perhaps their avatars allowed participants to be who they yearned to be. Exploring 

alternative identities may be commonplace for any RPG gamer; however, participants in this 

study did so with the backdrop of adverse experiences, low self-esteem, and social struggles. As 

Participant 5 put it: “[Your avatars are] better. They’re better than you. So why would I play the 

worse me? I’ll play the better me.” A harmless pastime for those rooted firmly in a secure real-

world identity might become dangerous for those who are trying to escape their actual selves 

due to adverse or traumatic experiences. Embodying a specific type of avatar, in a particular 

type of virtual environment, allowed participants to temporarily fulfil their unmet real-world 

needs. 

Social Identity Needs Driving Avatar Immersion 

In the previous theme, I documented participants’ initial experience of gaming and 

avatars, and how they shifted from harmless exploration to an escape from real-world adversity. 

In this theme, I continue participants’ stories of avatar identification. Participants described the 

intensity of their gaming experiences and how they took priority over almost all else in their 

lives. They were driven to extreme playing by the lure of social acceptance and recognition 

within virtual avatar communities. At a certain point, the consequences of their gaming on their 

real lives became unmanageable and they had to contemplate a way out.  

Leaving the Real World Behind 

Barbara and Haselager (2020) postulated that avatar identification in PG can lead 

gamers to substituting their real selves into virtual avatars, with significant sacrifices. Several 

participants mentioned the vicious cycle that gaming created: the more they invested in the 

gaming worlds, the more impact it had on their daily lives, and then the more they wanted to 

escape into their avatars.  
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Participant 1 reflected: “And it would make me dive deeper, if you will, where I would 

stay up late, try to sneak a few extra hours playing video games, so I’d be more tired for school.” 

His story most clearly showed the relationship between the struggles of his real life and why he 

immersed himself in games. For him, the real world was made up of bullying peers and fighting 

parents; it is understandable why he wanted to escape. That urge became automatic. “As soon as 

I came across any sort of life stressor, video games would be my first go to.” He put more and 

more resources into his gaming life, to the detriment of his real self. “At first I thought it was 

helping me but in the end, it was actually harming me because I was losing a lot of social skills.”  

His gaming habits created a downward spiral of mental stress, missing sleep, lying, and 

isolating, so that he became less able to cope with the real world. 

Participant 2 gamed to extremes because she was stuck in her education and career, and 

she became more stuck the more she gamed.  

[2] So it’s a vicious circle, like you start on [a] game, and because your health is 

declining you continue because you’re good at it, but you’re not good at life. So why do 

you bother yourself? Continue what you’re doing great…. I stopped searching for a job, I 

stopped searching for continuing my studies. It was a kind of place that I was able to 

hide. 

What she hid from seems to be the stress of being stuck, or what that means to her. Others in 

her position likely found alternative paths, healthy or unhealthy. She had established WoW as a 

safe place to explore, socialize, and compete. She was “doing great” there, so it became an 

obvious if irrational path to pursue. Unfortunately, gaming achievements do not translate into 

the real world and her success in-game ultimately frustrated her ability to move forward. 

Throughout many of the interviews, I noticed a recurring theme of substitution. 

Participants made good on their hopes of escaping their lives by immersing themselves in their 

gaming world so deeply that it became more important than real life. For instance, Participant 3 

would become completely immersed in the world of the game for months at a time: 
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[3] I remember so distinctly, especially with the Ultima Online one, like that 

feeling like I wasn’t here, like I was gone. I was part of that world and I was so bloody 

immersed in that character that I couldn’t see the world around me, it was crazy. 

At various points in our interview, Participant 3 described the length and intensity of his 

immersion in gaming worlds. In the quote above, he notes that his real-world self was, in 

essence, “gone.” He had substituted his awareness and his self-embodiment into the gaming 

world.  

Participant 2 described a similar experience of substituting the real world for the game: 

“So, my real life became my game life.” She went on to explain how she rooted her feelings of 

self-worth and personal accomplishment almost exclusively in WoW raiding and leaderboards. 

“When I was addicted, everything was laid on the video game. If I was successful, it was because 

of the video game.” Participant 2, who had noted that low self-esteem significantly contributed 

to her PG, seemed to substitute her self-esteem from the real world into gaming avatars, where 

she felt good about herself. 

Participant 1’s gaming and real-world selves overlapped in a unique way. He shared a 

story from after his parents’ separation and his move to a new school: 

[1] After about two months, one day on the playground, I remember it because it 

was a pretty big deal. Kid was pushing me around, pushed me to the ground, took my 

shoe. And in a moment, I remember thinking about the video game I’d played. And I 

remember like, oh, well, I’ll just, you know, push this guy. And so I pushed him, he got 

up. He got more upset, so he went to push me again. I ended up attacking him. So I 

punched him a couple times in the face and then kicked him, pushed him away. The 

playground monitors, or the adults at the school like while the kids are out at recess, they 

didn’t see him initiate the pushing. And, you know, taking my shoe and throwing it at 

me. They just saw when they turned around me, as the bigger kid punching this smaller 

kid in the face and then kicking him and then him subsequently crying. So I got into 
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trouble. The school threatened to call the police, get the police involved. I was very 

young, so I was terrified. I was in the principal’s office getting yelled at, all that. And 

from that moment, at that point, I ended up escaping heavily into video games, where 

that’s all I could think of for almost half a year. I didn’t think of anything else, I didn’t see 

friends, didn’t talk to anyone at school, if I was able to or allowed to. I’d have the old disk 

Walkman, put headphones in, just so I could tune everything out. My entire train of 

thought from day until night was all about the video games I was playing. 

In this story, Participant 1 took inspiration from his video games, in which he could play out an 

underdog character and become successful and accepted. However, embodying his avatar in a 

moment of stress did not help him in the real world in this case and he took that to heart. 

Instead, it created a situation in which he felt further need to escape and his gaming became all-

consuming. 

Seeking Acceptance and Status 

Several participants described social motivating factors for their PG. They experienced 

an intense lure for real social recognition within avatar communities. This recognition could be 

real (from other players online) or imagined (from NPCs and storylines). All participants 

highlighted significant social factors in their own ways. It seemed that in the background of real-

world adverse experiences, status and acceptance were key forces in driving their PG. Avatars 

became a way to feel a sense of social acceptance and status. 

Participant 1’s story highlights the connection between adverse real-world experiences 

and the lure of social safety in gaming. After several years of constant fighting, Participant 1’s 

parents broke up. His father began abusing drugs; his mother raised him alone and worked 

several tough jobs just to make ends meet. They moved provinces and Participant 1 entered a 

different school, where he knew no one and was bullied for his weight. “[Gaming] starts out as a 

pacifier, but then it almost inadvertently develops into a coping mechanism.” Feeling helpless in 

his own life, he sought out avatars that reflected his own situation.  
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Underdog game characters became a way for him to play out his own story in a place 

where he could succeed. His characters both resembled himself and offered the opposite 

embodied feeling to reality: 

 [1] You’re not powerless, like [with] bullies at school, where I couldn’t do 

anything, I was too big, I was too weak, or they were much bigger than me. In the video 

game, if someone attacks you, you can fight back. 

He found a feeling of safety through embodying a more capable, less vulnerable version of 

himself.  

For some participants, the feelings of confidence and influence through their avatars 

were directly related to social acceptance. Participant 1 and Participant 3 especially had a strong 

drive to achieve social recognition through virtual worlds. However, while achieving the same 

ends, the way participants interacted with the gaming communities differed significantly. 

Participant 3 was a self-described social outcast at school. He began gaming when it was 

much less mainstream than today, and in the games he found a similar, accepting social group.  

[3] I was able to fit in in a way that I could or wasn’t able to in real life and be able 

to talk to these people, sort of on the same level, because a lot of these people, at least 

during that time, were sort of in the same boat. … I’m able to be social in a place where it 

feels relatively safe. 

The gaming worlds opened up a social sphere unavailable to him otherwise. They contrasted the 

anxiety he felt about real-world socialization.  

Feeling unsafe at home and at school, Participant 1 also experienced acceptance through 

the in-game community. 

[1] You start feeling like you’re a part of the community, this virtual, artificial 

community. You feel you’re part of it and you’re accepted. There’s no prejudice, there’s 

no nothing, there’s no discrimination, you are wholeheartedly accepted, so long as you’re 
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holding the controller pushing this main character around. … Nobody’s calling me fat or 

fatso, nobody’s making fun of me. I don’t have to listen to people yell. 

The game became a direct safe space in comparison to his real-world experiences. While at other 

points he spoke about the urge to do something great through his avatar for the in-game social 

praise, the need he spoke to in the quote above is more basic. He was looking for simple 

acceptance. The volatility of his life and his vulnerability made him especially vulnerable to 

trying to create a new self who could be okay in the world. 

In contrast to the other participants, who connected with real people through games, 

Participant 1 referred to offline, solo role-playing games. He tried MMORPGs like WoW but did 

not like them. Therefore, unlike others who played MMORPGs, the communities there were 

fictional, populated by non-player characters (NPCs). Yet his imagination filled in the blanks 

and it meant that no one could hurt him. Even though it was imaginary, he felt driven to attain 

acceptance and camaraderie from the NPC communities. 

Having started out as a pacifier for Participant 1, video games continued as emotional 

support. For instance, in his early twenties, he lost a close friend to a horrible work accident. 

Playing and replaying his friend’s favourite video game, Mass Effect, became a way for him to 

relive memories of being with him. “And as I was playing them, it was like flashback memories 

of watching him play or like helping him play a spot that he would get stuck in and stuff like that 

at his place.” Unable to process his grief in real life, he could grieve while playing. Mass Effect 

had a specific emotional connection in this instance, and he ended up playing all four games 

through to their end four times each. 

Even if the games did not have a specific tie to a person, they were still his way to grieve 

for other loved ones who passed away. “I would process it in my own way where I’d be in a quiet 

room just focusing on something. And quite honestly I would be crying while I was playing the 

video games, because I’d be thinking about the loss of the family member.” Having shielded him 

from harsh and aggressive behaviour growing up, games became his safe place to reflect, to be 
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with his emotions, and to express them. They helped him connect with himself and his feelings 

for his loved ones in a way that felt safe. 

Stuck in her real life, Participant 2 sought socialization, achievement, and competition. “I 

was the leader and I was telling each person what they have to do during the night for each boss 

and the strategy and the position mentoring, etc. So it was a huge thing.” Participant 2’s PG 

resulted from a confluence of three elements: she already enjoyed the game, she got stuck in her 

life, and she did not have the confidence to pursue real-world alternatives to her obstacles. 

Instead, she developed herself as a leader and competitor in WoW. 

Being competitive and being seen as a high achiever was a key driving factor for several 

participants. To continue with Participant 1, his choice of character did not only reflect his needs 

for safety and emotional connection. Gaming worlds allowed him to not only feel safe, but to feel 

recognized. 

[1] So the games I really enjoyed were definitely the games where the main 

character in their storyline is portrayed as they’re the underdog, or they’re just a simple 

nobody. And you’re striving to accomplish a great task or save people. Things like that. 

Do something that’s actually mentionable or noticeable, things like that. 

He seemed to be seeking what he did not have: to be noticed and valued. By obsessively playing 

a virtual character who resembled himself, he could transcend his circumstances. 

Initially drawn in by social acceptance with similarly socially-awkward peers, Participant 

3 found that gaming provided a world in which he could succeed.  

[3] You start to get deeper and deeper into it, because that’s where you fit in, 

that’s where you feel comfortable. And of course, then you get the achievements and that 

feeling of being successful with things that are easy relative to real life, right. 

He was the opposite to Participant 1. Solo games were not an issue for him. “Single player games 

just don’t do that. Not in the same way.” Ironically, Participant 3 would play MMORPGs in solo-

style to achieve the feeling of social status.  
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[3] Thing is, I didn’t even play with a lot of other people. I often played alone. But 

there’s still this feeling like, if I can get this done and I get this high in this experience 

level, people are gonna look at me in the game with respect, or this idea that I’m gonna 

be better than them or something. Or like, ‘That guy, I can’t believe it. He’s got 

experience level 12.’ Or whatever, I don’t know what the levels are anymore. He’s got 

experience level 12 in exploration. He really is dedicated to put that much effort into 

mapping out something. And people are like, ‘Well, I would never do that, you know.’ So 

it makes you feel special, makes you feel like you can accomplish something that other 

people can’t. Whereas in the real world, it’s a lot harder to be that person that is better 

than other people, than everybody else, or even some people at certain things. 

He too seeks that recognition of accomplishment and value within a community, just in a 

slightly different way to Participant 1. 

In our interview, I brought up the image of the wandering hero in myths and legends 

returning out of the wilds. He distilled it down to status: “I remember I spent a lot of time in 

those areas and in the hardest possible ways [of playing], so that I can get more than other 

people.” Participants seemed to want to stand out, and felt they could do so in games in a way 

that was impossible or inaccessible to them in real life. 

Participant 3’s experiences relate to Participant 2’s, who also found in-game achievement 

easier than real-world achievements as a young adult. While she did not talk directly about 

recognition or status, she was driven to play obsessively by the promise of social success and 

achievement. “When I have the goal to be on the leaderboard, I play until I am on the 

leaderboard.” This may relate to a need for recognition or simply to a goal-oriented, competitive 

streak within her. 

Of the various drives and desires that participants experienced in their problematic play, 

social goals stood out most prominently. Participant 1 sought a feeling of safety through NPC 

communities that could not harm him in a real way. Participant 3 put countless hours into 
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achieving levels and accolades that distinguished him from other players. Participant 4 stated 

that one of his biggest lures into obsessive gaming was: “Not knowing where I fit socially. And 

that’s still a problem to this day, knowing where I fit socially.” In the game, he could fit in and 

express himself freely. Participant 2 and Participant 5 both found social leadership roles within 

their online communities, which they engaged in to the detriment of their real-world lives. 

When speaking about their avatars, participants spoke extensively about what that meant to 

them on a social level. Participants used avatar identification to enter into a social environment 

that felt safer to them. Avatars helped them achieve social recognition in contrast to their 

feelings of isolation and awkwardness in the real world. 

Long Hours 

As participants began to substitute reality for the gaming worlds, they spent immense 

amounts of time gaming. Participants 1-4 all spoke about long hours dedicated to games during 

their PG. Participant 2 stated, “I played 16 hours a day, every day of the month.” Participant 3 

estimated it was “12-to-15 hours a day. Easy. Easy.” These estimates indicate an extreme amount 

of time spent on the game. Considering the avatar identification and real-world substitution 

they were experiencing, many of the participants felt it was natural at the time to spend so much 

time gaming. 

In the following quotations, Participants 1-3 all described the singular focus they had 

while gaming. For Participant 1, it could be days without a real break: 

[1] I could play them for hours, like 8-12 hours, no problem. That’s no problem at 

all. Weekends, especially, you know, you start playing at like 6-7pm after dinner, keep 

playing through the night until about 3am, till your eyes are almost burning. And then 

you realize, ‘Oh, I should probably go to bed.’ Wake up the next day: rinse, wash, repeat, 

do it again. And to me, I enjoyed it. I thought it was totally fine. 

Such periods of time would leave little left for self-care, sleep, and holding down a job. Almost 

all of their energy, drive, and focus at this time must have been committed to the game.  
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Participant 2 described her days similarly: “So we played and this is when I start to play 

from the morning when I wake up until the night until I fall asleep. And so I took my breakfast 

at my computer, my lunch, my dinner.” To facilitate this lifestyle, she convinced her then-

boyfriend to join her in the game and play to a similar extent. They eventually broke up, but she 

kept playing. 

During his intense gaming years, little else mattered to Participant 3: 

[3] You wake up in the morning, it’s the first thing you think about. And when 

you feel like you’re forced to go to bed because you have no other choice, because you 

can’t get your eyes open, it’s the last thing you think of before you go to sleep. 

Participant 4 found that to be a successful dungeon raider in WoW, it demanded long 

hours of errands. He needed to spend most of his available time on the game to achieve his in-

game goals: 

[4] It became a full-time job, because you’re only raiding two nights a week. But 

then you have to get -- oh, you have to make sure you have all your potions and all your 

nonsense for the raid. So you end up spending seven, eight hours just farming material 

to make the things that you need for the raid. So it became a job, essentially. 

Participant 4’s description of raiding as a job does not seem to just relate to time spent. Raiding 

happens in groups, where every player has a specific role. Success engenders social status and 

character rewards, while there are social consequences if you do not show up. He explained that 

besides the thrill of killing dungeon monsters, it also involves boring grunt work. In several 

ways, it transplanted the inherent sense of purpose of a profession. 

Participant 4 then reflected on the overall amount of time he had spent in the game. “So 

World of Warcraft, between all of my characters something around the mark of, logged-in time, 

probably three to four years.” Three to four years of logged in time is an incredible amount of 

time. As an example, playing eight hours a day, every day of the year (and therefore more than a 

job), it would take someone nine years to get three years of logged in time. Participant 4 had 
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been playing intensely for over fifteen years, so it is possible, and eight hours was below the 

others’ daily estimates. Either way, his guess speaks to the extraordinary amount of time he has 

spent gaming. Considering Participant 1’s and Participant 3’s descriptions of their decades spent 

playing, they likely have logged similar amounts. Participant 5’s PG lasted several years and she 

did not describe her hours. PG definitely took significant time and resources from four 

participants, and likely Participant 5 as well, considering she classed herself through the WHO’s 

guidelines. 

Participants not only used significant amounts of their time but also devoted their 

mental drive and energy to gaming as well. The amount of time they spent in the game, living as 

their avatar, meant that they likely “lived” as much or often more in those worlds. They spent 

more time as their avatar than themselves. The substitution was as complete as it could be. Was 

it fulfilling? Was it enough? And what were the consequences of substituting their lives into the 

game and trying to live through these idealized avatars? The next sub-theme explores the results 

of that devotion in their lives. 

Consequences 

Unsurprisingly, participants’ long hours gaming had real-world consequences. Their PG 

harmed their health, their relationships, and their careers. 

While gaming took Participant 2 away from her studies and career trajectory, it also 

impacted several other participants’ education. Participant 1, who still struggled with bouts of 

PG at the time of interviewing, found it could be a big distraction from the university 

coursework he had recently begun. “I’ll just play an hour, to kind of decompress from the day 

and then start schoolwork. Well, it turns into about three, four.” While his gaming seemed more 

contained now, he still had poor daily management of it and it could affect his real-world 

responsibilities. 

In a similar vein, Participant 3 believed that his gaming put his education and career 

back decades: 
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[3] I probably would have finished college way younger…. I was so sucked into 

that world, and it was so hard to get away, that even going to class was excruciating. I’d 

be sitting in class going, ‘God, I just want this to be over with so I can get home.’ … So I’d 

go for a couple months. And then I’d just, I couldn’t. I couldn’t maintain that mental 

threshold of what I was doing at home, playing whatever I was playing, in whatever 

relationship I was in, and managing to go to school. It just wasn’t, I could not function 

with those two things at the same time. 

His quote here links with Participant 4’s previously stated comments about gaming feeling like a 

full-time job. Instead of pursuing a career with engineering or computer technology, Participant 

3 worked as a bartender for years, a low-key role that allowed him to immerse himself in gaming 

the rest of the time.  

He also reflected back soberly on the impact gaming had on his relationships. “I couldn’t 

maintain relationships. I couldn’t maintain friendships. I still struggle to maintain friendships. 

And you know, I can pretty much guarantee that I probably would still be married to my first 

wife.” Through his reflections, he painted an alternate universe picture of himself, without 

gaming: married, university-educated and driven to succeed in work. It is, in fact, the life he had 

at the time of interview, only as a fifty-year-old.  

Participant 1 found that he isolated himself so often that he lost many friendships. “It has 

a huge impact not just on work and school, but like your loved ones. I lost a lot of friendships 

just because I stopped talking to people.” In our interview, we discussed how diving into Mass 

Effect to grieve his friend meant that he missed out on spending time with those mutual friends 

who reached out to him. “Ironically I was isolating myself to relive memories with someone.” 

The game worked in the opposite way to how it felt to him in the moment. 

As well as grieving his friend, Participant 1 used games to process difficult emotions 

growing up, such as anger, frustration, and loss. Initially these coping mechanisms seemed to 

help him regulate his emotions. For instance, he would go to school or work the next day having 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                89 

 

gotten over the interaction that had upset him. However, as he got older he began to realise that 

gaming wasn’t an actual healthy coping mechanism for real life. For one thing, he needed the 

game to process.  

[1] It also backfired. Because when you get into a heated argument or discussion 

in real life, it’s not like you can just pause and be like, hang on a second, I’m going to look 

online to see how I can work my way through this in the most optimal manner. You’re 

stuck in it in the moment, and there’s no real walking away. And if you walk away, that 

could upset the other person or that just ends the situation. And it may not be in your 

favour. So I did find, at first, I thought it was helping me but in the end, it was actually 

harming me because I was losing a lot of social skills. And I was losing how to deal with 

social situations in a healthy way. 

The coping mechanism Participant 1 had established and used for years had helped him through 

difficult times, yet also became a hindrance to building real-world relationships.  

Gaming negatively impacted Participant 2’s health. It likely did so for the others’, as well, 

considering the long hours sitting in a chair staring at a screen. Participant 2 stated: "So, yeah, I 

start to gain weight. My activity was very low; I was sedentary…. My health was declining. But it 

didn’t bother me." The final sentence of her quote here (“But it didn’t bother me”) resembles 

Participant 1’s memory when describing his long hours gaming as a kid: “I enjoyed it. I thought 

it was totally fine.” It seems that participants did not initially notice the consequences of their 

problematic gaming habits. Their avatar identification and immersion into the virtual world 

meant that their in-game accomplishments outweighed any real-world discomfort. 

The consequences of their gaming fuelled participants’ further escape into it. More 

intensive gaming meant more life struggles, which created a downward spiral. However, 

ultimately the consequences also motivated participants to change their lives. 
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Breaking the Identity Bond to Move Forward 

Participants immersed themselves in RPG avatars to escape real-life stressors. However, 

the time and energy they committed to their characters, achievements, and virtual communities 

worked in the opposite way they wished. Instead of meeting their real-world needs, their PG 

increased them. In terms of avatar identification and self-discrepancy theory, their ideal and 

real selves moved farther apart the more they immersed themselves in the false ideal self and 

neglected their real selves (Higgins, 1987; van Looy et al., 2012). To move on with their lives, 

they needed to detach from their avatars.  

As we explored the impact of their gaming, some participants described the feelings of 

loss when they stepped away from the gaming worlds, whether temporarily or permanently. All 

of the time and energy they spent gaming ultimately meant little in the real world. Their lives 

went on and at some point they had to face that.  

Participant 3 felt a sense of emptiness when trying to step back from gaming. He 

described the loss he experienced: 

[3] When you get up and you realize, ‘Okay, well, I need to do something else,’ 

sort of this feeling like, ‘I need to take a break from the game,’ and you realize there’s 

nothing there. Like you realize all this, like, you’ll spend three weeks, four weeks 

developing this character in something like Skyrim, or an MMO or something, and then 

when you finally decide, ‘Okay, I needed to take a break,’ or ‘I need to do something else,’ 

it’s almost like this vacancy. 

In this quote he described the vacancy that he felt without video games. Throughout our 

conversation, there were moments where I sensed what seemed like the loss he felt for the many 

years he spent on games. Now thirty years later, he has gone back to do the academics that he 

couldn’t as a young man. There was a feeling of wasted time chasing a dream that proved 

insubstantial. He had to let go of his avatars, the three archetypes of merchant, warrior, and 

rogue, and all his accomplishments through them, to see who he could be in the real world. 
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Participant 1 felt angry and resentful when his gaming identity was challenged. “At first, 

when I was going to counselling and video games were being identified as a disorder, I didn’t 

like it, of course. I was like, ‘Who am I outside of video games? I have nothing.’” His anger may 

have stemmed from that sense of loss and fear. He had been transplanting his self-esteem and 

sense of security into a virtual community, and suddenly he faced being alone. 

The vacancy would make it harder to break the cycle of PG. Participants faced the loss of 

character and communities they cared deeply about and had invested years of their lives into. 

Significantly, it had felt real to them. Participant 3 his internal confusion when giving up his 

avatar’s achievements: 

[3] Probably just natural as a human being when we go and we saw a bunch of 

wood, we expect to see a pile of wood there. It’s probably natural in our brain when we’ve 

done something like playing these games, and we’ve got this beautiful armour and we’ve 

got all these accomplishments and then we tell our brain, ‘Okay, well stop thinking about 

that.’ Your brain’s still searching. Well, where’s all this cool stuff that we’ve got? Where’s 

all these achievements? 

The process of substitution had taken massive amounts of time to develop and maintain, and so 

it would not simply dissolve. 

Participants had to grapple with a loss of identity as well as the consequences of their 

neglect. Looking for work in her early twenties after being on benefits for several years, 

Participant 2 whimsically considered adding her guild leadership role onto her CV. “I knew at 

that time video game[s are] not something you can put on your curriculum.” Participant 3 

experienced a similar displacement. He gamed so intensely, so immersively to gain a sense of 

status and accomplishment, but it was all fake. For him, it wasn’t work achievements so much as 

the social status he desperately sought. “It doesn’t give you social capital. It doesn’t.” This 

realization seemed to hit him hard. 
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When trying to get himself out of a PG episode, Participant 1 would rationalise the reality 

of the situation in comparison to the connection and meaning he felt. 

[1] It’s all ones and zeros. What am I gaining? Yeah, okay, I’ve amassed like a 

million in-game currency dollars, but what does that mean? That means nothing. If I hit 

delete on this one file, it’s all gone anyways. 

Let us return to Participant 4’s estimate of three to four years of logged in time spent on 

WoW. That means that he lost years of his life to something that didn’t matter in the real world. 

It seems a similar experience to what I see in my work with drug and alcohol abuse clients in a 

treatment center. They need to face the triad of changing their behaviour in the present, 

addressing the unresolved underlying factors that made them vulnerable in the first place, and 

the guilt, shame, and loss of what their behaviour has cost them in the real world. 

To return to the real world and begin to manage their gaming, participants had to break 

strong habits and let go of identities they felt deeply connected to. These relationships, to their 

avatar and the real or imagined communities they inhabited, made breaking the downward 

spiral of PG all the more difficult.  

Participant 3 described the combination of addictive behaviour and deeply emotional 

connection when quitting MMORPGs: 

[3] It’s just like any other addiction. I mean, I’ve had some drug addiction in my 

past, not for many, many years. I was a smoker for 25 years. I haven’t smoked now for 

five years. But I can compare those same feelings of withdrawal, if not even maybe a bit 

worse for me. The withdrawal is very similar. And it’s that feeling like I can never do this 

again. And it’s that sadness that, you know, because some of those experiences are really 

amazing. 

On the one hand, he knew he needed to in order to have the sort of relationship and career he 

truly wanted. On the other hand, the game world had meant so much to him. 
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The way he described it, it seemed like losing a part of himself. “Heartbreak. It’s 

heartbreak. It’s real sadness.” For participants, leaving the virtual world behind meant 

wrenching themselves away from the avatar identities that had helped them feel safe and secure, 

and launching back into the uncertainty of the real world, where they had previously felt unsafe. 

It took courage. 

Returning to the Real World 

At the time of interviewing, all five participants still played video games. However, they 

had created boundaries unique to their gaming that helped them manage it in a healthier way. 

In this theme, I explore the various techniques that participants used to curtail their gaming. 

They found ways to re-engage with their real-world identity and relationships, reconnect with 

their values, and set real-world goals. Participant 2 described the core of this theme best when 

she said: 

[2] And so the day I knew that I was enrolled in university and the company, I 

made the choice. I said to myself, ‘It’s either the game or your real life, because you’re 

not going to do them both.’ … I was going to take back my life. 

Her message is one of hope; in their life situations at the time of interviews, I saw that hope 

being fulfilled. As participants let go of their problematic avatar identification, they spoke about 

what helped them reestablish their real-world identities. 

This section addresses the research sub-questions B and C. It begins with personal 

relationships: having partners and children made some participants shift perspective on what 

mattered most to them. As their relationships helped them reevaluated their priorities, they 

then had to set up personal boundaries to help them manage their gaming time. Participants 

also identified engaging in real-world activities to draw themselves out of the gaming world. 

Those sub-themes respond to sub-question C, What has helped those with a history of 

problematic gaming move forward? The section concludes with participants’ reflections on 

sub-question B, How might understanding a client’s player-avatar bond help counsellors 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                94 

 

support individuals struggling with PG? According to some participants, nurturing self-

awareness and gently coming into difficult conversations about gaming may help counsellors 

support those struggling, especially young people. Ultimately, the answers to the two questions 

are intertwined and prevalent throughout this theme. 

Relationships and Boundaries 

Several participants stated that relationships were a key factor in helping them manage 

their gaming habits. Key relationships helped participants put their gaming habits into 

perspective and better choose their priorities. Participants described the boundaries that helped 

them manage their PG; these boundaries were unique to their gaming style and personal 

vulnerabilities. 

Participant 3 married and then divorced as a young man. His gaming played a major part 

in their split, though he only realized that in retrospect. Participant 3’s new girlfriend gave him 

his first real wake-up call.  

[3] I think where things started to change, and I started to realise how much of a 

problem I had, was after my first wife. I had met a new girl and we started dating, and we 

moved in together. And almost immediately -- the first thing that gets moved into my 

house, anytime I’m moving, is my computer, right? We could have nothing in the house. 

Furniture, you know, still on a truck somewhere, I will get my chair set up, my desk set 

up, and then I’ll -- So I remember moving in with her. And almost immediately, I loaded 

up DAOC [Dark Age of Camelot] or whatever I was playing. And she told me later on, 

she’s like, “Honestly, you sat down and you didn’t get up for like six months. It was the 

weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.” And I think back; my memory of it, of course, it’s a big 

black hole. … That was sort of that first moment where I went, “Oh, okay, well, maybe 

this is a big problem.” 

Participant 3 met his current wife shortly after that relationship, and he had gained a lot 

of insight in that period of time. “I think I directly told her, I said, ‘I have a gaming problem.’” 
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Ultimately, he valued his romantic partnerships more than his gaming life. “I’ll give you the 

number one reason [I quit gaming] is that I needed to be sure that, this time, I didn't lose the 

person that I cared about.” Once it became clear that gaming was going to deeply impact any 

serious relationship he was in, he knew he had to make it a lesser priority. His honesty led to 

conversations about boundaries with his now-wife. “She’s like, ‘That’s unacceptable. You can’t 

just sit at a computer for that long.’ So I started working through that process of trying to figure 

out how the hell I function in real life.” These moments led to his renegotiation of his identity, 

returning to the world, and pushing through the “heartbreak” of quitting. 

Similarly, Participant 4 finds that relationships are naturally a higher priority for him 

than gaming. “When I’m in a relationship, I don’t do any sort of gaming, that kind of stuff.” 

However, he recognizes that this may be his tendency to obsess over a particular thing. “I 

swapped from video games to a person … I go from one extreme to another extreme.” In his 

case, relationships acted differently than for Participant 3. Participant 4 seemed to use them as 

another opportunity to immerse himself in something, aligning with his self-described addictive 

personality. 

Participant 2 and Participant 1 both spoke of the impact of their new responsibilities as 

parents. Participant 2 was very matter-of-fact when she said, “I have a daughter, she’s two-and-

a-half. So I don’t see myself putting my game before her.” She created strict time-limited 

boundaries around her gaming. At the time of interviewing and for years previously, Participant 

2 played twice a week for a set time, and no more. She described being very conscious of how 

much time, emotion, and identity she put into her avatars. 

While Participant 1’s gaming fluctuated between abstinence and intensive episodes, he 

also realigned his priorities when his daughter was born. 

[1] I’m older. I have a child. I have a lot more responsibilities. Can’t let down my 

child. So I’ll really rein it in where -- yeah, I might skirt doing homework or some other 

sort of thing like cleaning up the house or something like that. But I won’t let it affect me 
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to the point where, you know, I’ll stay up till four in the morning. My child gets up at 

5:30, so I’m running off an hour-and-a-half sleep. Well, not only am I not interacting 

with her much, [but] it’s kind of a hazard, because if she gets injured, I’m not in the right 

mindset to drive to the hospital, for example. So I’ll be cognizant of that. 

Participant 2’s and Participant 1’s children help them hold boundaries that, certainly for 

Participant 1, otherwise might have easily slipped. The consequences of playing too much 

suddenly became much more significant when it had a direct effect on someone they loved and 

were responsible for. 

Participant 2 reflected that, “Today, my playing is totally different.” As a fly on the wall, if 

you watched her game monitor now it might closely resemble her addictive playing: she plays 

with her husband in their guild, going on raids; she has a leadership role, something she has 

always enjoyed. Speaking about the present day, she stated, “When I play I want to be the best.” 

This description is all very similar to before. 

However, her boundaries distinctly differentiate her playing from her PG years, which to 

her makes it feel “totally different.” She plays twice a week at a time arranged with her guild, for 

three hours each, rather than for untold hours every day. “I am competitive but not toxic,” she 

stated. Her priorities had changed. This shift started a few years after she quit video games: 

[2] I was back on the game because I was almost done with my degree. I was 

doing great. I was going to be in the company…. And so I said to myself, ‘Okay, now you 

can rest.’ … I was strong enough to go back on the game without degrading my life. 

Just as her life circumstances made her initially vulnerable to PG and avatar identification, now 

her circumstances buffer her risk. 

Similar to Participant 3, she made a conscious effort to prioritize real-world relationships 

and responsibilities. “I reasoned with myself. … I set up some rules for me, like, if you have an 

aperitif [social engagement]… you should go. Don’t prioritise the game, just go, go outside, and 

then you’ll see.” She distinguished healthy from unhealthy gaming as where her priorities lay. 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                97 

 

For others, a key difference in their gaming habits lay between solo or community-based 

playing. Through lived experience and outside feedback, some participants determined what 

types of games they could and could not play in a healthy way. For Participant 5, community-

based games were generally positive for her. “Then you’ve got groups that you’re connected to, 

like people that you start connecting to or that your character starts connecting to, so then you 

have friends, even if they’re not friends here.” On the other side, Participant 3’s unhealthy 

gaming came out in MMORPGs, where he felt driven to achieve social status. For him, solo 

games became a healthier alternative: 

[3] Single player games just don’t do that [lead to PG]. Not in the same way. … 

There are times where I get right into something. I get excited about something and I 

know when to step back. But that draw isn’t there. There isn’t that social competition. 

He set himself a rule: “I can’t play those kinds of games [MMOs].” Solo games he plays for 

pleasure. Therefore, limiting the type of game helps him regulate his gaming. 

Participant 4 also found solo games easier for him to manage his time on. “So I don’t 

really play with anybody now, I just do stuff on my own. And I can kind of limit how much I’m 

playing that way.” While he described his current play as similar to a gambling addiction, 

making money on the online World of Warcraft marketplace, he was also going to school, 

socializing regularly, and working. He seemed to have found a way to mitigate the consequences 

of his playing by channeling it into less time-consuming roles. 

Participant 3 and Participant 4’s boundaries around multiplayer games reflect the 

specific nature of their PG. It would be different for Participant 1, who played solo games 

obsessively and had little interest in MMOs. Participant 2’s situation (stuck in her career and 

education) significantly contributed to her PG; once she had resolved that, she could better 

manage her playing. Therefore, participants created unique solutions that worked for them. 
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Real-World Activities 

All participants identified that they needed to re-engage with real-world activities and 

pursuits to help manage their gaming. In some ways, these pursuits helped them to meet the 

initial needs that drew them into gaming. 

Participant 1 has used exercise as a healthy alternative to gaming. It has helped him 

fulfill social and emotional needs at various points in his life. For instance, after getting 

counseling as a young teen, he began playing football in high school. “Exercise was kind of a 

tandem effect, because obviously for not just my mental health but my physical health. I needed 

to exercise because I was very heavy.” Football helped him address several issues that had 

pushed him to escape into an avatar. 

Playing on the school team, he began to feel the community acceptance he longed for.  “I 

wanted to be more active, I wanted to be stronger, so I could play better. I was getting 

gratification from my peers in a social group for once.” Whereas PG created a vicious cycle, 

exercise and team sports began a virtuous cycle for him. 

Later, running replaced gaming as a way for him to process the emotions and 

experiences of his day:  

[1] Then you start processing, like, ‘Why did that person yell at me today? That 

really pissed me off.’ And then you just keep running like, ‘Oh, yeah, that’s because I 

wasn’t paying attention. I almost ran into them with the forklift. Okay, yeah, no, that is 

on me. I need to pay more attention, be more cognizant of my surroundings.’ 

The process he described above is a near-replica of how he often used video games for emotional 

regulation. He replaced that reflection time with something active and with natural physical 

limitations compared with gaming. Whereas he described gaming as seeming to help him cope 

but ultimately becoming a crutch, exercise gave him a much healthier processing method. 

For some people, exercise may pose many barriers. Positive parental associations helped 

Participant 1 get into it: 
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[1] That also correlates with some of my best memories, like with my father 

before he fell heavy into drugs when I was really young. He was concerned about my 

physical fitness, so he started taking me to the gym…. To me [the gym] is a safe space. 

This positive association helped him take the counsellor’s guidance to exercise, as it reminded 

him of the times before, when he had felt safe and secure in his home life. 

Exercise helped Participant 1, but ultimately it was not as strong as the ingrained 

connection between stress, emotions, and gaming. When he lost loved ones later in high school, 

he began to game heavily again and lost his place on the football team. “And even despite my 

enjoyment of the sport, and everything, those significant life stresses or family stressors, 

because they hit so close to home, I actually ended up pushing the sport aside in favour of the 

video games.” However, he took the experiences with him. In his game episodes as an adult, he 

knows that exercise can help. “When I notice I’m in like a deep kind of rut, I mean a huge 

episode of gaming, sometimes I’d be like, ‘No, I need to set aside some time to exercise. I know 

I’ll feel better.’” 

Participant 5 also found that organized exercise helped her. “Try to make sure that you 

have something outside of the game. Like for me I had my martial arts training, at least.” 

Likewise, Participant 4 agrees with the benefits of exercise to mitigate PG:  

[4] So I’ve been working out, I’ve been doing stuff. And you know, the working 

out gives you more confidence. So I started to see, you know, how I was in game starting 

to leak out into how I was in real life. So, that was a bit of a change. And that’s kind of 

when my gaming slowed down pretty significantly. 

He described here the virtuous cycle of exercise boosting his physical well being and self-esteem, 

which were both risk factors for him. Working out may have given him more confidence going 

out in the world, in contrast to feeling he needed to stay indoors to protect himself after his 

adolescent attack. 
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Participants therefore cited exercise for a variety of reasons: to reverse poor physical 

fitness due to gaming, to get involved socially, and to build self-esteem. Depending on their 

reasons for gaming, exercise helped several participants to re-engage in the real world in a more 

positive way. 

As noted previously, all participants were students at Athabasca University at the time of 

their interviews. They were therefore looking to progress or change careers. Participant 4 found 

he had a strong drive to help others. “Well, what makes you happy is I guess the question you 

have to ask yourself, and what a lot of people need to ask themselves, is what makes you happy 

and well, helping other people makes me happy.” Through real-world pursuits and beginning a 

psychology program, his social confidence had been increasing over the previous few years. He 

felt less of a need to keep himself hidden in video games. 

Compared to her days gaming problematically, in our interview Participant 2 stated she 

strives for in-game success but isn't attached to it. Her self-esteem is now rooted in the real 

world:  

[2] When I was addicted, everything was laid on the video game. If I was 

successful, it was because of the video game. Today, if I am successful, it’s because of 

multiple things. And not because of video games. 

She developed a sense of security, purpose, and connection within the real world.  

Participant 3 believed that pulling back from gaming allows a person to experience other 

positive things in life that can help bring them back into the real world. 

[3] Coming out of it is hard. And the only way you’re going to be able to 

experience something outside of that world is just to have that addiction just taken away. 

You’ve got to get rid of it, at least for a while. 

Relationships helped him see and understand his gaming problem; stepping back from MMOs 

gave him perspective on his life and goals. As a fifty-year-old, he is studying and conducting 
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research with an NSERC award. While he does not state it outright, my sense is that his 

relationship and his studies keep him focused on the real world, less likely to drift back into PG. 

Participant 1’s video game addiction was a product of his upbringing, when he felt unsafe 

at home and at school. As an adult, he found that he could manage his own living and work 

environments so that he did not face the same stressors. “The biggest proponent of mitigating 

my video game addiction is definitely stability. Household stability, more specifically.” He found 

a sense of freedom and relief in becoming an adult and moving into a place with a roommate, 

where it was equal footing. “It’s not like they had totalitarian authority over me, where they set 

the rules and if I don’t follow them, I get yelled at.” Eliminating one of his primary triggers 

helped him feel safe again in the real world. 

Participant 3 believed that gamers first needed to cut back and distance themselves from 

the game. Participant 5 took the opposite approach. She stated that it would be easier for people 

with a problem to build alternative activities first before trying to pull back. 

[5] The connection with that game, with the character, when you’re in that mode, 

it is basically an addiction. You’re not gonna be able to say, ‘Limit this’ or ‘Try this 

instead’, it’s more -- there’s an overpowering connection there. Where it’s really hard to 

be able to do much of anything else sometimes. So I think fostering those connections 

with other people, or like getting out of the house and going for a walk before you do 

anything else. Something like that connects them to the world will lessen that impact 

rather than focusing on trying to lessen [gaming] itself. 

All participants agreed that prioritising meaningful social engagements and physical 

activities helped them manage their gaming. Participants 5 and 3 differed on whether they 

thought a problematic gamer needed to cut themselves away from the game first or not. The 

activities they noted seemed particular to their own interests and sometimes mirrored what they 

sought from the game. 
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Self-Awareness 

Participant 1 identified self-awareness as a key tool in learning to decrease his 

problematic gaming. His process of self-awareness began through counselling. Other 

participants reflected on self-awareness in a less direct but still important way. 

After Participant 1’s parents’ divorce, he received six sessions of counselling that changed 

the course of his life. He was thirteen, isolated and overweight, feeling unloved at home and 

unsafe at school. He was given counselling to help with his parents' split, but it became about 

more than that. He reflected on why the sessions were so powerful for him: 

[1] All it really took was that one person, the counsellor I was seeing, to ask me a 

couple of times, ‘Why do you feel like you want to play video games? Why do you want to 

play video games?’ … But even saying ‘I don’t know’ started turning the wheels. 

Those counselling sessions began a process of self-awareness that helped him to understand his 

need to play. “I’m playing a lot of video games because I don't want to deal with reality. I don’t 

want to deal with the stressors. I don’t know how to.” Beginning to understand the roots of his 

playing allowed him to better understand himself and his own needs, so that he could choose 

alternative coping strategies in the future. 

The counsellor gave him a line of questioning that continued to the present day:  

[1] The one that really resonates with me is when I was asked, ‘How do you play 

the game?’ Because that’s not the one that people normally ask. … Asking how you play 

the game opens up a plethora of different questions you can ask that helps dissect the 

root cause of why you’re playing video games in the first place for such long periods. … 

Then I start writing down and identifying all the real-life situations that are forcing me 

into it. 

Counselling began with open exploration, mutual questioning and discovery, and led to him 

creating his own alternatives.  
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[1] Once we got past the recognition of the reasons why, we started working on 

healthier coping mechanisms to kind of deal with life stress. … I was really focused on it, 

barely played video games, my school grades actually reflected that. … So that’s when my 

desire to play video games started really dropping. 

Participant 1’s PG never fully subsided; after hearing his story, I am not surprised. It is so deeply 

linked with trauma, pain, and isolation. However, his self-awareness led him to better recognize 

and deal with symptoms early. “I started getting better at identifying or catching myself when I 

was starting to play games in an unhealthy manner.” Self-awareness led him to developing 

useful tools to combat his PG and the knowledge of when to use them. 

Participant 2 also believed it important to question why she was playing. These questions 

helped her determine if it was healthy or unhealthy for her when she resumed gaming. They are 

the same questions she poses to young gamers who question whether they are addicted: “Do you 

feel that you need to be in-game? You have to be in-game even when you don’t want to be? Do 

you still have pleasure to be in-game? Or is this just a commitment?” She believes it is important 

not to label a behaviour too quickly and encourages parents and children to talk about 

motivations for playing games. 

Participant 3 developed his self-awareness of his gaming’s impact when he stepped back 

from it, with the help of his wife. Cutting back his gaming allowed him to see the reality and 

consequences of it in his life. 

[3] It took some breaking of myself, and some searching to realize that I’m the 

reason why I was alone. I’m the reason why I don’t have a degree. I’m the reason why I 

just worked service jobs. I can’t blame it on anybody else. And the source of that is my 

addictions. And one of those major addictions was video gaming online. 

In this statement, there is a strong sense of accountability. The realisation that his gaming habits 

were responsible for so much of the strife he experienced seemed to lead Participant 3 into a 

new determination to change his life.  
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Self-awareness of PG led some participants to accountability for their PG habits, and 

therein the choice of how to manage their feelings, urges, and needs. 

Conversations with Young Gamers 

Participants spoke about how they believed counsellors and other professionals can help 

young people struggling with problematic gaming. Firstly, some problematic gamers might be in 

denial or not aware of the unhealthiness of their gaming habits. In her work, Participant 2 meets 

a lot of young people who play a lot. They often come to her asking for advice on whether or not 

they have a problem, especially if their playing causes friction within their family.  

[2] And so I try to put them on the path that they can talk with themselves, and 

figure out if they are very addicted. I explain to them, the addiction is not, it’s not a 

timeframe, it’s more about your behaviour. 

This thoughtful approach reflects Participant 1’s focus on self-awareness. His counsellor 

did not initially know about his gaming and only became aware as they talked about how he 

spent his days. From her he learned that he plays games differently to how the games are meant 

to be played.  

[1] When people are on the outside saying, like, ‘Hey, you have a problem,’ it kind 

of reinforces your bias, like, ‘I don’t have a problem, I’m doing just fine.’ When really you 

don’t notice it. So it’s not until that seed has been planted within yourself, where you are 

asking yourself questions like, ‘Is this a problem? Well, yes it is. Why is it a problem? 

What can I do better?’ 

Instead of addressing it directly, he recommends a gentler, more roundabout approach to help 

someone develop self-awareness. Counsellors may have better success with kids when they go in 

sideways to the issue: 

[1] Don’t focus on it, because I feel like that will cause the child or the person to 

kind of close off immediately. You feel like you’re being attacked and you go defensive…. 
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To gently kind of bring it to the spotlight and get the child or the teenager, whomever to 

become self-aware without making it the focal point. 

He believes that young people may have emotional baggage around their playing. “Especially 

because leading up to the counselling session, it’s probably been addressed by people in their 

lives, and probably not in a constructive manner.” Considering how participants’ PG seemed to 

often stem from interpersonal challenges in their life, counsellors may want to focus on that 

first. Conversations about their other struggles may lead to what their gaming means to them. 

Participant 4 also thought it was important to look at contextual factors in a young 

person’s life. “Don’t just go, ‘Oh, you’re addicted because X, Y, and Z.’ Look into their life and 

see, you know, maybe they have a shitty home life. Maybe they just socially don’t fit in.” This 

approach may help with those who feel defensive about their playing, such as teenagers who 

have been referred to counselling services by their parents.  

Participant 2 would recommend using an empirically-validated measurement to 

determine PG. “Starting with an interview, and for maybe just to check for two weeks, for 

example, what the pattern of playing. If it’s very too much, or if the child has played during his 

offtime, which is totally fine.” Participants’ unique styles and reasons for their gaming illustrate 

the challenging task of categorising PG, as discussed in the literature review. However, using 

standardised measurements may help clarify healthy and unhealthy gaming for individuals. 

Considering participants’ stories, that clarity may be better found in an honest discussion of 

Participant 2’s and Participant 1’s question, “Why am I playing?” 

Benefits of Video Games 

All participants spoke in one way or another about the benefits of playing video games. 

Many learned useful skills that they could later apply in the real world. Both women participants 

spoke about the meaningful relationships they developed through MMORPGs, and Participant 3 

attested to building an important friendship at the beginning of his gaming. While participants’ 
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in-game accomplishments did not translate into the real world, some of their skills and 

relationships did. 

Participant 2 met her husband on World of Warcraft: 

[2] “He was a tank, I was the healer. He was doing not the thing, so I was 

shouting at him, letting him know that if we were dying it was his fault. He was saying 

same to me. ‘If we die, it’s your fault.’ So yeah, that was interesting. And then, as I said, 

it’s a social thing. So outside the raid, we used to talk all together, and then I start to 

know him better. And, yeah, it was like evidence for us. We were going to be together. 

And that story starts nine years ago, now we are married.” 

Participant 2 speaks about the social element that, for her, was why she was drawn into 

MMORPGs in the first place. Her social ties in-game encompassed more than the game; they 

connected on various levels and talked about all sorts of things. “We don’t talk always about just 

World of Warcraft, we talk about everything, like politicians, what is going on on the earth or in 

the countries.” 

Participant 5, too, found a community online that meant a lot to her. It seemed to 

alleviate some of the loneliness that may have led her into solo gaming. “Jump in the game, and 

we see what everyone else is doing.” She spoke excitedly about the times when her original 

group can still get together and play. “It’s just a small community. So when everybody’s desire 

and schedules and everything come together, then you have this big burst for like, one-to-six 

months, then it goes away for a year or two.” 

Participant 3 believed that gaming in the same physical space can be a big factor 

differentiating healthy and problematic gaming. “I think there can be healthy gaming, especially 

when you get a couple of kids in the same room, playing a game. And they’re having fun.” 

While Participant 1 shied away from social games, he still attributes video games to 

helping him with some social skills. “The video games also helped me develop a sense of 

emotional intelligence…. I learned to understand certain body language, despite not really 
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learning it socially.” As with exploring her social identity through an avatar, Participant 5 feels 

that role-playing games can help develop social understanding. “It also then helps you with the 

real world too, because you’re learning how your actions and your words can influence other 

people and other things, too.” Therefore, while problematic gaming could isolate them and 

hinder their real-world social development, video games also provided an opportunity for them 

to build some social skills as well. 

Some participants benefited educationally from certain video games. Participant 5 

translated some of the work she had done for role-playing games, as a lorekeeper and an artist, 

into her university courses. “I was actually able to use all that lore in Comp 283 this term, and I 

got 100% on it.” Participant 3 learned through educational and historical-based games. “I’ve 

learned all of the world’s geography from games like that. … I remember one of the first 

Nintendo games that I just loved. It was called Genghis Khan, the Rise of Genghis Khan.” 

However, he casts doubt on the educational value of fantasy role-playing games. “I don’t know 

that RPGs and MMORPGs are the best conduits for expanding somebody’s ability to think…. 

There are games that actually can teach you things a little bit more directly.” 

Conversely, Participant 1 named a number of improved skills he attributes to fantasy 

video games such as RPGs. These attributes included reading, concentration, critical thinking, 

and understanding of technology. 

[1] Because thanks to video games, you know, finding workarounds and stuff like 

that, it’s given me a lot of valuable insight into technology. … So I would say thanks to 

video games, it’s made me a little tech savvy. … A lot of the games that I played and stuff, 

there’s a lot of like puzzle aspects to it, a lot of problem solving. So I do find that video 

games help foster critical thinking, because there were games where there’d be a plot 

twist, and sometimes you could identify it. … It [also] really improved my reading. … A 

lot of the games, especially like the Final Fantasy series, there’s no voices, it’s all just 

dialogue. So I had to read a lot. But I liked the story. … It actually helped improve my 
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writing, because I was looking at sentence structures, punctuation. … As we as focus. I 

find I have a very good amount of concentration when it’s not put towards video games. 

For example, schooling, I can sit down with a textbook and read for four or five hours, 

not realising the time. … I guess that’s in tandem with working memory. Because a lot of 

games, you got to think about stuff, keep it on your mind short-term, and then kind of 

dole it out. 

It’s possible video games enhanced his concentration or that is a personality trait he already 

had, similar to Participant 5’s hyper-focus and Participant 4’s self-defined obsessive personality.  

While they certainly would have gained more from other social and educational pursuits, 

participants expressed gratitude for the silver lining to some of their gaming. 

Gender and Toxicity in Gaming Spaces 

While several participants highlighted the positive community elements of gaming, they 

also spoke about how gaming spheres can become toxic. For instance, Participant 4 has seen 

more experienced players be rude and unforgiving to those who don’t know the rules. “Because 

I’ve been away for so long people are very disrespectful if you don’t understand how every 

system works.” 

As a female gamer in male-dominated gaming spheres, Participant 2 faced 

discrimination and abuse. She tried Call of Duty and found it full of sexist language, such as: 

“‘Can you blow me?’ or ‘Yeah I want to make love with you.’ … [It was] nonstop harassment, 

harassment, harassment. It’s either sexual or aggressive.” However, she found other groups that 

were less sexist and more open to gamer diversity. Yet she finds few other female gamers out 

there in World of Warcraft. “We had our own guild, with my husband, where I was the leader of 

the guild and he was the leader of the roster. And we tried to recruit females. It was very hard. 

Like, in total, we had two others.” She seemed saddened and confused at the relative lack of 

other women playing something she really enjoyed. However, she is proud to be a female gamer, 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                109 

 

and a competitive one. Especially when others comment on it, she remarks, “I like to say, ‘Oh, 

you know I am on the leaderboard, right?’” 

Perhaps the lack of female gamers is due to stereotypes that extend beyond gaming 

circles. Participant 2 considered people’s reactions outside of gaming communities: 

[2] Usually when I meet someone outside, I don’t even talk about [gaming]. 

Because I know people have prejudices about people who play video games. … A lot of 

people said to me, usually, when a woman play[s] video games it is either because she’s 

ugly or because she’s not good at it. 

Participant 2 laughed after saying this, but it shows the depth of prejudice that female gamers 

face. She was determined to make WoW a more gender-diverse space, where women could find 

and build safe communities.   
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Chapter V: Discussion 

In this study, I answered the research question: How do those with lived experience of 

problematic gaming interpret their relationship with their chosen avatar(s)? Throughout the 

analysis, I developed three superordinate themes: Avatars as doorways into a safer world, Social 

identity needs driving avatar immersion, and Returning to the real world. These three themes all 

connect to the literature on problematic gaming and add texture and depth to topics such as 

negative escapism and avatar identification. In this chapter, I compare and contrast my findings 

with the wider literature, suggest how this study can be useful to practitioners in the field, and 

comment on validity and limitations. 

Throughout the analysis phase of my research, I made various choices on how to 

organize the data into themes. Other researchers would likely have made different choices along 

the way, which is part of the interpretative nature of IPA (Smith et al., 2022). My analysis is 

inseparable from my own perspective, which I explore in the validity section below. Ultimately, I 

structured the themes to first provide context (theme 1), then delve into what participants’ 

relationships with their avatars meant to them (theme 2), and finally to answer the research 

sub-questions and expand on issues that participants considered important to their gaming 

(theme 3). I hope that this structure allows ease of understanding for readers while highlighting 

key findings from the interviews. 

The key findings describe what avatars meant to participants. When I asked participants 

about their avatars, they didn’t speak that much about the characters’ names, personalities, 

attributes, clothes, or any other distinguishing features. They could have; for instance, I am 

confident that Participants 3 would have given me the full backstories on some of his most-

played merchant rogues or Participant 5 on her avatar’s quest to discover dragons. However, 

that did not seem to be what drove their sharing. I tried to follow where participants chose to go, 

the topics they felt were most significant (Smith et al., 2022). Rather than focusing on the 

avatar’s characteristics, participants instead spoke about who the avatars and games allowed 
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them to be. It is a subtle but important difference. Using an avatar in an RPG didn’t mean that 

they could become a completely different person, but that they could become a different version 

of themselves, for a particular reason. 

I believe that the most important finding in this study was that participants’ real lives 

and problematic gaming was interwoven and inseparable. The one reflected the other. PG did 

not happen in isolation, it emerged from real-world social and emotional factors. This finding 

supports the 2021 study in which Stevens and colleagues found that many gamers believed that 

problematic gaming sprang out of an individual’s real-world struggles. Hagström and Kaldo 

(2014) defined negative escapism as the urge to distract from negative life experiences, in 

contrast to escapism for simple enjoyment. Participants’ stories strongly mirrored that 

hypothesis. Participant 2 described it well when she stated, “It was a kind of place that I was able 

to hide.” Participants 1-4 all described specific and significant adverse real-world experiences 

that precluded their PG. Participant 5 did not share about her real-world situations when her PG 

began, though she too admitted: “I was definitely missing a lot in my life and that’s what drew 

me in deeper.” The problematic nature of each participants’ gaming seemed to have a direct 

relationship with their life circumstances at the time.  

The type of game mattered, both in terms of genre and offline versus online playing. 

Participant 3 could play non-MMO games without any addictive pull but could not play MMOs 

in a healthy way. For Participant 2, the most important draw was the social factor of MMOs. 

Participant 1 never liked MMO games but would play offline games intensely. Participants 4 and 

5 preferred fantasy games over other genres. Participant 1’s enjoyment of military-style games 

increased after being in the military. Participants’ problematic gaming seemed tied to particular 

genres and types of game. To a significant extent, this preference was personal choice; however, 

dark patterns within the game design may have preyed upon particular individuals’ needs (Zagal 

et al., 2013). Participants talked about all the three types of dark pattern identified by Zagal, 

Björk and Lewis: temporal (mindless grinding); monetary (seeing others throw away thousands 
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of dollars); and especially social capital-based, in which they deeply invested their time for a 

sense of status (2013). The games themselves, and the companies behind them, are unlikely to 

be wholly innocent. Overall, participants did not play any or all games addictively; their 

problematic playing was not random.  

Throughout the data, there were some examples of how participants’ choice of game and 

avatar directly related to their real-world selves. The clearest instance was found in Participant 

1’s reflections. He chose games and avatars where he could be a more confident, capable version 

of himself. As a child, he consistently chose underdog characters who, like himself, faced a harsh 

and unfriendly world; unlike himself, they were able to do something about it. Indeed, his 

gaming decreased when he learned to change his life circumstances as an adolescent and young 

adult and increased during periods of stress and grief. This illustrates the link between real-

world situations and PG.  

Participants’ descriptions of their avatars support van Looy and colleagues’ theory of 

avatar identification (2012). Participant 1’s relationship with his avatars seems to tap into both 

similarity identification and wishful identification, as he sought characters similar but more able 

than himself. They displayed characteristics that both reminded him of himself and tapped into 

who he deeply desired to be. Participant 4’s choice of “hard-hitting”, close-up fighting avatars fit 

his “need to jump around. I’m very fidgety as is, as a person.” This may reflect van Looy et al.’s 

(2012) theory of similarity identification and possibly embodied presence, as would Participant 

5’s description of her avatars being “the fantasy version of me.” Participant 2 seemed the least 

attached to her avatars, caring for them as a way to express herself socially and to effectively 

enact a leadership role within the group. Her avatar’s role seemed an extension of her real-world 

drives for socialisation, competition and leadership. Her experiences may fit the similarity and 

wishful identification categories as well. It is important to note that not all participants 

experienced all types of identification significantly, but tended towards certain ones. 
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The findings also support a number of other studies. They strongly support Barbera and 

Haselager’s (2020) conclusions that avatars can bridge gamers’ real world and idealised selves. 

Other studies linked low self-esteem with increased avatar identification and PG (Green et al., 

2021; von der Heiden, 2019). A 2023 pilot study of Italian gamers found a strong link between 

low self-concept clarity (SCC) and higher avatar identification and GD (Servidio et al.). In his 

theory on self-discrepancy, Higgins (1987) postulated that individuals are motivated to bridge 

the gap between their actual and ideal selves. Those with a large discrepancy between their 

actual and ideal selves may experience dejection-related emotions (Higgins, 1987). The 

attainment of an ideal self can show up through avatar identification as an IT identity (Carter & 

Grover, 2015; van Looy et al., 2012). In this study, participants' relationships with their avatars 

seemed to mirror the ideal way they would like to feel within a community setting. Therefore, 

their avatar identification and IT identity seemed inherently social. 

Participants described adverse experiences in early life that made the world feel unsafe 

and/or reduced their perceived efficacy in moving towards their ideal social selves. They felt 

they could not achieve their ideal selves in the real world. Instead, specific video games and 

avatars provided an alternative pathway for participants to achieve their ideal selves. For 

instance, Participant 3 chased status within online gaming worlds: “That social capital that you 

get when you do something in these MMOs is so valuable.” Participant 2 was driven by 

competition to be on national leaderboards and a leader within her guild. Participant 5 was able 

to explore her personality, sexuality, and friendships within a safe environment. In contrast to 

his chaotic home and school life, Participant 1 perceived a sense of safety in non-player 

character communities: “There’s no prejudice, there’s no nothing, there’s no discrimination, you 

are wholeheartedly accepted, so long as you’re holding the controller pushing this main 

character around.” Each participant had significant and specific real-world motivations driving 

their problematic gaming.  
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The finding that most surprised me was the strong social element of these motivations. 

Without my prompting in the interviews, Participants 1, 2, 3, and 5 all spoke at length and in 

earnest about how important it had been to them to find a community within the game and take 

on a meaningful role within it. For instance, Participant 3 spent untold hours of mindless work 

to achieve high levels and feel a sense of status, as perceived by others he did not even know. 

This experience fits exactly with Durand Jacobs’ seminal 1986 on behavioural addictions: “the 

individual can escape from painful reality and experience wish-fulfilling fantasies of being an 

important personage, highly successful and admired” (p. 17). For four of the participants, a 

virtual community’s positive perception temporarily alleviated real-world stress. 

This finding may relate to Sioni et al.’s (2017) study, which found that social anxiety 

could be a driving factor for problematic gamers to attach to an avatar identity. Perhaps for 

another researcher this finding would not be such a surprise. I related most to Participant 1’s 

story of finding solace and acceptance within the pretend communities of solo games. I 

recreated the sense of being part of a team and competing through the game FIFA. All 

participants bar Participant 4 described community as a driving factor for their gaming, and 

how that in-game avatar community felt safer than the real world for them at the time. 

Implications for Practice 

This study contributes to the counselling literature on several levels. It explores the role 

of avatar identification in PG, sheds light on problematic gaming on a personal level, and offers 

tools for individuals and counsellors to break the destructive cycle of PG. As a trainee counsellor, 

this study showed me how complex the landscape of gaming is for those who might have a 

problem. Both individuals and professionals can use this study to better understand the roots of 

problematic gaming and how to address the unique underlying issues driving it. 

Counsellors and other professionals can use the knowledge that problematic gamers’ 

avatar choices may reflect unmet needs in real life. For instance, Participant 1’s reflections 

demonstrate his desire for social acceptance, safety, and autonomy. His problematic gaming 



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                115 

 

naturally decreased when he found a role within the football team: “I was getting gratification 

from my peers in a social group for once.” 

By understanding gamers’ choices within the game, counsellors can better support 

clients to meet their needs in the real world. As Participant 4 put it: 

[4] So I started to see, you know, how I was in-game starting to leak out into how 

I was in real life. So, that was a bit of a change. And that’s kind of when my gaming 

slowed down pretty significantly. 

By understanding their avatars, counsellors can help clients bridge the gap between their ideal 

and their real selves. 

For participants in this study, the most important needs centred around acceptance and 

connections within a community. This reflects some of the literature on reducing PG, such as 

improving school connectedness (Wei et al., 2019) and real-world social networks (Marinaci et 

al., 2021; Sioni et al., 2017). As an example, I believe that increased school connectedness and 

secure peer relationships may have supported Participant 4 as an adolescent after his trauma, 

and led to significantly reduced escapism into gaming. Therefore, counsellors may focus on 

helping clients identify their fears around experiences and relationships and how they can build 

authentic connections in the real world. 

Additionally, participants noted that engaging in real-world activities was a good way to 

break away from gaming. Participants could begin to re-root their self-esteem in real-world 

situations and relationships. As Participant 2 put it, “Today, if I am successful, it’s because of 

multiple things. And not because of video games.” It seems important to understand clients’ 

unique needs and their gaming habits may illuminate what they are looking for. For instance, 

Participant 2 seemed to seek out highly interactive social experiences, competition, and 

leadership roles. Understanding who the client becomes in the game and the discrepancies 

between their avatar (ideal self) and their real self can guide practice.  
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Self-awareness around gaming habits can help individuals and counsellors best 

understand the process of avatar identification in PG. When he was thirteen, Participant 1 had a 

therapist who helped him develop awareness of how he gamed: that it was different from other 

people’s gaming habits and why he played the way he played. He reflected that, “Once we got 

past the recognition of the reasons why [I gamed], we started working on healthier coping 

mechanisms to kind of deal with life stress. … That’s when my desire to play video games started 

really dropping.” Therefore, self-awareness about motivations for gaming can lead to healthier 

alternatives. 

As a young gamer, I did not understand why I played more obsessively than many of my 

friends. It was only with time and self-reflection that I began to weave the threads together; 

counsellors can help children and adults begin this process and then deepen it. Li et al. (2017) 

demonstrated that mindfulness techniques may help reduce IGD symptoms through building 

self-awareness and self-regulation. Some participants also described a shift when they came to 

terms with the real-world consequences that PG was having on their lives. Counsellors may wish 

to explore and highlight clients’ values and aspirations, and how gaming impacts those. 

Participants highlighted the need to prioritize relationships that were ultimately more 

important to them than their gaming. Participant 3 did not want to lose another romantic 

relationship. For Participants 1 and 2, having a child made their life priorities much clearer, 

helping them to moderate their gaming. In addition, real-world activities that connected 

participants with community, nature, and their physical bodies helped alleviate their symptoms. 

Findings supported Barbera and Haselager’s (2020) suggestion that developing a healthier 

physical self-concept can reduce gaming, such as through exercise. Counsellors can support 

clients to develop healthier real-world relationships, such as suggested by Koc et al. (2020), who 

suggested that more family activities may help at-risk youth. 

Participant 5’s reflections that her problematic gaming was highly linked with her ADHD 

symptoms and hyperfocus has recent support in the literature. A 2023 meta-analysis by Koncz 
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and colleagues demonstrated a significant association between GD and ADHD. Therefore, 

counsellors may want to test those struggling with PG for ADHD as well, and look for mutual 

treatment solutions. Similarly, counsellors may benefit from understanding potential risks of PG 

in those with ADHD. 

Finally, participants provided guidance on how to counsel those with PG, especially 

adolescents. Counsellors may want to approach the issue from another direction if the client has 

already had a lot of outside pressure to change from those around them. It is important to 

consider the complex issues involved with PG, including past experiences of safety in the world, 

social elements within different games, and the benefits that video games can provide as well. 

Responsibility and support for PG should not reside solely at the individual level. As 

video games continue to evolve, new laws for the gaming industry should attempt to safeguard 

gamers from the extreme harms of PG. For instance, with the increasing use of gambling-style 

loot boxes in games, the financial harms associated with PG are likely much greater than they 

were in past decades. Participants 1 and 4 told anecdotal stories of others they’d seen lose 

excessive money, time, and energy to predatory games. Participant 4 described: “So you end up 

spending seven, eight hours just farming material to make the things that you need for the raid. 

So it became a job, essentially.” Regulations should monitor and protect gamers, especially those 

under 18, from the potential harms of game design dark patterns, as the gaming industry cannot 

be trusted to forsake profits to protect people (Goodstein, 2021). While it is important to 

support people individually, social reforms play a vital role as well. 

Overall, counsellors and other professionals can use self-awareness to help clients 

understand their motivations to game and encourage other activities to help them rebuild their 

self-esteem and reconnect with the real world in a meaningful way. As real-world struggles can 

significantly influence PG, counsellors may want to prepare clients to face these struggles as 

they re-emerge in the real world. Helping clients connect with people and activities that meet 

the underlying needs expressed in gaming may be a positive way forward. 
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Limitations and Validity 

This study contains a number of limitations, based on the methodology, my researcher 

stance, and sampling. Here I outline these limitations along with an assessment of the study’s 

validity as a qualitative IPA study. 

IPA studies are not meant to generalize results (Smith et al., 2022). Instead, the meaning 

and usefulness of an IPA study draws from its roots in phenomenology, idiography, and 

hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2022). Overall, IPA researchers demonstrate the interpreted 

meaning behind a group of individuals’ similar experiences of a phenomenon (Smith et al., 

2022). Therefore, the findings presented do not and should not make broad generalisations 

about problematic gaming. Instead, they offer unique insight into five individual’s experiences 

in the hope that these stories and inferences may inform counselling practice. The lack of 

generalisability is a notable limitation of the methodology (Smith et al., 2022). 

Sampling for this study created natural limitations, both expected and unexpected. To 

attract participants, I posted in several forums related to gaming and problematic gaming. I 

vetted enquiries by their ability to meet the inclusion criteria of the study. I ended up with five 

participants all taken from the Athabasca University general forum. This created a homogenous 

group in a way I did not anticipate; while their ages ranged from late twenties to fifty, all were 

students at an online university and several were interested in counselling and psychology. Their 

interest and situation may have created a sampling bias. Potential participants not as interested 

in these fields or who did not feel comfortable, able, or interested in sharing their lived 

experiences for whatever reason may have presented different perspectives within the wider 

potential population of those with lived experience of PG. 

As noted in the data, all participants still played video games in some way at the time of 

interviewing; therefore, I have no data from previous problematic gamers who choose to no 

longer game. Additionally, all participants were fluent in English, with Participant 2 noting that 
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English was her second language. These limitations should be considered; they make the data 

gathered more homogenous in ways I had not anticipated in the original proposal. 

In their IPA textbook, Smith et al. (2022) recommend using Levitt and colleagues’ 2018 

article on standards to assess validity in qualitative studies. It represents the American 

Psychological Association Publications and Communications Board Working Group’s 

assessment of standards of quality and acceptance within psychology research. To achieve 

methodological integrity, Levitt et al. (2018) require papers to demonstrate adequacy of the data 

collected, management of researcher perspective, findings grounded in evidence, insightful and 

meaningful contributions to the field, contextual information, coherence, and consistency of 

analysis. Jonathan Smith published his own evaluation of IPA studies’ validity in a 2011 study 

(2011a) and subsequent reply to comments (2011b). He outlined four necessary criteria for an 

acceptable IPA study (grounding in IPA theory, transparency, coherence of analysis, and 

adequate sampling across participant data), along with seven criteria that go above acceptability 

to make a good IPA study (clear focus, strong data, rigour, depth of theme, interpretative 

quality, a balance of convergence and divergence, and care in writing) (Smith, 2011a). Below, I 

summarily assess the validity of my study in consideration of the three sets of criteria, noting 

limitations. 

I used a semi-structured interview guide, which meant that interviews covered similar 

topics between participants while also following the tangents and experiences they considered 

significant. One limitation of the data, once I had collected and begun to analyse it, was that I 

could have asked more detailed questions about avatars' characteristics. Participants tended to 

speak more about themselves in the context of the games, which formed the foundation of the 

findings. Therefore, certain avatar characteristics could have illuminated the player-avatar 

relationships in other ways. However, I found substantial evidence for participants’ choice of 

game and avatar in the context of their real lives. 
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One of the primary advantages and disadvantages to my researcher perspective was my 

own experience of problematic gaming. Through self-reflection, creative writing, and personal 

counselling, I had drawn my own conclusions about my experiences. My lived experience both 

differed and had similarities to each participant. Throughout the interviews, I was transparent 

about my experiences and my reasons for creating the study. This seemed to create a greater 

depth of mutual understanding and connection between myself and participants, and likely put 

them more at ease in describing their experiences without fear of judgement or 

misunderstanding.  

With an approach of cultural responsivity (Collins, 2018), I attempted to understand 

participants’ experience through their own lens. However, my own perspective on problematic 

gaming, deeply personal and important to my own identity, needs to be strongly considered 

when viewing the findings. Some results surprised me, others I expected or had generalized 

from my own experience. I have attempted to be transparent about my interpretations 

throughout the study, so that other researchers can evaluate and assess the validity of my 

conclusions. 

I followed Smith and colleagues’ (2022) guidelines for analysing the data. I transcribed 

and annotated each interview before creating personal experiential themes (PETs) for each. 

From these PETs, I then created group experiential themes (GETs) that through reorganisation 

and reflection evolved into the superordinate themes presented. I relistened to and reread the 

original interviews at various points throughout the analysis, as part of the reiterative process of 

IPA to seek deeper meanings (Smith et al., 2022). My results section includes frequent 

quotations from the interview data to backup conclusions (Smith et al., 2022). According to 

Levitt et al. (2018), qualitative researchers may arrive at different conclusions from the same 

data set, yet the transparency of the study should make the process of these findings clearly 

understandable to others. Smith (2011a) defines rigour in IPA studies as the representation of 

sampling from the corpus of interviews. For a study with five participants, at least three should 
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be sufficiently represented within each theme (Smith, 2011a). All participant data is included to 

some degree within my superordinate themes, while subthemes present a range from significant 

idiographic data from one participant to comparisons between up to all five. 

I provided some contextual information about various participants as necessarily limited 

by anonymity. I did not gather demographic information from participants; however, contextual 

information emerged during interviews when relevant to the topic, such as age, relationship 

history, upbringing, and so forth. I have attempted to include this context in the results. 

Only the reader may judge the insightfulness and meaningfulness of my findings, along 

with their coherence. I have contextualized my findings within the general literature in this 

section and sought supervisory guidance along the way to check for coherence. I initially 

organized my themes in a narrative structure to follow the progression of participant’s 

problematic gaming experiences; however, this did not seem to best answer the research 

question. I hope that the current organisation provides sufficient structure to make the context 

and findings clear.  

Regarding consistency, I was the sole researcher throughout the analysis. Seasoned IPA 

researchers warn that the method requires time and energy to learn (Callary et al., 2015; Miller 

et al., 2018; Smith & Nizza, 2021). Due to the time commitment inherent in its data analysis, 

students sometimes rush IPA studies to meet university deadlines (Miller et al.). I completed my 

recruitment, data collection, analysis and write up over the course of 18 months, alongside 

school and work commitments. Apart from supervision feedback, I worked on my own. Callary 

and colleagues (2015) noted an advantage they had in working in a team, where they could 

bounce ideas and interpretations off of one another. Defending their process to one another 

strengthened their overall understanding (Callary et al., 2015). Alone, I had to work especially 

hard to create a layered, complex, and transparent study. I attempted to give equal weight to 

each participants’ experiences and highlight both convergence and divergence within the data 

(Smith et al., 2022).  
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I have attempted to adhere to IPA principles throughout the process of sampling, 

interviewing, analysing, and writing up the data to create an acceptable study (Smith, 2011a). 

My academic supervisors have provided feedback at various points to deepen and challenge my 

conclusions. I hope that this research qualifies as a valid and acceptable IPA study, with the 

potential of influencing the psychology field through meaningful insights into the lived 

experiences of problematic gamers’ relationships with their avatars. 

Future Directions 

This Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis study explored the role that avatars can 

play in problematic gaming. The study was limited in a number of ways and reflects five 

individuals’ experiences of PG, focusing on depth rather than breadth. Wider qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods studies with other populations can create generalizable results 

and guides for counselling practice. 

There are several populations I believe worth further consideration. My participants 

were all engaged in online university courses; studying other populations, such as non-students, 

university-educated and non-university educated adults, and young people would yield more 

comprehensive results. All the participants were adults in their late twenties and up. It is 

important to speak with young people about the current gaming landscape, which continues to 

evolve and expand. There are likely significant similarities and differences between PG triggers 

in modern games such as Fortnite compared to the games that my participants grew up playing. 

Additionally, it is important to research the experiences of those working with problematic 

gamers. Studying the experiences of counsellors experienced in working with clients with PG 

may identify effective counselling tools and potential ethical tensions. 

The lived world of any phenomenon, such as problematic gaming, is not confined to 

those who struggle with it but also their friends, family, and community (Larkin et al., 2019). 

Multiperspectival IPA extends the reach of IPA by incorporating two or more perspectives, 

thereby deepening understanding of the relations involved (Larkin et al., 2019). Heselton and 
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colleagues (2021) demonstrated how to incorporate community-based participation into an IPA 

study, receiving input into research questions and directions, interview approaches, and 

dissemination audiences. They actively sought to produce positive change in the autism 

community through their study, using education and providing free counselling. Alternative IPA 

designs, such as multiperspectival, community participation, or the integration of visual media, 

can add layers of complexity to a study, increasing its application (Smith & Nizza, 2021). 

However, they are not recommended for novice researchers, as they require a more complex 

design (Larkin et al.; Smith & Nizza, 2021). Using multiperspectival IPA or a similar 

methodology may enhance the scope of PG research beyond the individual. 

Considering my finding that a need for safe and attainable social connection drove 

participants’ PG, future researchers may want to emulate such work as Wei et al. (2019), 

Apisitwasana et al. (2018), and Li et al., (2017) by testing models of social connectedness in 

moderating PG. Awareness of PG risks and vulnerabilities can better inform parents, educators, 

and young people. It may help identify ways to break the cycle of distress and escape before it 

becomes overwhelming, as suggested by participants in Stevens and colleagues’ 2020 study. 

This study is limited to avatar-based, role-playing games. Studies looking at differences 

in problematic gaming between avatar-based and non-avatar-based games may illuminate 

important nuances in why people play. Researchers may also want to compare PG to similar 

technology addictions, such as problematic use of pornography and social media. 

Finally, this study demonstrates a link between real-world experiences, avatar 

identification, and problematic gaming. Further research could examine in more detail how 

problematic gamers use their avatars in online social settings. As companies such as META 

build online avatar-based work environments and people increasingly work from home post-

pandemic, it is important for us to understand the potential risks of problematic avatar 

identification more widely. Risk factors such as low self-esteem and self-concept, social anxiety, 

and adverse childhood experiences may make individuals vulnerable when engaged in these 
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environments. Further research should identify the risks and opportunities of avatar 

identification (van Looy et al., 2012) and IT identity (Carter & Grover, 2015) in the context of 

problematic gaming and how they impact gaming, work, and other social settings.  
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Chapter VI: Conclusion 

This study represents years of work preparing, interviewing, analysing, and writing. 

Much more than that, it condenses down decades of the lived experiences of five individuals: 

their struggles and triumphs. Many of the findings back up previous research in the field of 

problematic gaming and I believe that it also provides some new insights. I came up with the 

topic for this dissertation over three years ago, as I began the literature review in my second year 

of graduate school. However, the original idea sprouted long before, during my own lonely hours 

of playing video games and in the years of trying to untangle just what had happened, why, and 

what I had done to myself. It was a moving experience speaking with five others, who shared 

stories similar and distinct from my own. As I reflect now on participants’ stories, they stand out 

to me as ones of deep resilience and courage. They were drawn into this false safety, the alluring 

promise of an avatar, this more secure self through which they could stand tall, explore, connect. 

I know the challenges of moving on from that false promise, and how the accumulation of time 

and energy builds up into a cloud of regret and shame that can make it all the more difficult to 

find a new path. 

I chose to conduct this research because I want to pass forward the hard-won insight of 

those who have experienced PG to those who may need guidance now and in the future. I stand 

by my own teacher’s motto: Wisdom comes from the wound. Perhaps more than ever in our 

world, we need resilient and compassionate mentors. Technology is evolving at breathtaking 

speed and represents only one facet of our global permacrisis state of affairs. The more we can 

understand vulnerabilities to problematic and harmful technology use, the more we can protect 

ourselves, our loved ones, our communities, and especially young people. I will take the 

experiences and stories from this study forward with me into my own work as a counsellor, and I 

hope that these findings can seep out into the world in some small way to give hope to those who 

need it.  



AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                126 

 

References 

American Psychological Association. (2018, June). Internet Gaming. 

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/internet-gaming/  

Amos, I. (2016). Interpretative phenomenological analysis and embodied interpretation: 

Integrating methods to find the ‘words that work.’ Counselling and Psychotherapy 

Research, 16(4). https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12094  

Apisitwasana, N., Perngparn, U., & Cottler, L. B. (2018). Effectiveness of school- and family-

based interventions to prevent gaming addiction among grades 4-5 students in Bangkok, 

Thailand. Psychology Research and Behavior Management, 11, 103-115. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S145868 

Athabasca University Research Centre (2021a). Ethics: Purpose and review. 

https://www.athabascau.ca/research-centre/ethics/  

Athabasca University Research Centre (2021b). Ethics: Templates and samples. 

https://www.athabascau.ca/research-centre/ethics/templates-and-samples.html  

Avdi, E. (2005). Negotiating a pathological identity in the clinical dialogue: Discourse analysis of 

a family therapy. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 78(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1348/147608305X52586  

Bacon, I., McKay, E., Reynolds, F., & McIntyre, A. (2020). The lived experience of 

codependency: an interpretative phenomenological analysis. International Journal of 

Mental Health and Addiction, 18(3). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-9983-8  

Bailey, L. (2005). Control and desire: The issue of identity in popular discourses of addiction. 

Addiction Research and Theory, 13(6), 535-543. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350500338195  

Barbera, M. S., & Haselager, W. F. G. (2020). The habit of massively multiplayer online role-

playing games (MMORPGs): A phenomenological analysis of bodily self-perception in 

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/internet-gaming/
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12094
http://dx.doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S145868
https://www.athabascau.ca/research-centre/ethics/
https://www.athabascau.ca/research-centre/ethics/templates-and-samples.html
https://doi.org/10.1348/147608305X52586
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-9983-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350500338195


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                127 

 

gaming addiction. Rivista Internazionale Di Filosofia E Psicologia, 11(2), 190-210. 

http://doi.org/10.4453/rifp.2020.0012  

Blizzard Entertainment. (2022). Denizens of Azeroth. World of Warcraft. 

https://worldofwarcraft.com/en-us/game/races  

Britannica. (n.d.). Chess: History. https://www.britannica.com/topic/chess/History  

Brooks, G. A., & Clark, L. (2019). Associations between loot box use, problematic gaming and 

gambling, and gambling-related cognitions. Addictive Behaviors, 96. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.04.009  

Burleigh, T. L., Stavropoulos, V., Liew, L. W. L., Adams, B. L. M., & Griffiths, M. D. (2017). 

Depression, internet gaming disorder, and the moderating effect of the gamer-avatar 

relationship: An exploratory longitudinal study. International Journal of Mental Health 

Addiction, 16, 102-124. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9806-3  

Burns, M., & Peacock, S. (2019). Interpretive phenomenological methodologists in nursing: A 

critical analysis and comparison. Nursing Inquiry, 26(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1111/nin.12280  

Burkauskas, J., Griskova-Bulanova, I., Đorić, A., Balhara, Y. P. S., Sidharth, A., Ransing, R., Thi, 

T. –V v., Huong, T. N., Kafali, H. Y., Erzin, G., Vally, Z., Chowdhury, M. R. R., Sharma, 

P., Shakya, R., Moreira, P., Faria, S., Noor, I. M., Campos, L. A. M., Szczegielniak, A. R., 

& Stevanovic, D. (2022). Association of internet gaming disorder symptoms with anxiety 

and depressive symptoms and substance use: an international cross-sectional study. 

Middle East Current Psychiatry, 29(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s43045-022-00180-6  

Bussone, S., Trentini, C., Tambelli, R., & Carola, V. (2020). Early-life interpersonal and affective 

risk factors for pathological gaming. In Frontiers in Psychiatry, 11. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00423  

http://doi.org/10.4453/rifp.2020.0012
https://worldofwarcraft.com/en-us/game/races
https://www.britannica.com/topic/chess/History
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9806-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/nin.12280
https://doi.org/10.1186/s43045-022-00180-6
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00423


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                128 

 

Carey, P. A. K., Delfabbro, P., & King, D. (2022). An evaluation of gaming-related harms in 

relation to gaming disorder and loot box involvement. International Journal of Mental 

Health and Addiction, 20(5). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-021-00556-5  

Carter, M., & Grover, V. (2015). Me, my self, and I(T): Conceptualizing information technology 

identity and its implications. In MIS Quarterly: Management Information Systems, 

39(4). https://doi.org/10.25300/misq/2015/39.4.9  

Carter, M., Moore, K., Mavoa, J., Gaspard, L., & Horst, H. (2020). Children’s perspectives and 

attitudes towards Fortnite ‘addiction’. Media International Australia, 176(1), 138-151. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878X20921568  

Chappell, D., Eatough, V., Davies, M. N. O., & Griffiths, M. (2006). EverQuest - It’s just a 

computer game right? An interpretative phenomenological analysis of online gaming 

addiction. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 4(3). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-006-9028-6  

Chinello, A., Dolci, V., Covili, S. F., Tugnoli, E., Bertelli, S., Micali, N., & Zappa, L. E. (2019). The 

experience of pregnancy during anorexia nervosa: An interpretative phenomenological 

analysis. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 16(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2018.1443362  

Christy, K. R., & Fox, J. (2016). Transportability and presence as predictors of avatar 

identification within narrative video games. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 

Networking, 19(4), 283–287. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2015.0474 

Collins, S. (2018). Embracing cultural responsivity and social justice: Re-shaping professional 

identity in counselling psychology. Counselling Concepts. 

Cummins, J., Lindgren, K. P., & de Houwer, J. (2020). On the role of (implicit) drinking self-

identity in alcohol use and problematic drinking: A comparison of five measures. 

Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 35(4). https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000643  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-021-00556-5
https://doi.org/10.25300/misq/2015/39.4.9
https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878X20921568
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-006-9028-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2018.1443362
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2015.0474
https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000643


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                129 

 

Dang, L., Yang, H. M., Spada, M. M., & Wu, A. M. S. (2024). A three-wave longitudinal study on 

the underlying metacognitive mechanism between depression and internet gaming 

disorder. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 13(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2023.00072  

Darvesh, N., Radhakrishnan, A., Lachance, C. C., Nincic, V., Sharpe, J. P., Ghassemi, M., Straus, 

S. E., & Tricco, A. C. (2020). Exploring the prevalence of gaming disorder and Internet 

gaming disorder: A rapid scoping review. Systematic Reviews, 9(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-020-01329-2  

Deleuze, J., Nuyens, F., Rochat, L., Rothen, S., Maurage, P, & Billieux, J. (2017). Established risk 

factors for addiction fail to discriminate between healthy gamers and gamers endorsing 

DSM-5 internet gaming disorder. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(4), 516-524. 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.074  

di Fini, B. C., Porto, A. A., da Silva, L. G., Moura, P. N. M., de Oliveira, T. D., & de Paula, J. J. 

(2023). Prevalence of internet gaming disorder and its psychological correlates. Jornal 

Brasileiro de Psiquiatria, 72(2). https://doi.org/10.1590/0047-2085000000411  

Dickson, A., Knussen, C., & Flowers, P. (2008). “That was my old life; it’s almost like a past-life 

now”: Identity crisis, loss and adjustment amongst people living with Chronic Fatigue 

Syndrome. Psychology and Health, 23(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440701757393  

Duret, K. (2018). The use of communication technology by couples in long-distance committed 

relationships: An interpretative phenomenological analysis [Masters thesis, Athabasca 

University]. Theses Canada. 

Entertainment Software Association of Canada (2021). The Canadian video game industry: 

2021. https://theesa.ca/resource/the-canadian-video-game-industry-2021/  

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2023.00072
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-020-01329-2
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.074
https://doi.org/10.1590/0047-2085000000411
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440701757393
https://theesa.ca/resource/the-canadian-video-game-industry-2021/


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                130 

 

Entertainment Software Association of Canada (2022). Bringing Canadians together through 

gaming: Essential facts 2022. https://theesa.ca/resource/bringing-canadians-together-

through-gaming-essential-facts-2022/  

Entertainment Software Association of Canada (2020). Our Industry is Thriving. www.theesa.ca  

Faisal, A., & Peltoniemi, M. (2018). Establishing video game genres using data-driven modeling 

and product databases. Games and Culture, 13(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412015601541  

Faulkner, G., Irving, H., Adlaf, E. M., & Turner, N. (2015). Subtypes of adolescent video gamers: 

A latent class analysis. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 13(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-014-9501-6  

Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Clinicians’ attitudes toward video games vary as a function of age, gender 

and negative beliefs about youth: A sociology of media research approach. Computers 

in Human Behavior, 52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.06.016  

Fernandes, B., Biswas, U. N., Tan-Mansukhani, R., Vallejo, A., & Essau, C. A. (2020). The 

impact of COVID-19 lockdown on internet use and escapism in adolescents. Revista de 

Psicologia Clinica Con Ninos y Adolescentes, 7(3). https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2021-

06276-007  

Fernández-Vara, C. (2009). The tribulations of adventure video games: Integrating story into 

simulation through performance. [Doctoral dissertation, Georgia Institute of 

Technology]. ResearchGate. 

Gong, X., Chen, C., & Lee, M. K. O. (2020). What drives problematic online gaming? The role of 

IT identity, maladaptive cognitions, and maladaptive emotions. Computers in Human 

Behavior, 110. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106386  

Gong, X., Cheung, C. M. K., Zhang, K. Z. K., Chen, C., & Lee, M. K. O. (2021). A dual-identity 

perspective of obsessive online social gaming. Journal of the Association for 

Information Systems, 22(5). https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00693  

https://theesa.ca/resource/bringing-canadians-together-through-gaming-essential-facts-2022/
https://theesa.ca/resource/bringing-canadians-together-through-gaming-essential-facts-2022/
http://www.theesa.ca/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412015601541
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-014-9501-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.06.016
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2021-06276-007
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2021-06276-007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106386
https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00693


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                131 

 

Goodman, A. (1990). Addiction: definition and implications. British Journal of Addiction, 

85(11). https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1990.tb01620.x  

Grajewski, P., & Dragan, M. (2020). Adverse childhood experiences, dissociation, and anxious 

attachment style as risk factors of gaming disorder. Addictive Behaviors Reports, 11. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2020.100269  

Gray, K. L. (2018). Gaming out online: Black lesbian identity development and community 

building in Xbox Live. Journal of Lesbian Studies, 22(3). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10894160.2018.1384293  

Green, R., Delfabbro, P. H., & King, D. L. (2020). Avatar- and self-related processes and 

problematic gaming: A systematic review. Addictive Behaviors, 108. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106461  

Green, R., Delfabbro, P. H., & King, D. L. (2021). Avatar identification and problematic gaming: 

The role of self-concept clarity. Addictive Behaviors, 113. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106694  

Griffiths, M. D., Király, O., Pontes, H. M., & Demetrovics, Z. (2015). An overview of problematic 

gaming. In E. Aboujaoude & V. Starcevic (Eds.), Mental health in the digital age: Grave 

dangers, great promise (pp. 27–45). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/med/9780199380183.003.0002  

Griffiths, M. D., van Rooij, A. J., Kardefelt-Winther, D., Starcevic, V., Király, O., Pallesen, S., 

Müller, K., Dreier, M., Carras, M., Prause, N., King, D. L., Aboujaoude, E., Kuss, D. J., 

Pontes, H. M., Lopez Fernandez, O., Nagygyorgy, K., Achab, S., Billieux, J., Quandt, T., … 

Demetrovics, Z. (2016). Working towards an international consensus on criteria for 

assessing internet gaming disorder: A critical commentary on Petry et al. (2014). 

Addiction, 111(1). https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13057  

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1990.tb01620.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2020.100269
https://doi.org/10.1080/10894160.2018.1384293
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106461
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106694
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1093/med/9780199380183.003.0002
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13057


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                132 

 

Grooten, J., & Kowert, R. (2015). Going beyond the game: Development of gamer identities 

within societal discourse and virtual spaces. Loading: A Journal of the Canadian Game 

Studies Association, 9(14), 70-87.  

Hagström, D., & Kaldo, V. (2014). Escapism among players of MMORPGs-conceptual 

clarification, its relation to mental health factors, and development of a new measure. 

Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 17(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0222  

Halbrook, Y. J., O’Donnell, A. T., & Msetfi, R. M. (2019). When and how video games can be 

good: A review of the positive effects of video games on well-being. Perspectives on 

Psychological Science, 14(6). https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691619863807  

Hau, P. (2015). How sexual minorities may use the internet to foster resiliency [Masters thesis, 

Athabasca University]. Theses Canada. 

Hébert-Ratté, R., Dufour, M., & Hébert, M. (2023). Validation of the Internet Gaming Disorder 

Test (IGDT-10) in a sample of Quebec French-speaking youth and associations with 

trauma and PTSD. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/cbs0000374  

Heselton, G. A., Rempel, G. R., & Nicolas, D. B. (2021). Integrating community participation 

with interpretative phenomenological analysis: Reflections on engaging the autism 

community. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 20, p. 1-10. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211055575  

Higgins, E. T. (1987). Self-discrepancy: A theory relating to self and affect. Psychological 

Review, 94(3). https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.94.3.319  

Horrigan-Kelly, M., Millar, M., & Dowling, M. (2016). Understanding the key tenets of 

Heidegger’s philosophy for interpretive phenomenological research. International 

Journal of Qualitative Methods, 15(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406916680634  

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0222
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691619863807
https://doi.org/10.1037/cbs0000374
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211055575
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-295X.94.3.319
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406916680634


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                133 

 

Howe, W. T., Livingston, D. J., & Lee, S. K. (2019). Concerning gamer identity: An examination 

of individual factors associated with accepting the label of gamer. First Monday. 

https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v24i3.9443  

Huang, X., Shi, H. X., Li, H. Q., Guo, W. J., Luo, D., & Xu, J. J. (2022). Differential effects of 

anxiety on internet gaming disorder: A large-scale cross-sectional survey. Frontiers in 

Psychiatry, 12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.802513  

Huff, J. L., Smith, J. A., Jesiek, B. K., Zoltowski, C. B., & Oakes, W. C. (2019). Identity in 

engineering adulthood: An interpretative phenomenological analysis of early-career 

engineers in the United States as they transition to the workplace. Emerging Adulthood, 

7(6). https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696818780444  

Internet Gaming Database (n.d.a). Tennis for two. https://www.igdb.com/games/tennis-for-

two  

Internet Gaming Database (n.d.b). Advanced search. https://www.igdb.com/advanced_search  

Jacobs, D. F. (1986). A general theory of addictions: A new theoretical model. Journal of 

Gambling Behavior, 2(1). https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01019931  

Jung, C. W. (2020). Role of gamers’ communicative ecology on game community involvement 

and self-identification of gamer. Computers in Human Behavior, 104. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.106164  

Kaczmarek, L. D., & Dra̧zkowski, D. (2014). MMORPG escapism predicts decreased well-being: 

Examination of gaming time, game realism beliefs, and online social support for offline 

problems. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 17(5). 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2013.0595  

Kaimara, P., Oikonomou, A., & Deliyannis, I. (2021). Could virtual reality applications pose real 

risks to children and adolescents? A systematic review of ethical issues and concerns. 

Virtual Reality. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10055-021-00563-w  

https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v24i3.9443
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.802513
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696818780444
https://www.igdb.com/games/tennis-for-two
https://www.igdb.com/games/tennis-for-two
https://www.igdb.com/advanced_search
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01019931
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.106164
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2013.0595
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10055-021-00563-w


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                134 

 

Karagoel, I., & Nathan-Roberts, D. (2021). Dark patterns: Social media, gaming, and e-

commerce. Proceedings of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, 65(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1071181321651317  

Kardefelt-Winther, D. (2014). A conceptual and methodological critique of internet addiction 

research: Towards a model of compensatory internet use. Computers in Human 

Behavior, 31(1). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.059  

Kardefelt-Winther, D., Heeren, A., Schimmenti, A., van Rooij, A., Maurage, P., Carras, M., 

Edman, J., Blaszczynski, A., Khazaal, Y., & Billieux, J. (2017). How can we conceptualize 

behavioural addiction without pathologizing common behaviours? Addiction, 112(10). 

https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13763  

Karhulahti, V.-M., Siutila, M., Vahlo, J., & Koskimaa, R. (2022). Phenomenological strands for 

gaming disorder and esports play: A qualitative registered report. Collabra: Psychology, 

8(1). https://doi.org/10.1525/collabra.38819 

Kassai, S., Pintér, J. N., Rácz, J., Erdősi, D., Milibák, R., & Gyarmathy, V. A. (2017). Using 

interpretative phenomenological analysis to assess identity formation among users of 

synthetic cannabinoids. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 15(5). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9733-3  

Kim, S., Champion, K. E., Gardner, L. A., Teesson, M., Newton, N. C., & Gainsbury, S. M. 

(2022). The directionality of anxiety and gaming disorder: An exploratory analysis of 

longitudinal data from an Australian youth population. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 13. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2022.1043490  

King, D. L., Chamberlain, S. R., Carragher, N., Billieux, J., Stein, D., Mueller, K., Potenza, M. N., 

Rumpf, H. J., Saunders, J., Starcevic, V., Demetrovics, Z., Brand, M., Lee, H. K., Spada, 

M., Lindenberg, K., Wu, A. M. S., Lemenager, T., Pallesen, S., Achab, S., … Delfabbro, P. 

H. (2020a). Screening and assessment tools for gaming disorder: A comprehensive 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1071181321651317
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.059
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13763
https://doi.org/10.1525/collabra.38819
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9733-3
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2022.1043490


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                135 

 

systematic review. Clinical Psychology Review, 77, 101831. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.CPR.2020.101831  

King, D. L., Delfabbro, P. H., Billieux, J., & Potenza, M. N. (2020b). Problematic online gaming 

and the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 9(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00016 

Ko, C. H., & Yen, J. Y. (2020). Impact of COVID-19 on gaming disorder: Monitoring and 

prevention. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 9(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00040  

Koc, E. B., Ozer, G. K., Mutlu, C., Onal, B. S., Ciftci, A., & Ercan, O. (2020). Assessment of 

attitude of parents towards adolescents with Internet gaming disorder. Pediatrics 

International, 62, 848-856. https://doi.org/10.1111/ped.14238  

Koncz, P., Demetrovics, Z., Takacs, Z. K., Griffiths, M. D., Nagy, T., & Király, O. (2023). The 

emerging evidence on the association between symptoms of ADHD and gaming disorder: 

A systematic review and meta-analysis. Clinical Psychology Review. 

https://doi.org/10.106/j.cpr.2023.102343  

Konkolÿ Thege, B., Colman, I., El-guebaly, N., Hodgins, D. C., Patten, S. B., Schopflocher, D., 

Wolfe, J., & Wild, T. C. (2015a). Substance-related and behavioural addiction problems: 

Two surveys of Canadian adults. Addiction Research & Theory, 23(1), 34-42. 

https://doi.org/10.3109/16066359.2014.923408  

Konkolÿ Thege, B., Woodin, E. M., Hodgins, D. C., & Williams, R. J. (2015b). Natural course of 

behavioral addictions: A 5-year longitudinal study. BMC Psychiatry, 15(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-015-0383-3 

Kort-Butler, L. A. (2021). Gamers on gaming: A research note comparing behaviors and beliefs 

of gamers, video game players, and non-players. Sociological Inquiry, 91(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12363  

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.CPR.2020.101831
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00016
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00040
https://doi.org/10.1111/ped.14238
https://doi.org/10.106/j.cpr.2023.102343
https://doi.org/10.3109/16066359.2014.923408
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-015-0383-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12363


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                136 

 

Koski-Jännes, A. (2002). Social and personal identity projects in the recovery from addictive 

behaviours. Addiction Research and Theory, 10(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350290017266  

Kowalik, B. A., Delfabbro, P. H., & King, D. L. (2024). Impaired control and gaming-related 

harm in relation to gaming Disorder. Addictive Behaviors, 151. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2023.107926  

Kristiansen, S., & Severin, M. C. (2020). Loot box engagement and problem gambling among 

adolescent gamers: Findings from a national survey. Addictive Behaviors, 103. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.106254  

Krossbakken, E., Pallesen, S., Molde, H., Mentzoni, R. A., & Finserås, T. R. (2017). Not good 

enough? Further comments to the wording, meaning, and the conceptualization of 

Internet Gaming Disorder. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.013  

Kuss, D. J., Griffiths, M. D., & Pontes, H. M. (2017a). Chaos and confusion in DSM-5 diagnosis 

of internet gaming disorder: Issues, concerns, and recommendations for clarity in the 

field. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(2). https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.5.2016.062  

Kuss, D. J., Griffiths, M. D., & Pontes, H. M. (2017b). DSM-5 diagnosis of Internet Gaming 

disorder: Some ways forward in overcoming issues and concerns in the Gaming studies 

field: Response to the commentaries. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.032  

Lemenager, T., Dieter, J., Hill, H., Hoffmann, S., Reinhard, I., Beutel, M., Vollstadt-Klein, S., 

Kiefer, F., & Mann, K. (2016). Exploring the neural basis of avatar identification in 

pathological internet gamers and of self-reflection in pathological social network users. 

Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 3, 485-499. 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.5.2016.048  

https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350290017266
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2023.107926
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.106254
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.013
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.5.2016.062
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.032
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.5.2016.048


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                137 

 

Levitt, H. M., Bamberg, M., Creswell, J. W., Frost, D. M., Josselson, R., & Suárez-Orozco, C. 

(2018). Journal article reporting standards for qualitative primary, qualitative meta-

analytic, and mixed methods research in psychology: The APA publications and 

communications board task force report. American Psychologist, 73(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000151  

Liew, L. W. L., Stavropoulos, V., Adams, B. L. M., Burleigh, T. L., & Griffiths, M. D. (2018). 

Internet gaming disorder: the interplay between physical activity and user-avatar 

relationship. Behaviour & Information Technology, 37(6), 558–574. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2018.1464599 

Li, W., Garland, E. L., McGovern, P., O’Brien, J. E., Tronnier, C., & Howard, M. O. (2017). 

Mindfulness-oriented recovery enhancement for internet gaming disorder in U.S. adults: 

A stage I randomized controlled trial. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 31(4), p. 393-

402. https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000269  

Louv, Richard. (2005). Last child in the woods: Saving our children from nature-deficit 

disorder. Atlantic Books: London. 

Malli, M. A., Forrester-Jones, R., & Triantafyllopoulou, P. (2019). “Tourette’s is a lonely place”: 

An interpretative phenomenological analysis of the personal experience and identity of 

adults with Tourette’s syndrome. Journal of Developmental and Physical Disabilities, 

31(6). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-019-09676-2  

Marinaci, T., Venuleo, C., Ferrante, L., & della Bona, S. (2021). “What game are we playing?”: 

The psychosocial context of problem gambling and gaming among Italian high school 

students. SSRN Electronic Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3870262  

McDonald, E. (2017). The global games market will reach $108.9 billion in 2017 with mobile 

taking 42%. Newzoo. https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/the-global-games-market-

will-reach-108-9-billion-in-2017-with-mobile-taking-42/  

https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000151
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2018.1464599
https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000269
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-019-09676-2
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3870262
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/the-global-games-market-will-reach-108-9-billion-in-2017-with-mobile-taking-42/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/the-global-games-market-will-reach-108-9-billion-in-2017-with-mobile-taking-42/


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                138 

 

Mehta, S. K., & Murkey, B. (2020). Effect of COVID-19 pandemic imposed lockdown on internet 

addiction. IAHRW International Journal of Social Sciences Review, 8(7–9). 

Monks-Janzen, W. (2018). Childhood lived experiences of short-term employment-related 

parental absence: An interpretative phenomenological analysis [Masters thesis, 

Athabasca University]. Theses Canada. 

Montes, K. S., & Pearson, M. R. (2021). I am what I am: A meta-analysis of the association 

between substance user identities and substance use-related outcomes. Psychology of 

Addictive Behaviors, 35(3). https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000721  

Moon, J., Hossain, D., Sanders, G. L., Garrity, E. J., & Jo, S. (2013). Player commitment to 

massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs): An integrated model. 

International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 17(4), 7-38. 

https://doi.org/10.2753/JEC1086-4415170401 

Nordicity. (2019). The Canadian video game industry 2019. Entertainment Software Association 

of Canada. https://theesa.ca/resources/essential-facts/  

Oakland, J., Macdonald, R., & Flowers, P. (2013). Identity in crisis: The role of work in the 

formation and renegotiation of a musical identity. British Journal of Music Education, 

30(2). https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505171300003X  

Orsolini, L., Longo, G., Bellagamba, S., Kato, T. A., & Volpe, U. (2024). Could the construct of 

modern-type depression predict internet gaming disorder in Italian video gamers? A 

case-control study. Brain Sciences, 14(1). https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci14010048  

Panel on Research Ethics (2020, February 19). Tri-council policy statement: Ethical conduct for 

research involving humans -- TCPS 2 (2018). Government of Canada. 

https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2018.html  

Park, J. J., Wilkinson-Meyers, L., King, D. L., & Rodda, S. N. (2021). Person-centred 

interventions for problem gaming: a stepped care approach. BMC Public Health, 21(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10749-1 

https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000721
https://doi.org/10.2753/JEC1086-4415170401
https://theesa.ca/resources/essential-facts/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505171300003X
https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci14010048
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2018.html
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10749-1


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                139 

 

Petry, N. M., Rehbein, F., Gentile, D. A., Lemmens, J. S., Rumpf, H. J., Mößle, T., Bischof, G., 

Tao, R., Fung, D. S. S., Borges, G., Auriacombe, M., González Ibáñez, A., Tam, P., & 

O’Brien, C. P. (2014). An international consensus for assessing internet gaming disorder 

using the new DSM-5 approach. Addiction, 109(9). https://doi.org/10.1111/add.12457  

Pietkiewicz, I., & Smith, J. A. (2014). A practical guide to using interpretative phenomenological 

analysis in qualitative research psychology. Czasopismo Psychologiczne Psychological 

Journal, 20(1). https://doi.org/10.14691/cppj.20.1.7  

Puiras, E., Cummings, S., & Mazmanian, D. (2021). Playing to escape: Examining escapism in 

Gamblers and Gamers. Journal of Gambling Issues, 46. 

https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2021.46.10  

Purnell, D. J. (2019). Ethical tensions in sex addiction counselling [Masters thesis, Athabasca 

University]. Theses Canada. 

Qaffas, A. A. (2020). An operational study of video games’ genres. International Journal of 

Interactive Mobile Technologies, 14(15). https://doi.org/10.3991/IJIM.V14I15.16691  

Quandt, T. (2017). Stepping back to advance: Why IGD needs an intensified debate instead of a 

consensus Commentary on: Chaos and confusion in DSM-5 diagnosis of Internet 

Gaming Disorder: Issues, concerns, and recommendations for clarity in the field (Kuss et 

al.). In Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.014  

Reiners, G. M. (2012). Understanding the differences between Husserl’s (descriptive) and 

Heidegger’s (interpretive) phenomenological research. Journal of Nursing & Care, 1(5). 

https://doi.org/10.4172/2167-1168.1000119  

reSTART Life. (2019). We founded the first internet gaming addiction treatment center in the 

nation. https://www.netaddictionrecovery.com/about-restart-tech-treatment/ 

Rácz, J., Kassai, S., Pintér, J. N., Benedeczki, P., Dobó-Nagy, Z., Horváth, Z., & Gyarmathy, V. A. 

(2015). The therapeutic journeys of recovering helpers – an interpretative 

https://doi.org/10.1111/add.12457
https://doi.org/10.14691/cppj.20.1.7
https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2021.46.10
https://doi.org/10.3991/IJIM.V14I15.16691
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.014
https://doi.org/10.4172/2167-1168.1000119
https://www.netaddictionrecovery.com/about-restart-tech-treatment/


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                140 

 

phenomenological analysis. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 

13(6). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-015-9560-3  

Rødner, S. (2005). “I am not a drug abuser, I am a drug user”: A discourse analysis of 44 drug 

users’ construction of identity. Addiction Research and Theory, 13(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350500136276  

Rogier, G., Zobel, S. B., & Velotti, P. (2021). COVID-19, loneliness and technological addiction: 

Longitudinal data. Journal of Gambling Issues, 47. 

https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2021.47.4  

Sakamoto, M. L. (2015). Perceptions of personhood and the early onset dementia experience 

“I’m still here” [Masters thesis, Athabasca University]. Theses Canada. 

Sallie, S. N., Ritou, V. J. E., Bowden-Jones, H., & Voon, V. (2021). Assessing online gaming and 

pornography consumption patterns during COVID-19 isolation using an online survey: 

Highlighting distinct avenues of problematic internet behavior. Addictive Behaviors, 

123. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2021.107044  

Sanders, J. L., Williams, R. J., & Damgaard, M. (2017). Video game play and Internet Gaming 

Disorder among Canadian adults: A national survey. Canadian Journal of Addiction, 

8(2). https://doi.org/10.1097/CXA.0000000000000006  

Schneider, L. A., King, D. L., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2017). Family factors in adolescent problematic 

internet gaming: A systematic review. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(3), 321-333. 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.035  

Seay, A. F., & Kraut, R. E. (2007). Project massive: Self-regulation and problematic use of online 

gaming. CHI 2007, April 28 - May 3. https://doi.org/10.1145/1240624.1240749 

Servidio, R., Griffiths, M. D., Boca, S., & Demetrovics, Z. (2023). The serial mediation effects of 

body image-coping strategies and avatar-identification in the relationship between self-

concept clarity and gaming disorder: A pilot study. Addictive Behaviors Reports, 17. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2023.100482  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-015-9560-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/16066350500136276
https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2021.47.4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2021.107044
https://doi.org/10.1097/CXA.0000000000000006
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.035
https://doi.org/10.1145/1240624.1240749
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2023.100482


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                141 

 

Shi, J., Boak, A., Mann, R., & Turner, N. E. (2019). Adolescent problem video gaming in urban 

and non-urban regions. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 17(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-9872-1  

Sioni, S. R., Burleson, M. H., & Bekerian, D. A. (2017). Internet gaming disorder: Social phobia 

and identifying with your virtual self. Computers in Human Behavior, 71. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.01.044  

Sit, H. F., Chang, C. I., Yuan, G. F., Chen, C., Cui, L., Elhai, J. D., & Hall, B. J. (2023). Symptoms 

of internet gaming disorder and depression in Chinese adolescents: A network analysis. 

Psychiatry Research, 322. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2023.115097  

Smith, J. A. (2011a). Evaluating the contribution of interpretative phenomenological analysis. 

Health Psychology Review, 5(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2010.510659  

Smith, J. A. (2011b). Evaluating the contribution of interpretative phenomenological analysis: A 

reply to the commentaries and further development of criteria. Health Psychology 

Review, 5(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2010.541743  

Smith, J. A., & Nizza, I. E. (2021). Essentials of interpretative phenomenological analysis. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0000259-000 

Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2022). Interpretative phenomenological analysis: 

Theory, method and research (2nd ed.). Sage Publications Limited. 

Smythe, E., & Spence, D. (2020). Heideggerian phenomenological hermeneutics: Working with 

the data. Nursing Philosophy, 21(4). https://doi.org/10.1111/nup.12308  

Solari, J. G. (2020). Therapy with disordered gamers: An Interpretive Phenomenological 

Analysis. [Doctoral dissertation, University of Florida]. University of Florida Digital 

Collections. https://ufdc.ufl.edu/UFE0056410/00001  

Starcevic, V. (2017). Internet gaming disorder: Inadequate diagnostic criteria wrapped in a 

constraining conceptual model: Commentary on: Chaos and confusion in DSM-5 

diagnosis of Internet Gaming Disorder: Issues, concerns, and recommendations for 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-9872-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.01.044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2023.115097
https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2010.510659
https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2010.541743
https://doi.org/10.1037/0000259-000
https://doi.org/10.1111/nup.12308
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/UFE0056410/00001


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                142 

 

clarity in the field (Kuss et al., 2017). In Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 6(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.012  

Starcevic, V., Choi, T. Y., Kim, T. H., Yoo, S.-K., Bae, S., Choi, B-S., & Han, D. H. (2020). 

Internet gaming disorder and gaming disorder in the context of seeking and not seeking 

treatment for video-gaming. Journal of Psychiatric Research, 129, 31-39. 

https://doi.org./10.1016/j.jpsychires.2020.06.007  

Statista. (2022). Share of battle royale gamers in the United States as of May 2019, by type. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/883271/battle-royale-gamers-type/  

Statista. (2023). Video games: Worldwide. https://www.statista.com/outlook/dmo/digital-

media/video-games/worldwide#methodology  

Stavropoulous, V., Dumble, E., Cokorilo, S., Griffiths, M. D., & Pontes, H. M. (2019). The 

physical, emotional, and identity user-avatar association with disordered gaming: A pilot 

study. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-019-00136-8  

Stehmann, J. (2020). Identifying research streams in online gambling and gaming literature: A 

bibliometric analysis. Computers in Human Behavior, 107. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.106219  

Stevens, M. W. R., Delfabbro, P. H., & King, D. L. (2021). Prevention approaches to problem 

gaming: A large-scale qualitative investigation. Computers in Human Behavior, 115. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106611  

Stevens, M. W. R., Dorstyn, D., Delfabbro, P. H., & King, D. L. (2021). Global prevalence of 

gaming disorder: A systematic review and meta-analysis. In Australian and New 

Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 55(6). https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867420962851  

Strong, T., Vegter, V., Chondros, K., & McIntosh, C. J. (2017). Medicalizing developments in 

counsellor education? Counselling and counselling psychology students’ views. 

https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.6.2017.012
https://doi.org./10.1016/j.jpsychires.2020.06.007
https://www.statista.com/statistics/883271/battle-royale-gamers-type/
https://www.statista.com/outlook/dmo/digital-media/video-games/worldwide#methodology
https://www.statista.com/outlook/dmo/digital-media/video-games/worldwide#methodology
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-019-00136-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.106219
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106611
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867420962851


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                143 

 

Canadian Journal of Counselling Psychotherapy, 51(2), 161-186. Available from: 

https://cjc-rcc.ucalgary.ca/article/download/61098/pdf_1  

Suteu, P. (2015). Experiences of ethical tension when using a harm-reduction approach with 

high-risk youth [Masters thesis, Athabasca University]. Theses Canada. 

Teng, C.-I.. (2019). How avatars create identification and loyalty among online gamers: 

Contextualization of self-affirmation theory. Internet Research, 29(6), 1443–1468. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/INTR-05-2018-0222  

Turner, N. E., Paglia-Boak, A., Ballon, B., Cheung, J. T. W., Adlaf, E. M., Henderson, J., Chan, 

V., Rehm, J., Hamilton, H., & Mann, R. E. (2012). Prevalence of problematic video 

gaming among Ontario adolescents. International Journal of Mental Health and 

Addiction, 10(6). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-012-9382-5  

van Looy, J., Courtois, C., de Vocht, M., & de Marez, L. (2012). Player identification in online 

games: Validation of a scale for measuring identification in MMOGs. Media Psychology, 

15(2). https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2012.674917  

Vegeris, E. L., & Brooks, R. (2021). Occupational lives in sustained recovery from alcohol 

dependency: An interpretative phenomenological analysis. OTJR Occupation, 

Participation and Health, 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1177/15394492211042265  

von der Heiden, J. M., Braun, B., Muller, K. W., & Egloff, B. (2019). The association between 

video gaming and psychological functioning. Frontiers in Psychology, 10. 

http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01731 

Wei, C., Yu, C., & Zhang, W. (2019). Children’s stressful life experience, school connectedness, 

and online gaming addiction moderated by gratitude. Social Behavior and Personality, 

47(12). https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.7942  

Wijman, T. (2020). The world’s 2.7 billion gamers will spend $159.3 billion on games in 2020; 

the market will surpass $200 billion by 2023. Newzoo. 

https://cjc-rcc.ucalgary.ca/article/download/61098/pdf_1
https://doi.org/10.1108/INTR-05-2018-0222
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-012-9382-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2012.674917
https://doi.org/10.1177/15394492211042265
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01731
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.7942


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                144 

 

https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/newzoo-games-market-numbers-revenues-and-

audience-2020-2023/  

Wijman, T. (2021). Global games market to generate $175.8 billion in 2021; despite a slight 

decline, the market is on track to surpass $200 billion in 2023. Newzoo. 

https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-

in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-

2023/  

Whang, L. S. M., & Chang, G. (2004). Lifestyles of virtual world residents: Living in the on-line 

game “Lineage.” Cyberpsychology and Behavior, 7(5). 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2004.7.592  

World Health Organization (2021). International classification of diseases for mortality and 

morbidity statistics (11th ed.). Retrieved from: https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-

m/en#/http%3a%2f%2fid.who.int%2ficd%2fentity%2f718071594  

World Health Organization (2024). Depression. Retrieved from: https://www.who.int/health-

topics/depression#tab=tab_1  

Wu, Y., Yi, A., Ma, C., & Chen, L. (2023). Artificial intelligence for video game visualization, 

advancements, benefits and challenges. Mathematical Biosciences and Engineering, 

20(8). https://doi.org/10.3934/mbe.2023686  

Zagal, J. P., Björk, S., & Lewis, C. (2013). Dark patterns in the design of games. FDG 2013 - 8th 

International Conference on the Foundations of Digital Games, 1(312). 

http://www.fdg2013.org/program/papers/paper06_zagal_etal.pdf  

Zagal, J. P., & Deterding, S. (2018). Definitions of “role-playing games.” In J. P. Zagal, & S. 

Deterding, (Eds.), Role-playing game studies: Transmedia foundations (pp. 19-51). 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532-2  

Zendle, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Video game loot boxes are linked to problem gambling: Results 

of a large-scale survey. PLoS ONE, 13(11). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206767  

https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/newzoo-games-market-numbers-revenues-and-audience-2020-2023/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/newzoo-games-market-numbers-revenues-and-audience-2020-2023/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2004.7.592
https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en#/http%3a%2f%2fid.who.int%2ficd%2fentity%2f718071594
https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en#/http%3a%2f%2fid.who.int%2ficd%2fentity%2f718071594
https://www.who.int/health-topics/depression#tab=tab_1
https://www.who.int/health-topics/depression#tab=tab_1
https://doi.org/10.3934/mbe.2023686
http://www.fdg2013.org/program/papers/paper06_zagal_etal.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532-2
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206767


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                145 

 

Zendle, D., & Cairns, P. (2019). Loot boxes are again linked to problem gambling: Results of a 

replication study. PLoS ONE, 14(3). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213194  

  

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213194


AVATAR IDENTIFICATION IN PROBLEMATIC GAMING                                                146 

 

Appendix A: Informed Consent 

 

Avatar Identification in Problematic Gaming: An Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

Principal Researcher:    Supervisor: (if applicable) 

Connell Green      Dr. Murray Anderson, PhD, RCC 

cgreen8@athabasca.edu    murrayanderson@athabascau.ca 

       Dr. Jennifer Stephens, PhD, RN 

       jstephens@athabascau.ca 

 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study about the relationships between 

RPG/MMORPG videogame players and their virtual avatars during periods of problematic 

gaming (i.e. videogame addiction / gaming disorder). I am conducting this study as a 

requirement to complete my Master of Counselling degree. 

 

As a participant, you are asked to take part in an audio-video recorded 1:1 interview via Zoom 

about your experiences of problematic gaming and your possible connections to your chosen 

game avatars. Participation will take approximately 45-90 minutes of your time for the 

interview, plus initial contact, consent form completion, technological setup for you, and later 

the opportunity to read through the interview transcript. 
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This research interview has the possibility of causing you some psychological distress through 

describing difficult experiences. The benefits may include the opportunity to share your story in 

a way that may support others going through similar struggles. This study is in no way meant as 

treatment or professional support for problematic gaming or mental health issues. If you 

experience distress because of the interview, I will have contact information for psychological 

support resources available for you, such as helplines and counselling services, based on your 

general local area. 

 

Involvement in this study is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to answer any questions or to 

share information that you are not comfortable sharing. You can withdraw at any time leading 

up to and during the interview. You may also withdraw from the study at any time during the 

data collection period by contacting the researcher and you have a one month right to withdraw 

following the interview. If you withdraw, all information regarding your participation will be 

permanently deleted. 

 

The interview transcript will be provided to you and you will have a two-week period to redact 

any comments you do not wish to appear in the public domain through publication.  

 

All information you provide during the study will be anonymized during transcription. Recorded 

audiovideo interviews will be stored on an encrypted Google Workspace account and a 

password-protected external storage device that will be locked in a safe in the primary 

investigator’s home in the United Kingdom when not in use by the primary investigator. 

Following transcription, the recordings will be permanently destroyed. A physical copy of 

anonymized transcripts will be kept in the safe until one month after publication. A physical 

copy of the master list of pseudonyms and contact information will be kept in the safe until one 

month after sending you the final thesis document and publication information. Transcripts will 
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be kept for 7 years post-publication in the Google Workspace. A digital master list of 

pseudonyms and contact information will be kept with the transcripts, then deleted after the 7 

year period. This will be used to inform you of publications and identify you if you initiate 

follow-up contact during that period. 

 

Results of this study may be disseminated in academic conferences and publications. A copy of 

the finished thesis article will be emailed to you. Anonymized transcripts will be uploaded with 

restricted access to Zenodo (see Invitation to Participate document for further information). The 

existence of the research will be listed in an abstract posted online at the Athabasca University 

Library’s Digital Thesis and Study Room; and the final research paper will be publicly available. 

 

If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact Connell 

Green or Murray Anderson using the contact information above. 

 

This project has been reviewed by the Athabasca University Research Ethics 

Board. Should you have any comments or concerns about your treatment as a 

participant, the research, or ethical review processes, please contact the Research 

Ethics Officer by e-mail at rebsec@athabascau.ca or by telephone at 780.213.2033. 

 

Thank you for your assistance in this project.  

 

CONSENT: 

I have read the Letter of Information regarding this research study, and all of my questions have 

been answered to my satisfaction.  I will keep a copy of this letter for my records. 

 

My signature below confirms that: 

mailto:rebsec@athabascau.ca
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● I understand the expectations and requirements of my participation in the research; 

● I understand the provisions around confidentiality and anonymity; 

● I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that I am free to withdraw within 

the time periods stated in this document with no negative consequences; 

● I am aware that I may contact the researcher, research supervisor, or the Research 

Ethics Officer if I have any questions, concerns or complaints about the research 

procedures or ethical approval processes. 

● I understand that the data I provide will be anonymized and that data set (or sets) from 

this project will be deposited in Zenodo, the open research data repository, under 

restricted access by the primary investigator. 

 

 

Name: _______________________________________________   

 

Date: ______________________________ 

 

Signature:  

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

For example: 

 

By initialing the statement(s) below, 

 

______ I am granting permission for the researcher to use an audio-video recorder 

through Zoom software 
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______ I acknowledge that the researcher may use specific quotations of mine, without 

identifying me 

 

______ I am granting permission for the researcher to attribute a pseudonym to any 

quotes used 

 

 

 

_______ I would like to receive a copy of the results of this research study by email 

 

e-mail address:  

__________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

If you are willing to have the researcher contact you at a later time by e-mail or telephone for a 

brief conversation to confirm that I have accurately understood your comments in the interview, 

please indicate so below.  You will not be contacted more than six months after your interview. 

 

________ Yes, I would be willing to be contacted. 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 

Principle Researcher: Connell Green 

Supervisors: Dr. Murray Anderson, Dr. Jennifer Stephens 

 

Smith, Flowers, and Larkin recommend six to ten questions for a 45-90 minute IPA interview 

(2022). I have followed their guide to create this list. The sub-questions represent optional 

prompts if needed. 

 

1. Can you tell me about the games you’ve spent the most time on? 

a. What have been some of your favourites? 

b. Which ones have been the most difficult to manage your playing time on? 

 

2. What was your life like at the time you were gaming too much? 

a. How old were you? 

b. How long did it go on for? 

c. Where were you living? 

d. Who were you close with? 

e. Were you working or in school? 

 

3. Can you tell me about your gaming habits then? 

a. What did a typical day look like? 

b. Did you play alone or with others? 

c. How did it impact your life outside of gaming? 

 

4. What are some of the avatars you’ve played that have meant the most to you? 

a. Or ones that you have spent the most time on? 
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b. What are their names? 

c. What did they look like? 

d. Do they have a backstory? Special abilities? 

e. How do you feel about them now? 

 

5. Why do you think you chose those games and those characters? 

a. Could it have been any game and character or did they represent something 

special to you from the outset? 

b. Do you think the characters were similar to you or different? 

 

6. What helped you move forward in your life? 

a. How do you manage gaming now? Do you still play? 

b. What was going on in your life when you began playing less? 

c. Were there any important people who helped you or changed your perspective in 

some way? 

 

7. If you could have a conversation now with a therapist who’s working with someone 

struggling with problematic gaming, what would you say? 

a. What advice would you give? 

b. What advice would you give to the person struggling? 

 

8. Is there anything else you would like to share that you think might be useful for me in my 

study? 

a. Is there anything you’d like to add to what you’ve said so far? 

b. Is there anything from your sharing that you’d like me not to use? 
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Is there anything you would like to withdraw from what you said? 
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Appendix C: Ethics Approval 
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