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Introduction
Problem gaming and game addiction1 are some of the major contemporary concerns
about digital games (Cohen 2006). Problem gaming has not only attracted scholarly
attention but is also becoming an issue of politics and policy. The World Health Organization (WHO) is proposing for the next International Classification of Diseases
(ICD), ICD-11, to include under section 6D71 ‘Gaming Disorder’ as a disorder caused
by addictive behaviour. However, this entry is contested and the discussion around it
shows the different perspectives and approaches to problem gaming that can be found
in contemporary research.
The WHO is in ICD-11 proposing the categories of ‘Gaming Disorder’ and
‘Hazardous Gaming’, which is understood as a condition that can lead up to gaming
disorder. The definition of gaming disorder focuses on the continuation of gaming
despite negative consequences and the impairment of societal and personal functioning.2 This proposal has been met with criticism from researchers who point out
that it is unclear ‘whether problematic gaming represents a “real” disorder or merely
symptoms of other pre-existing problems such as depression’ (Fergusson 2016: 1573;
Kardefelt-Winther 2016). They further claim that there is an ‘over-reliance on psychometric evaluations where patient-interviews are needed’ (Kardefelt-Winther 2016).
Fergusson et al. (2011) suggest that research should investigate treatment outcomes
to help the analysis and understanding of problem gaming as we today lack a clear
understanding of this phenomenon.
This chapter describes an interview study which aimed to address the lack of research mentioned above. In line with the focus of this anthology on problem gaming
in everyday life, the aim of this chapter is to contribute to this discussion with two
perspectives on problem gaming, i.e. that of the people who are treating problem gaming every day as well as that of the people who receive treatment, the latter of which
are arguably those most impacted by it. Our findings make it possible to problematize
the definitions of problem gaming in the existing literature, along the lines of other
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chapters of this anthology. Finally, the chapter will discuss some of the implications of
these different perspectives on problem gaming for treatment, identity construction,
and societal power structures.

Perspectives on problem gaming
This chapter will provide an overview over the existing theoretical perspectives on
problem gaming, starting with the perspective that could be said to be closest to the
prognosis proposed in the WHO. This perspective uses the term ‘game addiction’.

Game addiction
This particularly influential addiction model comes originally from substance addiction and gambling disorder (Desai et al. 2010). It has then been appropriated and
reformulated by Griffiths (2005, modified from Brown 1993). The model uses the
criteria of salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflicts and relapse to
define game addiction (Griffiths 2014; Griffiths & Meredith 2009).
However, the way this model appropriates the addiction criteria from substance
addiction to gambling (Suisaa 2008), and then further to gaming, has been criticized
both because of limitations of this appropriation based on differences between problem
gaming and substance abuse (Charlton et al. 2007) and because of the production of
an addiction discourse around games that is unjustified (Cover 2006). Based on this
addiction model and research inspired by it, Domahidi and Quandt state as a problem
that ‘online addiction in general and (online) computer gaming addiction are not yet
part of the diagnostic standard manual (DSM) in medicine and psychology’ (Domahidi & Quandt 2014: 202). The inclusion of a proposal for problem gaming into the
DSM-5 is seen from a critical perspective by van Rooij (2016) and Quandt (2017),
who call for more exploratory work to understand problem gamers and a broader,
undogmatic discussion instead of a rushed diagnosis.

Motivations for gaming
There are a number of competing frames for understanding problem gaming, most
of which stress the importance of the social environment for the formation and/or
definition of problem gaming. Two of these competing perspectives (Hellström 2015;
Forsberg & Wallmark 2002) were recommended by the treatment professionals we
interviewed and have been included here.
Hellström (2015) foregrounds the importance of the motivation to play to the
probability of a problematic outcome. She finds three motives for gaming – (1) ‘fun/
social’, (2) ‘demand/status’ and (3) ‘escape motives’ (Hellström 2015: 46) – which are
related to negative social outcomes.
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Gaming for fun or social reasons was associated with a reduced probability of
negative social consequences. Gaming because of demands from others or to gain
status increased the probability of negative social consequences and escapism motives were the strongest predictor of negative social consequences associated with
gaming. (Hellström 2015: 47)

This perspective points out that there is a particular connection between the reason
for play, the perspective of the gamer and the impact of the behaviour on the gamer’s
life. Regrettably, the possible reasons behind an escapist motive for gaming are not
further explored (Hellström et al. 2012).

Network perspective
However, focusing on the reasons for play instead of the behaviour of the gamer already constitutes a broadening of the understanding of problem gaming which is also
the case for the perspective of Forsberg & Wallmark (2002). Their network approach
explicitly takes into account not only one individual, but also its social context.
Causal relations in a system are understood as more circular than linear. A change
in an individual person or a single relationship is followed by a response from other
individuals, changing the state of the whole system (Forsberg & Wallmark 2002: 2931). It is thus hard to find unambiguous causes and effects.
The network approach contextualizes problem gaming as both a cause and a consequence of other problems in the gamer’s psychosocial well-being. This suggests a
system theoretic approach where the problem behavior is seen as a part of complex
social relations and processes that take place for example in the families of players
(Forsberg & Wallmark 2002).

Co-morbidity
An additional perspective that has not come from the interviewees, but also defines problem gaming through its social outcomes, uses the concept of comorbidity (Karlsen 2013).
Karlsen moves away from a definition of problem gaming that evolves around the
behaviour of an individual gamer to also take into account the social contexts and life
situations (Karlsen 2013: 113). One of his main conclusions is that life phases are a
useful lens to understand problem gaming and that a change in the life circumstances
of gamers can lead to a change in gaming behaviour without withdrawal or negative
long-term consequences. Another conclusion is that ‘to the extent that their gaming
can be labelled pathological, their gaming habits seem to be part of a larger picture of
problems, indicating some sort of comorbidity’ (Karlsen 2013: 112).
The notion that problem gaming could be co-existing with other problems in a
relationship of comorbidity has also been proposed by Lemmens et al. (2011: 150) and
Wood (2008), while Fergusson et al. (2011: 1577) argue that it could be a symptom
of an underlying condition.

93

PATRICK PRAX & PAULINA RAJKOWSKA

The central point of difference between the work based on Griffiths’ model and
the alternative perspectives presented here lies in the role of the gamer in the frame
of problem gaming. These critiques have a valid point. Out of the six criteria for
game addiction proposed by Griffiths (2014) only one, conflict, is related to the social
environment of the gamer/addict; the other five, in contrast, relate to the internal life
and actions of the gamer.
This is not to say that social consequences are not reflected in the work based on
this model. For instance, Beranuy et al., who also point out the need for a study of
gamers in treatment (2012: 151), stress the effect of problem gaming on the social
environment and other areas of life, both as a consequence and cause of an addiction.
To sum up, problematic gaming is currently most prominently defined through
Griffiths’ psychological framework, which most closely resembles the medical definition produced by WHO. This approach focuses on the individual behaviour as a
central point of the definition. Alternative approaches present in the field have instead
stressed the role of environment and social circles in the development of problematic
gaming behaviour. In this chapter, concepts such as life cycles, motivation for play,
network perspective, and co-morbidity will be used in the coding and the analysis of
the data acquired through interviews with practitioners and patients in order to see
how current theoretical approaches are grounded in the reality of treatment.

Method

Interviews and participation
Data collection and the following analytical process have been developed throughout
the duration of the project and have gone through several iterations. To better explain
the relevance of our findings and make the process more transparent, we will explain
how this occurred step by step.
The project began with an exploratory approach and was further shaped through
‘unstructured interviewing’ (Fontana & Frey 2005: 705) of social workers at Ungdomsteamet [The Youth Team] in Uppsala. Ungdomsteamet is one of the few treatment
groups available in Sweden. Their activities are aimed at youth with problems such as,
among others, problem gaming. The interviews with Ungdomsteamet were used to
develop points of interest and questions for our further inquiries. Unfortunately, we
were not allowed to record those interviews; therefore, we are not able to provide any
direct quotes from them. Ungdomsteamet also gave us feedback to an early version
of this text to make sure that we had understood their perspective correctly as well as
introduced us to the theoretical work of Forsman and Wallmark (2002) which they
considered a complementary explanation of their approach and which we used to
further refine our future interviews. Finally, Ungdomsteamet has been an important
contact node between us and their past patients. Thanks to their referral, we were able
to get in touch with several families that have previously undergone treatment and
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from them we have gathered more data using ‘focused semi-structured interviews’
(Minichiello et al. 2000).
This method had two major advantages: it allowed for interviews with enough
freedom for the interviewees to explain their understanding of phenomena and it
made it possible to develop interview guides over the course of the interviews based
on the previous findings and topics (Kvale 1997; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).
After the first wave of interviews conducted in Uppsala, we managed to gain further access to practitioners through contact with Spelberoendes Förening Göteborg
[the Game Dependency Organization in Gothenburg]. At Spelberoendes Förening
Göteborg we interviewed the project leader and the responsible for their work with
problem gaming as well as four youth and two parents who participated in collective
meetings at the organization or had personal coaching sessions there. We also participated in a weekly meeting of a support group for gamers. We were even allowed
to listen in on a meeting between the organization and their supervising authorities,
but once again we were not allowed to record.
Spelberoendes Förening Göteborg had originally worked with gamblers and
extended their focus only two years ago (in the frame of a project that is funded by
Arvsfonden [the Swedish General Inheritance Fond]). The project will continue until
the end of 2017. The organization hosts the support group mentioned above, but also
allows for private coaching meetings and offers help and counselling over the phone.
In Uppsala, we conducted a total of three interviews with workers from Ungdomsteamet and two interviews with parent/son groups. In Gothenburg, we interviewed
two professionals, four youth and two parents. As regards the professionals, all of them
are educated social workers who have worked with either gaming or gambling. As
regards the families, the interviewees came from different socioeconomic and personal
backgrounds.3 Due to that fact that we did not manage to reach any type of saturation, we need to point out that there is a risk that important perspectives have been
omitted. There is also the risk of a selection bias since the social workers mentioned
that the most difficult cases refuse to participate in interviews.
The interviewees gave written consent to the use of the interview data in research.
The parents consented for their children. The interviews were primarily conducted in
Swedish but included some English, due to the language limitations of the interviewees.
After the transcription, the interviews were translated into English by the authors.
Collected data has then been organized and studied through application of thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard 2003). All recorded interviews have been partially
transcribed, omitting the banter that took place for making the interviewees more
comfortable, and then coded. The initial codes that emerged from the data have then
been iteratively processed into the broader themes (Braun & Clarke 2012) that will
be presented in the analytical part of this chapter. In order to be able to contextualize
the differences and similarities in their particular approaches, we have also sorted our
data based on the different stakeholder groups we interviewed. Transcribing, coding
and categorizing has been done by both authors. This has given us the opportunity of
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critically reflecting on our methodological process and further improving the conclusions we can draw from our research.

Results and analysis
Here we present the different perspectives of the three groups and the ways they negotiate and problematize problem gaming and relate them to the concepts of co-morbidity
and network perspective. These concepts showed to be most prominent in our data
and will be used to structure the chapter, although also the notion of life cycles will
be mentioned. Finally, the importance of the motivation for play has been subsumed
in the headline of personal suffering which has come out of the data. The data will be
presented as quotes. As mentioned above, it was not possible to record the meetings
with Ungdomsteamet which is why it is not possible to present direct quotes from them.

Co-morbidity and network perspective
From the point of view of the treatment professionals and the parents, problem gaming
is characterized by negative consequences in other parts of the gamers’ lives. These
negative consequences were found in the areas of social life, occupation and education, physical and mental health, and family life. From the side of the professionals,
this is evident in the aim of the treatment of both organizations. In both cases, the
focus was to help gamers and their families to live a happier and more fulfilling life.
Social worker: We have youth coming to us who just stopped living. They put their
lives on pause and we need to work with helping them.

The focus on giving problem gamers back what they had previously discarded also
informed the method of treatment. In both cases it consisted of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and coaching. The aim was to find the motivations and aims of
the gamers themselves. Coaching was also chosen because it offered some practical
help for planning a daily routine and because it afforded a conversation about what
the gamers might be missing in their lives which could be a jumping-off point to get
them to talk about their situation and their feelings. In principle, it was explained as:
Social worker: The important part is that I see you and I get you started. Make you
begin something new. Make you want it, too. That’s what coaching helps us with. It
helps to find possibilities, find solutions and find the will to do other things. I work
with human beings so it’s the actual person that’s important. Who are you and why
have you gotten stuck in the computer?

Ungdomsteamet [The Youth Team] presented this technique and as an example drew
a pie chart that represented the time of a day that the gamer could fill with activities until the entire time was used up. Spelberoendes Förening Göteborg [the Game
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Dependency Organization in Gothenburg] used a similar round chart that portrayed
different areas of life (e.g. social relations, work, and free time) to illustrate the way
time and focus was balanced or out-of-balance in the life of the gamer.
From the point of view of the treatment professionals, problem gaming is characterized by the emergence of negative consequences in other parts of the gamers’
lives. These negative consequences were found in the areas of social life, occupation
and education, physical and mental health, and family life. However, the aim was not
to reduce gaming time as an end in itself, or to bring the gamer to stop gaming. The
point was not to remove something from the gamers’ lives, but to add other things
and activities that could balance the time the gamers spent on gaming. The professionals stressed this focus and pointed it out as different from the way addictions to,
for example, gambling or alcohol, were treated. There, the focus of the treatment is
on the specific problem behaviour, while in the case of problem gaming, the point is
to stress the importance of other things in life.
In their discussion of problem gaming, also the parents focused on the importance
of passing school and finding and maintaining a workplace rather than the gaming
practice in itself. The parents described that their children extended gaming time into
sleep time and could not pay attention at school because they were so tired. After having
extended gaming time, the next step that the parents described was how the gamers – in
order to be able to play longer and without interruption – skipped school completely.
Some parents showed understanding for gaming being a social activity and acknowledged the social relationships and friendships their children had online. All of
them mentioned that their children played with others, chatted, and talked over VoIP.
Some of the friendships online extended into the real world:
Parent 1: They become really close. So [my son] told me many times: ‘Mom, he is
my best friend, we are so great and can talk about anything’, and of course they play
at the same time. They also meet in real life. The boy was here during the summer
and [my son] has been there for a week to visit. They just sat in the boys’ room and
played games the whole time. That’s basically what they do together, but that friendship means a lot to my son.

However, others dismissed online relationships completely and called them unreal.
Parent 3: All the time, we said: ‘You need to see real friends. Go outside the house.
Do something.’ ‘I have friends’, he said. ‘I have a lot of friends.’ It was impossible to
discuss because he was so dependent on the game.

In general, it can be said that in the eyes of the parents, problem gaming was defined
as any gaming activity that negatively affected an area of life that the parents saw as
essentially important. These areas were, as earlier mentioned, occupation and school,
social contacts, health, and family relations.
Besides the understanding of problem gaming, one of the issues that emerged was
the low level of knowledge about the games their children were playing. Parents often

97

PATRICK PRAX & PAULINA RAJKOWSKA

did not know the name of the game their child was playing. In any case, the parents’
only source of knowledge about the games were their children or the professionals who
had been treating them. The parents had failed to acquire detailed knowledge about
the games, their aims, culture, or the problems associated with them, by themselves.
One parent explained this as follows:
Parent 2: I don’t have the time to stand and look when they play. I sometimes ask
the youngest son when he plays, but there is no contact. If I stand there and watch
I’m disturbing them. That’s when the fights start. There is a lot of fighting involved.

This is especially relevant because it ties directly into one of the problems around gaming, the dysfunctional family. In a dysfunctional family, in the way described by the
parents, the communication between the parents and the children did not work any
longer, which meant that simple rituals like shared meals did not happen any longer,
and the main kind of communication was arguing about gaming.
This point has also been stressed by Ungdomsteamet [The Youth Team] who
explained that often the solution to problem gaming was not to dictate behaviour
rules for the gamer but to remind the family that it was important to spend quality
time together and to communicate openly. As soon as the family started doing things
together again, gaming became manageable. Ungdomsteamet called this time spent
together ‘TT’ (for ‘tid tillsammans’, Swedish for ‘time together’) and recommended
the families to start using TT as a pre-defined notion for a shared enjoyable activity in
their everyday life. TT also appeared as a central concept from the side of the parents.
This point again stresses the importance of the social surroundings of the gamer for
not only the practical development of a problem gaming but also on a more abstract
level on what is understood as problem gaming. The exact same gaming time and habits
can be integrated better into family life with a higher level of parental knowledge and
understanding and a working and friendly family atmosphere because of TT which
can make the difference between problem gaming and intense but unproblematic
gaming. As summed up by one of the interviewees:
Parent 1: The big change that occurred because of Ungdomsteamet is that we can
now easier talk to each other. It’s not conflict-free, but we can talk and my son himself keeps track of his presence and what he needs to do to make things work. I also
think it is easier for me to understand his gaming.

As soon as the family started doing things together again, gaming became more
manageable. This finding is in line with the network approach as defined by Forsberg
and Wallmark (2002). Within treatment of problem gaming, the network approach
is centred on creating mutual understanding and acceptance inside the network and
aims to reduce conflict instead of, for example, pushing playing time under some
arbitrary border or creating rules for the sake of rules. This is in line with the findings
of Domahidi and Quandt (2014), who also reject a focus on the time spent gaming in
diagnosis and treatment of problem gaming.
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A topic that was central in the accounts of the gamers was previously existing issues that, in one way or the other, led to the problem gaming. It is important to stress
here that none of the gamers saw problem gaming as purely a symptom of a previous
condition or situation. Instead, they presented problem gaming as something that,
on the one hand, does cause problems and sadness while it, on the other hand, often
emerges from a situation with pre-existing underlying problems. These problems
can be of varying nature but the most common examples were related to problems
in school (like bullying); to cases of death in the family or to a dysfunctional family;
to loneliness and separation due to living far away from friends or due to an injury
that made it impossible to continue physical activities and sports that had been an
important part of their earlier lives.
Gamer 2: There were some incidents that happened. Like my grandpa passed away.
And when that happened, you know, I did not see the sunlight for two weeks, I think.
‘Cause it was my holidays as well; no, I was unemployed at that time, just straight
out of high school. And for two weeks, I did not see the sunlight, basically. I just
played, played, played, played. So yeah…

To explain how problematic gaming developed in the first place, the interviewees frequently said that while gaming started as a symptom of an underlying problem it had
itself become a new problem and even grown so far that it became the defining problem
of the gamers’ lives. This perspective is useful for understanding problem gaming not
as something static and binary, but as a condition that over time can change in nature
and intensity. Here, gaming can start as a benign and even valuable activity that later
on develops into an additional problem in an ecosystem with the other, underlying,
issues. (For instance, see Beranuy et al. [2012], where the findings show that problem
gaming can develop out of the use of gaming as a way to deal with other problems.)
However, this notion of an interaction of problematic issues which together form
problem gaming means that the gaming is in a relation of comorbidity with other
issues. While gaming, in this view, may still be a problem in itself, to simply remove
the gaming behaviour does not necessarily solve the situation. At the same time,
though, gaming can still be seen as a problem in itself. Karlsen (2013) also uses the
notion of co-morbidity in his analysis of problem gaming, and the here presented data
supports this view on the relationship between problem gaming and other issues in
the gamers’ lives.

The suffering of the gamers
One of the advantages of co-morbidity as a perspective is that it makes it possible to
both understand problem gaming as a symptom of other issues as well as an underlying
cause of suffering. This is also confirmed by our data as suffering has been a central
aspect of the definition of problem gaming, especially from the side of the gamers we
interviewed. When approaching the question of problem gaming, the gamers tended
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to focus on their subjective experiences of the situation. This means that what parent
and treatment personnel understand as the defining factor of problem gaming, the
negative consequence of time spent gaming, is for the gamers themselves not the central aspect. The gamers also recognize that their suffering can be caused by the same
factors as the other groups see as the core elements of problem gaming. However, this
stressing of the emotional reaction of the gamer foregrounds suffering as the deciding
element of problem gaming.
Declining physical and mental health are the aspects of problem gaming that are
most internal to the gamer. The parents and treatment professionals stressed physical
health; depression and subjective suffering were only mentioned implicitly. In their
view, what made gaming a problem was physical inactivity, an unbalanced diet, and
irregular sleep. This is the most notable difference to the gamers’ perspective on
problem gaming.
Problem gaming was seen as both cause and effect of mental health problems. While
depression and suffering were described as elements of addiction and consequences
of gaming, diagnosed conditions like ADHD and social anxiety were mentioned
as reasons for the development of problem gaming. Some parents of children with
such diagnoses also reported that they initially thought of gaming as helpful for their
children, who would become calm and manageable while gaming. This ambiguity
of cause and effect can also be observed around other elements of problem gaming.
While social isolation was presented as one of the most prominent effects of gaming,
it was also mentioned as one of its causes. Lack of social contacts, living far out and
isolated on the countryside, but also bullying in school or difficulties finding work
were mentioned as triggers of problem gaming.
Parent 3: He felt so bad that he didn’t want to continue his life. He was so depressed,
yes. There was one moment when I went out of the kitchen and he was sitting with a
knife. Because he didn’t want... he didn’t find any reason to continue his life. And that
was because he just played. All friends had just left. [...] He had problems in school too.

In the view of the gamers, the central aspect of problem gaming was their subjective
suffering and depression. While gamers recognize that problem gaming creates problems in other areas of life, the main problem seems to be how they feel about these
problems. This means that the gamers do have notions of what a fulfilled life looks
like and realize that they are not living up to those. An example illustrating this is an
interviewee who says that gaming became a problem when it became the only escape
from a miserable life outside of the game:
Gamer 1: The reason why I became a gamer, or why I started to go into gaming
completely, was because I was bullied in school and the school didn’t do anything
about it. They actually came forth with some stupid idea that it was my fault in the
end. That hit me quite heavily and I went right into the computer and fled from
reality. I was in my little bubble and didn’t give shit about anything.
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Interviewer: Everything else hurt?
Gamer 1: Yeah. And with that came the depression that I felt every time I closed
that computer at night.

Another example shows this focus on suffering as the defining factor of problem
gaming for a competitive gamer who was the head of a CS:Go team on the verge of
international success. He has now given up gaming and identifies himself as a game
addict because of way he suffered from the stress of the training and the immense
time-commitment of what is essentially two full-time jobs, the regular day-job and
the semi-professional gaming.
Gamer 2: I miss the fun parts. But in the end, it was not fun anymore. It just got
really strict and it was like, it was your life, you know. Gaming all the time. And
you started to lose self-confidence and you just thought you were shit at everything
except for the game. So yeah. I just miss, you know, the fun moments with the friends
and stuff. Just playing for fun.

Their use of the notion of game addiction as a coping mechanism will be further
discussed in the analysis section. However, while their gaming practice would not
typically be seen as problem gaming or an addiction, the gamer literally states that
what matters from their perspective is how it feels.
Gamer 2: So, there was a time, you know, you were all alone. Well, you weren’t. But
couldn’t see the people close to you. The people who actually cared. That was quite
a rough time. It doesn’t sound rough, you know, but the feelings were.

Discussion

Definition of problem gaming
While the interviewees did not offer their own definition of problem gaming, it is possible to point out the aspects that made gaming problematic based on their narratives.
In summary, it can be said that neither of the three groups focused on the gaming
behaviour in their definition of problem gaming. The concept of game addiction,
specifically based on the work of Griffiths (2005), is too focused on the individual
and misses the surrounding network of elements, i.e. aspects that constitute problem
gaming in the perspective presented in this chapter. Griffiths’ psychological perspective
approaches problem gaming in same way that it approaches substance addiction and
gambling. In this view, problem gaming is seen as something that needs to be removed
from an addict’s life since it is inherently damaging, negative, and without value.
In the view of the gamers, the many hours spent gaming were never mentioned as
a measure of problem gaming. Instead, they stressed the effect of this time spent on
other areas of life and on the psychological health of the gamer. The understanding
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of problem gaming as problems in other areas of life resonates with the network approach used by the treatment professionals. It needs to be emphasized that the Network
Approach (Forsberg & Wallmark 2002) applied to problem gaming not only stresses
the importance of the social context, but actually defines problem gaming based on
aspects related to the gamer’s social functioning. However, this approach overlooks
the impact problem gaming itself has in the form of psychological and physical health
consequences and suffering. Thus, in order to fit our data, it needs to be augmented
with the understanding of co-morbidity as used by Karlsen (2013). While we do
not have the long-term data necessary to problematize the notion of life phases and
problem gaming, it can be said that this notion seems to hold and that the dynamic
of comorbidity, where gaming and other issues in concert form problem gaming, is a
useful to explain what problem gaming is from the perspective of our interviewees.
Both Ungdomsteamet [The Youth Team] and Spelberoendes Förening Göteborg
[the Game Dependency Organization in Gothenburg] discussed whether the term
game addiction was warranted to describe what this anthology is calling problem
gaming. Here, there was a difference between the perspectives of Ungdomsteamet
and Spelberoendes Förening. Ungdomsteamet rejected the term ‘game addiction’ and
instead used the notion of problematic gaming in their meetings with families and
their discussions with us.4 Their reason for rejecting the notion of ‘game addiction’
was that they felt that such an approach would focus too much on the behaviour of
the individual gamer and not enough on the system of social relations that this gamer
was a part of – something that, in the eyes of Ungdomsteamet, was a central aspect of
problem gaming. ‘Game addiction’ conceptually focused the attention on the gaming behaviour and the gamer. In the frames of this concept, it is the individual that
needed to be changed in order to solve eventual problems. ‘Problem gaming’, on the
other hand, focused on the problems that emerged in some kind of relation (as cause,
effect, or both) to the gaming activity and which had to be solved to help the gamers
and their close ones to a better life. In the eyes of Ungdomsteamet, it was possible to
solve problem gaming without changing the gaming activity by helping the family
to communicate, spend time together, and by enabling the gamer to also fulfil their
other responsibilities.

Problem gaming as role conflict
In their definition of problem gaming, the interviewees pointed repeatedly to specific
areas of life that their gaming behaviour needed to displace in order for it to become
problem gaming. School, work, friendships, and family are areas which come with
particular social roles and responsibilities. That these very specific aspects are so
tightly connected to our interviewees’ definition of problem gaming indicates the
importance of these societal roles and responsibilities for understanding problem
gaming. In his chapter in this anthology, Andreas Lindegaard Gregersen presents a
theoretical perspective where problem gaming is understood as role conflict. Linde-

102

PROBLEM GAMING FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF TREATMENT

gaard Gregersen’s approach partially explains findings of this chapter, especially in
relation to the importance of other areas of life for the definition of problem gaming.
The effectiveness of increased communication in the family in resolving problem
gaming as represented by the practice of TT also supports the notion of problem
gaming as a conflict between different societal roles. The effect of TT could then be
explained as an improvement of communication between family members and something that leads to a greater understanding of the conflict between the roles of the
gamer. Being a team member in their clan and a young adult and child in their family
becomes a topic of mutual agreement and, in that way, defuses problem gaming. That
said, this perspective does not fully account for the elements of individual suffering
in the definition of problem gaming that is presented in this chapter. Suffering could
be seen as an outcome of role conflicts. However, there is nothing in the data that
supports this connection. Instead, gamers mentioned that their internal perspectives
could even be hard to understand from the outside but were still valid as an element
of problem gaming. This does not mean that social role conflict is not a useful lense
for investigating problem gaming, but it indicates that it doesn’t capture all aspects of
this complex phenomenon.

‘Game addiction’ as a pragmatic resource
The material conditions of the existing treatment options for problem gaming are
somewhat poor. Ungdomsteamet’s efforts in the area have been discontinued and
Spelberoendes Förening will only have funding to deal with problem gaming for another year. These very real threats to any kind of treatment for problem gamers are the
backdrop of the acceptance of the game addiction discourse even though the treatment
of problem gaming shows that it is, or at least can be, very different from an addiction.
Both Ungdomsteamet and Spelberoendes Förening stated that their aim was
to help people have a better life, and the project leader at Spelberoendes Förening
pointed out that it would be preferable and morally right to simply help people that
are in need of support instead of requiring a diagnosis before freeing up resources.
However, as long as that is not a real world possibility, it is necessary to use notions
like game addiction in order to be able to help gamers, despite the fact that their
problem gaming can’t be compared to other addictions in a straightforward manner. The effect of political pressure and the need to manipulate social institutions
for access to resources on the definition of problem gaming and game addiction is
an area for future research.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be said that from the perspective of the three groups of interviewees, treatment professionals, parents and gamers, problem gaming is defined through
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the negative effect the gaming behavior has on other areas of life, which then leads
to suffering on the side of the gamer. Problem gaming is not seen as the one aspect
that needs to be removed from a gamers life in order to resolve it; instead, the gamers
life needs to be refilled with the elements that have been lost due to problem gaming.
This immediate connection of problem gaming to other areas of life and problems
highlights that problem gaming is not exclusively a reason for – or a symptom of –
other problems, but that it stands in a relation of comorbidity to them. In order to
understand and address problem gaming, it is therefore elementary to analyse the
entire network of relationships and practices in which problem gaming occurs instead
of focusing on the gamer and their problematic behaviour.
However, our analysis shows that the counter-reaction against a psychological
perspective that focuses on the gamers and their behaviour in the definition of problem gaming might have thrown out the baby with the bath water. While the social
surroundings and conflicts are certainly the better starting point for defining problem
gaming, it is important not to lose track of the emotional life and the subjective perspective of the gamer. If we don’t want to risk to lose the agency of the players in the
definition of their own lives and happiness, suffering needs to be an essential part of
what defines problem gaming.

Notes
1.

2.

3.
4.

This chapter is using the term ‘problem gaming’ instead of ‘game addiction’ or ‘hazard gaming’. Terms
like game addiction bring with them a number of fixated notions which this chapter and anthology
aims to problematize and examine. However, since the term ‘game addiction’ does fill a particular
role in societal infrastructure and discourse, and since our interviewees use it, we will also use the
term during the discussion of theory and in the analysis of the interviews.
In section 6D71, gaming disorder is defined as follows: “Gaming disorder is manifested by a persistent or recurrent gaming behavior (i.e., ‘digital gaming’ or ‘video-gaming’) characterized by an
impaired control over gaming, increasing priority given to gaming over other activities to the extent
that gaming takes precedence over other interests and daily activities and continuation of gaming
despite the occurrence of negative consequences. The behavior pattern is of sufficient severity to result
in significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, occupational or other important
areas of functioning. These features and the underlying pattern of gaming are normally evident over
a period of at least 12 months in order for a diagnosis to be assigned, although the required duration
may be shortened if all diagnostic requirements are met and symptoms are severe.”
It has to be mentioned that the choice of informants was limited by the difficulty of access. We were
only capable of talking to youth and parents that came forward when prompted by their respective
treatment centre.
While the two terms are not identical, they are close enough to here be considered as synonyms.
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