
A portion of the US population are choosing online games as a form of 
recreation and, consequently, develop unhealthy preoccupations with 
activities on the Internet (Duggan, 2015; Saunders et al., 2017). 
The most notable form of Internet addiction for the past 20 years has been 
MMORPGs with American adults between 20 and 40 years old identified as 
high risk of developing problematic online gaming behaviors (Ferguson et al., 
2011; King et al., 2019; Kuss, 2017). 

INTRODUCTION

Qualitative, descriptive, pre-transcendental, psychological phenomenological 
methods (Giorgi et al., 2017)

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Interviews of 7 US MMORPG players between 18 and 40 years old 
provided raw data, the analysis produced 26 themes and subthemes, 
which answered four research questions.

RESULTS CONCLUSIONS
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RQ1. What are adult MMORPG players’ lived experiences of non-problematic 
online gaming?  
RQ2. What are adult MMORPG players’ lived experiences of problematic online 
gaming behaviors?
RQ3. What are adult MMORPG players’ lived experiences of attempts to 
prevent problematic online gaming behaviors?
RQ4. What are adult MMORPG players’ perspectives of how problematic online 
gaming behaviors might be prevented?MMORPG genre differ from linear gameplay (Braithwaite, 2018; Mekler et al., 

2014; Nevelsteen et al., 2016; Roy & Ferguson, 2016): 
• persistent-state open virtual-worlds
• no conclusion to the game
• routine daily progress tasks
• routine updated game content and game balance
• player-built virtual-communities
• sustained collaboration

• Preserved the subjectivity of the participant by documenting the 
participant’s lived experience without distortion from interpretation, 
premature analysis, or researcher-conceived explanations.

• Allowed for the distillation of lived experience into the psychological 
structure of the experience.

• This study integrated two theories using theory triangulation (Turner & 
Turner, 2009):

– Online Gameplay Motivations Theory (Yee, 2006)
– Cognitive-Behavioral Model of Pathological Internet Use (Davis, 

2001) 

• Integrated theories provided a balanced approach uncovering both 
detriments and benefits of MMORPG gameplay.

• This population is entrenched in gamer identities encapsulated in gamer 
culture, which lends a differing perspective to the overall experience of 
problematic online gaming and potential prevention methods that are 
outside of the perspective of clinical researchers (Busch et al., 2016; Grooten
& Kowert, 2015; Kowert et al., 2012, 2014).

• Three surprise finding:
– MMORPG gameplay (i) increased attention and focus, and (ii) 

perceived or actual technology competency
– (iii) boredom with online gameplay may prevent problematic online 

gaming behaviors, which are influenced by all three motivation 
constructs

• Treatment
– Residential treatment routine transition of residents to intensive 

outpatient as appropriate aftercare.
– Use co-occurring disorder treatment models to address anxiety, 

depression, or anxious depression alongside problematic online 
gaming behaviors.

• Prevention
– Treatment of underlying psychopathology in absence of Internet 

gaming disorder and gaming disorder specific treatment.
– Build and reinforce social, therapeutic, and institutional support 

systems.

• Open-ended, semi-structured interview questions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015)
• Field-tested interview guide (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Yin, 2018)

– Three field experts in technology-based addictions
– 13 interview questions reviewed for alignment and ordering

• Phenomenological bracketing (Giorgi et al., 2017)
• Member checking (Yin, 2018)
• Analysis

– Manual data analysis using five-step phenomenological 
psychological data analysis (Giorgi et al., 2017)

– Electronic data analysis using NVivo 12 (Niedbalski & Ślęzak, 2017)

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
The problematic online gaming behaviors that adults experience from 
playing MMORPGs (King et al., 2016; Király et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2017; 
Lopez-Fernandez, 2018; O’Connor et al., 2016; Pietersen et al., 2018; Spragg, 
2017): 

MATERIALS & METHODS
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The Lived Experiences of Adult Massive Multi-user Online Role-Playing Game (MMORPG) 
Players: A Descriptive, Pre-transcendental, Psychological Phenomenological Investigation of 
Problematic Online Gaming Behaviors

• average, 25.5 and 38.2 hours per week
• habitual routine, up to 85 hours per week preoccupation outside of 

gameplay
• alleviate negative feelings (e.g., helplessness, guilt, anxiety, depression)
• attempts at decreasing or stopping gameplay leads to feeling restless, 

irritable, frustrated, angry, anxious, or sad
• neglect and abandonment of schooling, employment, relationships, 

childrearing, and health

Figure 1. News media reports, 2002-2020, of severe problematic online gaming 
behaviors. Lockhart (2021).

Figure 2. Prevalence rates of problematic online gaming behaviors across 22 
countries. Lockhart (2021).

 
Figure 3. Variance of problematic online gaming behaviors explained by 
motivation. Beard & Wickham (2016); Billieux et al. (2013), (2015); Colder Carras 
et al. (2017); Deleuze et al. (2018); Hagström & Kaldo (2014); Herodotou et al. 
(2014); Hussain et al. (2015); Kahn et al. (2015); Kardefelt-Winther (2014); Kuss 
et al. (2012).

Figure 4. Etiological chain of pathological Internet use. Davis (2001).

Participant demographics
• all male MMORPG players between the ages of 24 and 40 years old
• average age of participants was 32.28 years old
• four participants were married (57.1%), while three were single 

(42.9%)
• years of gameplay related to MMORPG ranged from 8 to 23 years
• years of gameplay averaged 17.85 years
• ethnicity, employment, and education obtainment were not 

intentionally nor consistently collected from or reported by 
participants. 

Benefits of online gameplay
• improved access to and maintenance of real-life and virtual-

relationships, 
• increased attention and focus
• increased technology competency

Detriments of online gameplay
• preexisting psychopathology

– anxiety
– depression
– attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder

• maladaptive cognitions
– anxious depression
– loneliness

• behavioral symptoms
– aggression or impulsive aggression
– deception
– displacement
– escape/mood modification
– intra- and interpersonal conflict
– negative consequences
– preoccupation
– tolerance

• virtual-friendships maintenance and obligation

Attempts to prevent problematic online gaming behaviors
• boredom with online gameplay
• limited access
• treatment of problematic online gaming behaviors

Adult gamer opinions to prevent problematic online gaming 
behaviors
• gaining insight and awareness
• developing support systems
• treatment of underlying psychopathology
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