
Chapter Seven: Characteristics, causes, effects, and interventions 
of gaming disorder stigma: a scoping review 

Changyi Shen, Peishan Wu

Using Arksey and O'Malley's scoping review framework, we explore the 
characteristics, causes, effects, and interventions of gaming disorder (GD) 
stigma discussed in studies from January 1, 2000, to April 10, 2024, in 
databases including EBSCO, Wiley Online Library, Web of Science, Google 
Scholar, Cochrane Library, PubMed, Ebase, CNKI, WanFang, and VIP. Af­
ter three independent screenings, the two authors independently extracted 
and summarized the data. Ultimately, 32 studies—published between 2009 
and 2024—met the inclusion criteria. From these, 10 themes of GD stigma 
were extracted. These included three themes related to GD stigma charac­
teristics (“holistic stigma,” “emphasis on dangerousness,” and “transition 
from stigmatization to rectification”), three themes investigating causes of 
GD (“bias in media coverage,” “technological panic and social control,” and 
“cognitive differences, bias, and inadequacy”), three themes about GD stig­
ma effects (“social exclusion and discrimination,” “obstruction of seeking 
help,” and “occurrence of mental problems”), and one theme discussing 
stigma intervention (“recommendations for GD stigma intervention”). Af­
ter discussing and summarizing the studies, we propose a model of GD 
stigma formation. Future studies on GD stigma should improve research 
quality, expand research content and objects, increase research on stigma 
mechanisms, and promote the development of intervention measures, thus 
providing individuals in need with timely and efficient treatment, as well as 
a tolerant and positive recovery environment.

Gaming disorder (GD) was officially included in the International Clas­
sification of Diseases (11th Revision) in 2018. The International Classifica­
tion of Diseases (ICD-11) defines GD as an addictive disorder with the fol­
lowing core symptoms: (1) persistent gaming behavior (online or offline), 
characterized by impaired gaming control (initiation, frequency, intensity, 
duration, termination, context, etc.), the prioritization of gaming over other 
interests and daily activities, and the escalation of gaming behavior despite 
the occurrence of negative consequences; (2) continuous or episodic and 
recurrent patterns of gaming, generally lasting an extended period (e.g., 
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more than 12 months); (3) significant impairment in important areas of 
functioning (personal, family, interpersonal relationship, educational, oc­
cupational, etc.) caused by gaming; and (4) the lack of a better explanation 
(e.g., another mental disorder or the effects of substance abuse or medica­
tion [1].

In China, Internet games have become an important component of peo­
ple's daily entertainment because of the growth and popularity of the Inter­
net. Children and adolescents are one of the main—and growing—users 
of Internet games [2]. According to the “Fifth National Survey Report on 
Internet Use of Minors,” the number of minor Internet users had reached 
193 million by 2023, with 67.8% frequently playing games online (increasing 
5.5% compared to 2021) and 19.6% reporting Internet dependence [3]. The 
GD prevalence rate ranged between 2.4% and 7.5% according to epidemio­
logical research on the Chinese population [4]. As children and adolescents 
are a high-risk group for GD, the GD risk population may rise with the 
growing base of young game players.

Meanwhile, gaming addiction and Internet addiction have attracted in­
creased concern from parents, teachers, and other related groups. In China, 
games and gamers are often portrayed negatively in daily life, although 
numerous studies have shown that playing games has beneficial effects, 
such as providing pleasure, reducing stress, relieving mood, promoting 
social interaction, and promoting cognitive development [5, 6]. However, 
negative media publicity with headlines such as “Internet Addiction,” “Ex­
cessive Game Recharge,” “Teenage Internet Addicts”, etc. makes the public 
constantly vigilant and suspicious of games and GD [7]. To avoid the nega­
tive effects of gaming, some adolescents with gaming behavior are taken 
by parents to hospitals and even “Internet addiction schools” for treatment, 
even if they do not meet the typical diagnosis of GD. This often strains the 
parent-child relationship and causes family conflicts [8]. In short, gaming, 
game behavior, game players, and GD patients face stigmatization in China.

Stigma is a common and cross-cultural phenomenon, occurring when 
unique or unusual characteristics of individuals are identified as deviations 
from social norms or morality. Stigmatized individuals may face problems 
such as labeling, separation from mainstream society, loss of status, and 
discrimination [9]. In the area of addiction, stigmatization reduces sufferers’ 
motivation for treatment and prevents beneficial transformation. Accord­
ingly, knowledge about how addiction stigmatization works could help to 
reduce stigma, and so help addicts receive timely treatment and interven­
tion. Previous stigma studies have mainly focused on substance addiction. 
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Few studies have paid attention to GD stigma and there is still no review for 
GD stigma. Existing studies on GD have mainly concentrated on epidemi­
ology [4], pathogenesis [10], effect factors [11], negative outcomes [12], and 
interventions [13]. In this chapter, we analyze current GD stigma studies 
based on Arksey and O'Malley's scoping review framework and summarize 
relevant studies using four aspects: stigma characteristics, causes, effects, 
and interventions. Our goal is to provide a knowledge map and ideas for 
future research.

1. Materials and methods

1.1 Research questions and inclusion criteria

This chapter answers the following questions: (1) the characteristics and 
manifestations of GD stigma; (2) the causes of GD stigma; (3) the effects of 
GD stigma; and (4) how to reduce the stigma of GD.

Following Arksey and O'Malley's “PCC' principle” [14], the inclusion cri­
teria included three elements. (1) Participants: We investigated GD stigma 
in various groups of people, so all types of populations were included. (2) 
Concept: The key concepts of this study are GD and stigma. However, we 
expanded the retrieval scope of GD to get more comprehensive materials, 
because while the concept of GD was formally introduced in 2018, concerns 
about “Internet Addiction” have existed longer. Additionally, to achieve 
more comprehensiveness, we enlarged the definition of stigma because 
stigma is highly subjective. (3) Context: Stigma may occur anywhere, so our 
context was broad.

The exclusion criteria of our study included: (1) studies in which the 
full text was not available; (2) studies not written in Chinese or English; 
(3) studies that have been published repeatedly; (4) studies not published 
formally; and (5) studies that did not cover GD stigma in their core conclu­
sions.

1.2 Search strategy

We searched English databases including EBSCO, Wiley Online Library, 
Web of Science, Google Scholar, Cochrane Library, PubMed, and Ebase. 
Chinese databases included CNKI, WanFang, and VIP. We used English 
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and Chinese search terms as presented in Table 1. Table 2 shows an example 
of our search strategy. The search included citations formally published 
from January 1, 2000, to April 10, 2024.

Search terms for GD stigma studies

Con­
cept

Concept 1
Gaming disorder

Concept 2
Stigma

Search 
terms

Chinese:
Internet addic­
tion OR gaming 
addiction OR 
Internet 
overuse OR 
smartphone ad­
diction OR 
video game dis­
order OR game 
OR problematic 
Internet gaming 
OR problematic 
smartphone 
gaming OR 
video gaming 
OR online 
game OR elec­
tronic sports 
OR e-sports OR 
phone game 
OR smartphone 
gaming OR 
smartphone 
game depen­
dence OR game 
dependence OR 
smartphone de­
pendence

English:
gaming disor­
der OR Inter­
net gaming 
disorder OR 
problematic 
smartphone 
use OR prob­
lematic social 
networking 
site use OR 
problematic 
gaming OR 
gaming behav­
ior OR gamer

Chinese:
stigma OR 
stigmatizing 
attitudes OR 
stigmatization 
OR discrimi­
nation OR so­
cial exclusion 
OR social dis­
crimination 
OR prejudice 
OR label OR 
attitudes

English:
stigma OR 
stigmatization 
OR social stig­
ma OR dis­
crimination 
OR social dis­
crimination 
OR stereotyp­
ing OR stereo­
type OR preju­
dice OR mis­
conceptions 
OR beliefs OR 
perceptions 
OR opinions 
OR attitudes 
OR perspec­
tives OR expe­
riences OR 
views OR 
shame OR 
blame OR label 
OR harm OR 
disadvantage

Table 1
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Example of search strategy in Chinese and English databases

Database
(example) Search strategy

Number 
of search 
outcomes

PubMed

(("Stigma"[Title/Abstract] OR "Stigmatization"[Ti­
tle/Abstract] OR "social stigma"[Title/Abstract] 
OR "Discrimination"[Title/Abstract] OR "social dis­
crimination"[Title/Abstract] OR "Stereotyping"[Ti­
tle/Abstract] OR "Stereotype"[Title/Abstract] 
OR "Prejudice"[Title/Abstract] OR "Misconcep­
tions"[Title/Abstract] OR "Beliefs"[Title/Abstract] 
OR "Perceptions"[Title/Abstract] OR "Opinions"[Ti­
tle/Abstract] OR "Attitudes"[Title/Abstract] OR 
"Perspectives"[Title/Abstract] OR "Experiences"[Ti­
tle/Abstract] OR "Views"[Title/Abstract] OR 
"Shame"[Title/Abstract] OR "Blame"[Title/Abstract] 
OR "Label"[Title/Abstract] OR "harm"[Title/Ab­
stract] OR "disadvantage"[Title/Abstract]) AND 
("gaming disorder"[Title/Abstract] OR "internet 
gaming disorder"[Title/Abstract] OR "problemat­
ic smartphone use"[Title/Abstract] OR "problem­
atic social networking site use"[Title/Abstract] 
OR "problematic gaming"[Title/Abstract] OR "gam­
ing behavior"[Title/Abstract] OR "gamer"[Title/Ab­
stract])) AND (2000/1/1:2024/4/15[pdat])

268

CNKI

(Subject:(stigma + attitudes + stigmatizing attitudes 
+ stigmatization +discrimination + social exclusion 
+ social discrimination + prejudice +label)) AND 
(Subject:(Internet addiction + gaming addiction + 
Internet overuse +smartphone addiction + video 
game disorder + game + problematic Internet gam­
ing + problematic smartphone gaming + video gam­
ing + online game + electronic sports + e-sports 
+ phone game + smartphone gaming +smartphone 
game dependence))

3087

Table 2
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1.3 Study selection and data extraction

All citations were imported into EndNote X9 after the search to remove 
duplicates. Following the inclusion and exclusion criteria, three researchers 
then screened the citations independently by browsing the titles and ab­
stracts, and subsequently reviewed full texts for further selection. For stud­
ies the researchers disagreed on including, a decision of whether to include 
it was made in discussion by the three researchers. Two researchers then 
extracted the following data from the studies that were included: authors, 
country, publication date, article type, study type, study design (study sub­
jects, sample size, methods, and data collection tools), and conclusions 
(characteristics and manifestations, causes, effects, and interventions of 
stigma).

2. Results

2.1 Search results

A total of 4,036 studies were identified from relevant databases, comprising 
3,168 published in Chinese and 868 published in English. After screening, 
32 studies from 17 countries were included. Figure 1 presents the flowchart 
describing the screening process.

Flowchart of study screeningFigure 1
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2.2 Study characteristics

The included 32 studies [7, 15-45] were published between 2009 and 2024. 
They encompass data on 10,939 participants across different populations 
and include 6,315 reports. We analyzed and summarized the general char­
acteristics of the 32 studies by country, article type, study type, methodol­
ogy, study subject, and study situation. The overall distribution is present­
ed in Table 3. In addition, we summed up the studies’ conclusions and 
abstracted information about the study target, data collection tools and 
analysis methods, characteristics and manifestations of stigma, causes of 
stigma, effects, and interventions of stigma. These summaries are included 
in Annex 1. Our analysis identified 10 themes of GD stigma: three themes 
relevant to characteristics, one related to causes, three concerning its effects, 
and one discussing interventions.

General distribution of included studies

Characteristics Type and numbers

Country

China (n=16) [Mainland China (n=15), Hong Kong 
(n=1)]; Australia (n=3); USA (n=2) ; Germany (n=1); 
Japan (n=1); South Korea (n=1); Hungary (n=1); Italy 
(n=1); UK (n=1); Indonesia (n=1); Transnational study 
(n=4)

Article type Research article (n=21); Thesis dissertation (n=6); Com­
mentary (n=3); Letter (n=1); Letter to editor (n=1)

Study type Qualitative research (n=7); Quantitative research (n=15); 
Mixed methods research (n=5); N/A (n=5)

Study subject 
(a)

Reports (n=9); Gamers (n=5); Public (n=9); Medical pro­
fessionals (n=2); Students (n=4); Teachers (n=2); Parents 
(n=1); ACG* fans (n=1); N/A (n=5)

Study situa­
tion 
(b)

Online (n=12); Media materials (n=10); School (n=5); 
Treatment facility (n=2); Cybercafe (n=1); N/A (n=5)

Table 3
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2.3 Characteristics of GD stigma

Among the 32 studies, 29 studies referred to the characteristics of GD 
stigma [7, 15-22, 24-28, 30-45]. After analyzing the conclusions of these 29 
studies using thematic analysis, we abstracted three central themes of GD 
stigma characteristics: boundary ambiguity, emphasis on dangerousness, 
and the transition from stigmatization to rectification.

2.3.1 Holistic stigma

Despite the ICD-11 clearly describing the diagnostic criteria of GD, consen­
sus has not been reached in the scholarly literature. Consequently, GD 
stigma appears to have the characteristic of a “holistic stigma;” namely, the 
general public receives and incorporates concepts without clear boundaries 
(such as games, gaming behavior, problematic Internet use, gamers, gaming 
disorder, etc.) and stigmatizes these activities broadly and “holistically.” 
In total, 10 studies discussed “holistic stigma.” We identified two manifes­
tations of “holistic stigma”: (1) controversy over GD diagnosis and (2) 
boundary ambiguity.

Controversy has persisted since the inclusion of GD in the ICD, with 
the central topic of whether GD diagnosis leads to increased stigmatization. 
Four of the included studies discussed the issue. Galanis et al. [16], Kiraly et 
al. [21], and Pontes et al. [30] expressed concerns that the inclusion of the 
GD diagnosis in the ICD may stigmatize casual gamers. They also worried 
the inclusion may lead to misdiagnosis of highly engaged but non-problem­
atic gamers. These three studies also indicated the existence of GD-related 
problems and suggested that more specific diagnostic criteria would both 
increase public attention to GD and reduce stigma. They also called for 
further research to verify the arguments. Reviewing data from the National 
Hospital in Japan, Higuchi et al. [19] indicated that game-related stigma had 
existed before the publication of ICD-11, so it is not exclusively a product of 
GD diagnosis. Furthermore, they argue that clear diagnostic criteria would 
help distinguish between normal game behavior and addictive behavior 
in order to improve the ability and quality of diagnosis and intervention. 
Although numerous scholars argue that clear diagnosis criteria for GD can 
reduce stigma, most of them emphasize its positive effects on diagnosis and 
treatment from a medical rather than a social perspective. More research 
is thus needed to explore the role of GD diagnosis in reducing social 
discrimination and exclusion.
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From the perspective of social cognition, it is often difficult for the 
general public to distinguish concepts such as game, gaming behavior, 
problematic gaming, gaming addiction, and gaming disorder. In daily nar­
ratives, problems such as overgeneralization, concept confusion, and con­
cept misapplication often occur, showing the boundary ambiguity of GD 
stigma. Six studies referred to this problem. To investigate the public stigma 
towards different types of gamers, Galanis et al. [17] investigated public 
stigma toward different types of gaming. They conducted a randomized 
controlled trial and reported the existence of stigma across all types of 
gamers. They also found that gamers meeting the criteria of GD faced the 
highest levels of stigma, while the level of stigma against casual and regular 
gamers was relatively low. The study also indicated that health information 
had no significant effect on stigma and stigma was related to the severity 
of gaming behavior. Wong et al. [32] interviewed adolescents in Internet 
cafes in Hong Kong and found that those young people were worried about 
being regarded as “teenage Internet addicts” by teachers and parents for 
their gaming behavior in Internet cafes. In their perception, playing games 
in an Internet cafe was often equated with being an Internet addict. Monley 
et al. [28] reported that the general public viewed all gamers as potential 
problematic gamers, without distinguishing between healthy gaming and 
problematic gaming. Additionally, holistic stigma was quite prevalent in 
media reports. In China, games and gamers were often associated with 
negative consequences such as drugs and crimes. This is concretized in a 
media framework that frames games as harmful to youth and may cause 
some of the stigmatization.

2.3.2 Emphasis on dangerousness

An emphasis on dangerousness is the most significant characteristic of 
GD stigma. It has two specific manifestations: (1) associating gaming with 
negative concepts such as crime, immorality, and incompetence; (2) em­
phasizing the negative consequences of gaming. Of the studies we analyzed, 
22 studies addressed this topic.

Associating gaming with negative concepts such as crime, immorality, 
and incompetence refers to people's tendency to view gaming behaviors 
and gamers as contrary to social ethics and dangerous. Eight of the studies 
summarized the social images of games and gamers in Chinese media 
reports, reporting that in early years games were described by the media 
as “flood and monster,” “electronic heroin,” and “electronic opium” [7, 34, 
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36]. These descriptions linked games with concepts such as crime and 
substance abuse, implying that games are harmful and addictive, which 
also contributed to the construing of gamers as criminals, immoral, and 
incompetent individuals. Specifically, game players were described as: (1) 
people with negative traits (callous, withdrawn, violent, impulsive, irritable, 
etc.); (2) troubled teenagers or people with negative behaviors (truancy, 
violence, crime, and other extreme behaviors); (3) victims of addictive 
gaming (with physical and mental problems, suffering academic failure and 
employment difficulties, and even dying due to over-gaming) [7, 34, 38, 
41, 42, 44, 45]. In addition to media portrayals, eight studies investigated 
games’ and gamers’ images in other populations and found similar results. 
Li et al. [39] found that the public perceived ACG culture (a subculture cen­
tered around animation, comics, and games) as in conflict with mainstream 
values and as having immoral components. According to this study, the 
public considered ACG fans to be deviant and lacking moral fiber. Zhao 
et al. [33] reported that in the marriage market, gamers were commonly 
considered to be aggressive, socially incompetent, and lazy, and therefore 
less likely to be chosen as a marriage partners. Yan et al. [43] analyzed 
college students' perceptions of games and indicated that college students 
often attached negative characteristics (e.g., wasting time, wasting money, 
addictive, isolated from reality, with monotonous gameplay patterns, full 
of violence, fraud, and pornography, etc.) to games. Liu et al. [40] investi­
gated teachers' attitudes toward online games and reported that teachers 
tended to view teenagers who played online games as being mischievous, 
unmotivated, and socially inept. They also found that teachers perceived 
gaming to affect learning, induce violent tendencies, and lead to exposure 
to pornography or other unhealthy information. Miriyagalla et al. [27] 
reported that people tended to assume players of high-violence games may 
have moral problems, including negative traits such as unkindness and 
lack of sympathy. Kuss et al. [24] and Lopez-Fernandez et al. [26] note an 
additional stigma faced by female gamers: women were often considered 
unsuitable for games, not affected by gaming addiction, and not even real 
gamers, which resulted in further discrimination and marginalization as 
well as sexualization and objectification that prevented them from seeking 
help. Monley et al. [28] compared the attitudes of the American public 
toward gamers and non-gamers and indicated that adult non-gamers may 
have the stereotype of gamers as lonely young males with poor social skills. 
Although some studies have demonstrated that relevant stereotypes do not 
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correspond to the actual images of gamers [23], the perceptions of games 
and game-related things were mostly negative across most groups.

Another significant manifestation of the perceived danger of gaming 
is revealed in the focus on gaming’s negative consequences. A total of 
seven studies mentioned the negative opinions of different populations 
about gaming in their conclusions. Those opinions can be divided into 
two categories, one addressing negative biopsychosocial consequences and 
the other discussing intervention effects of GD. In terms of negative biopsy­
chosocial consequences, five studies indicated a common belief among 
different populations that GD can cause impairment in personal, family, 
interpersonal, educational, occupational and other fields, specifically mani­
festing as: (1) Conflict between gaming and daily life: Individuals immersed 
in games would ignore daily activities and responsibilities, thus interfering 
with normal socialization and possibly resulting in academic and career 
failure, and even crime; (2) Reduction in social interaction: Individuals im­
mersed in games would reduce real-life social interaction, contributing to 
less social support, interpersonal frustration, social avoidance, and a sense 
of loneliness; (3) Health problems: Long-term gaming may inflict physical 
problems (e.g., visual and auditory damage, cardio-cerebrovascular disease, 
obesity, cervical spondylosis, sudden death, etc.), and may increase the 
risk of anxiety, depression, sleep disorders, addiction, and other mental 
disorders; and (4) Family relationship problems: Indulgence in games may 
stimulate conflicts between family members and teenagers [18, 20, 25, 28, 
32].

Additionally, Casale et.al [15] compared the stigma of Internet game 
disorder, problematic smartphone use, and problematic social networking 
site use, and revealed that the public considered symptoms of Internet 
game disorder to be more severe and difficult to control. In terms of GD 
intervention effects, two studies examined the perceptions of medical pro­
fessionals toward GD treatment. These studies indicated that professionals 
recognized the risks and causes of GD, but there were cognitive differences 
in treatment efficacy and controllability of GD. Hanafi et al. [18] reported 
that psychiatrists view GD as a chronic disease that is difficult to control. 
Koski-Jännes et al. [22] compared the attitudes of addiction treatment 
professionals from Finland and France toward GD and gambling disorders, 
and reported that French professionals had less confidence in GD treat­
ment, and considered GD harder to cure.
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2.3.3 Transition from stigmatization to rectification

Despite the persistence of GD stigma, there has been a gradual transition 
from stigmatization to rectification, which was reported in six of the studies 
we reviewed. Miriyagalla et al. [27] surveyed 1,084 people about stereotypes 
of gamers and found that their stereotypes were overall positive, in contrast 
to the negative impressions generally reported in previous studies. The 
transition is particularly evident in Chinese media. Five studies investigated 
the variation of game-related media coverage in China and revealed that 
there was a gradual change from homogeneous negative reports to more 
pluralistic and balanced content, as well as a transition from media atti­
tudes focusing on the negative aspects of gaming to more focus on games' 
economic and cultural value [34-36]. He et al. [37] described this transition 
as “from e-heroin to created in China.” The media portrayals of gamers 
have also become more varied from the original “deviants” and “teenage 
Internet addicts” to include “athletes” and “e-sports talents” following the 
development of the electronic sports industry.

2.4 Causes of GD stigma

A total of 17 studies referred to the causes of GD stigma in their conclusions. 
After thematically analyzing the conclusions of these 17 studies, we abstract­
ed three themes about the cause of GD stigma: bias in media coverage, 
moral panic and social control, as well as cognitive differences, bias, and 
inadequacy.

2.4.1 Bias in media coverage

Bias in media coverage is one cause of GD stigma. According to Walter 
Lippmann, news reporting is a process of selecting and processing objective 
reality to form symbolic reality [46]. Consequently, the way media process­
es and shapes the image of games determines how people view things 
related to games. Screening the citations, we found 13 studies suggested that 
negative media coverage or reporting bias is a contributory cause of GD 
stigma [7, 21, 25, 27, 30, 33, 34, 36-38, 41, 42, 44, 45].

There are two forms of media coverage bias. One is adopting methods 
that highlight adverse consequences, thus associating games, GD, and 
gamers with crimes, immorality, and other negative images through label­
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ing and demonizing [7, 25, 27, 30, 33, 36, 37, 45]. Additionally, to increase at­
traction, the media often exaggerate conflicts and contradictions in reports 
and use emotional expressions to dramatize the stories, which reinforces 
the stigmatization of games, GD, and gamers [21, 34, 36, 38, 41, 44]. The 
other form of media coverage bias is to deprive relevant people of the right 
to speak and adopt an outside perspective.

2.4.2 Technological panic and social control

Technological panic and social control are environmental causes of GD 
stigma. Seven studies referred to this theme. The growth of the gaming 
industry has been driven by the rapid development of technology and the 
gaming business, which also raises concerns about potential risks, includ­
ing technological panic about GD. This technological panic often results 
in more social control, such as unreasonable restrictions and regulations 
on the gaming industry, which also affects the image of gaming as normal 
entertainment [7, 30, 34, 36-38, 42]. In China, the image of the gaming 
industry has experienced a shift from negative to positive over its develop­
ment. Likewise, public policies have transitioned from strict regulation and 
crackdowns in the early years to support for the development of the gaming 
industry in recent years. Nevertheless, because of the long-term supervision 
and restrictions of the gaming industry, people still hold negative attitudes 
toward games, gamers, and GD to some extent [7, 42]. Furthermore, despite 
the implementation of more new policies on the regulation and develop­
ment of the gaming industry, changing the public's cognitive bias toward 
games and game players is still a challenge [34, 38].

2.4.3 Cognitive differences, bias, and inadequacy

Differences and bias in cognition are cognitive contributors to GD stigma. 
Seven studies referred to this issue. Besides the impact of media bias on 
public cognition, different populations reveal differences in their under­
standing of normal gaming behaviors and GD. A study on Indonesian psy­
chiatrists' perceptions of GD noted that 85% of psychiatric residents lacked 
adequate knowledge of GD to effectively diagnose and treat it [18]. Kiraly et 
al. [21] considered whether the public actually understands the definition of 
GD or confuses it with normal gaming entertainment. They also noted how 
the inclusion of GD as an official psychiatric disorder also contributes to 
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the stigmatization of GD patients as psychotics. Lee et al. [25] indicated that 
the public tendency to view GD simply as a personal problem rather than 
a widespread social-cultural phenomenon would aggravate stigma, similar 
to how alcoholism is often reduced to personality problems. Wong et al. 
[32] revealed that parents and teachers lacked understanding of games and 
were unable to distinguish among GD, internet addiction, and normal gam­
ing behaviors, which encouraged the stigmatization of GD. He Pengpeng 
considered that the lack of scientific education and research on GD has led 
to a superficial understanding of GD, preventing the public from realizing 
the essence of GD and dealing with it properly [36].

Intergenerational cultural differences also contribute to stigma between 
generations. Older East Asian generations often emphasize educational and 
professional achievements, personal responsibility, and compliance with 
social norms. On this view, gaming implies a waste of time, a distraction 
from daily activities, and even irresponsibility and immorality, which re­
sults in the moral condemnation of gamers by older generations [34, 36]. 
Li et al. [39] noticed that the differences and conflicts between ACG and 
mainstream cultures also fostered concerns, biases, and even stigma among 
the mainstream population regarding the internet usage and gaming behav­
iors of ACG fans.

2.5 Effects and interventions on GD stigma

A total of 22 studies referred to the effects and interventions of GD stig­
ma in their conclusions. Among them, 18 studies explored the impact of 
GD stigma. We abstracted three themes from these: social exclusion and 
discrimination; increased difficulties in seeking help; and the occurrence 
of mental problems. Regarding interventions on GD stigma, one study dis­
cussed the impact of different types of information on public perceptions 
of GD and 11 studies suggested interventions only in their conclusions. We 
summarized these ideas as “recommendations for GD stigma intervention.”

2.5.1 Social exclusion and discrimination

The most direct effect of GD stigma is social exclusion and discrimination 
toward both those living with GD and normal gamers [15, 16, 19, 21, 28, 
30, 32, 33, 39, 41, 42, 45]. This is manifested in the following ways: further 
social distance [15, 21, 28, 30, 44], stronger negative emotional reactions 
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(mainly anger and blame) from the public [15], less understandability [15, 
42], restrictions in marriage, employment, and education [16, 33, 41], and 
cultural exclusion and closure [32, 39, 45].

2.5.2 Increased difficulties in seeking help

Social exclusion and discrimination also make help-seeking more difficult 
for those living with GD [16, 17, 22, 24, 26, 28-30, 32, 33, 41], which is 
manifested in the following two aspects. One is the level of helpers' willing­
ness to offer assistance. In a study among Finnish and French addiction 
treatment professionals, Koski-Jännes et al. [22] reported that perceptions 
of GD individuals affected professionals’ willingness to treat patients as well 
as the application of treatment methods, especially when they viewed GD 
as more difficult to cure or as an individual problem. Furthermore, Peter 
et al. [29] indicated that people were less willing to help GD patients with 
financial difficulty. The second is that stigmatized people may be reluctant 
to seek help or have difficulty expressing their needs. Studies have found 
this is particularly prevalent among female gamers or patients. Kuss et al. 
[24] suggested that stereotypes about women may lead the public to ignore 
the negative impact of gaming behaviors on their lives, and thus ignore 
the possibility that they could be GD patients. Lopez-Fernandez et al. [26] 
reported that GD may not be fully recognized in the female population, 
making it more difficult for female patients to get treatment and support.

2.5.3 Occurrence of mental problems

The social exclusion and help-seeking obstruction caused by GD stigma 
can further induce or exacerbate mental health problems of patients, specif­
ically manifested in psychological distress (e.g., impaired self-identity, low 
self-esteem, self-blame, and self-stigma) [16, 41, 44] and aggravated psychi­
atric problems (e.g., anxiety, depression, social phobia, and GD) [16, 28, 
32].

2.5.4 Recommendations for GD stigma intervention

The existing empirical studies on GD stigma interventions are still insuffi­
cient. Only one study we reviewed specifically investigated the effects of 
different types of information in intervening in people's perception of GD, 
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referred to the effects of different types of information on perceptions of 
GD. Ren et al. [31] reported that narrative messages were more effective 
in making adolescents adopt the medical view of GD. They further found 
that improving immersion in narratives can effectively affect their attitudes, 
while the adolescents. Another 11 studies [16, 19, 21, 25, 28, 34, 36, 41, 42, 
44, 45] only outlined the main directions for stigma intervention. These 
include: (1) strengthen studies on GD, including empirical research on GD 
stigma, studies on the impact of GD diagnosis (e.g., on public perceptions, 
public health, and society), studies on GD intervention and prevention, 
and transnational scientific cooperation; (2) promote the standardization 
and popularization of the GD diagnostic system; (3) strengthen education 
and increase health promotion activities to raise public awareness of GD; 
(4) stress media responsibility and appeal for coverage based on gamers' 
perspective and multiple perspectives, as well as calls for media neutrality, 
increasing positive reporting, attention to individual differences, etc.; (5) 
improve social support for gamers, patients, and other relevant groups; 
(6) improve system construction and focus on the social responsibility of 
gaming companies.

3. Discussion

3.1 Improvement of study quality and expansion of study content

Several selected citations showed that stigma studies on topics such as 
games, gamers, and GD had existed long before the inclusion of GD in the 
ICD-11. This suggests that GD stigma is a long-standing social and cultural 
phenomenon. For the studies we reviewed, there are two problems.

The first is the lack of high-quality studies on GD stigma. Among the 
included studies, only three of the 15 quantitative studies designed experi­
ments to compare differences in GD stigma among the public [15, 17, 29]. 
Only four of the remaining 12 studies used scales for measurement [18, 
23, 26, 33]. These included: (1) outcome indicators related to stigma level, 
including social distance, general stigma level, stigma attribution, danger­
ousness, perceptibility, and exposure level, etc.; (2) outcome indicators 
related to illness perception, including perceptions of addictive disorders, 
GD, and problematic gaming; (3) outcome indicators related to stigma 
consequences, including similarity in mate selection, mental health level, 
coping strategies, social motivation, and self-identity. The other eight stud­

Changyi Shen, Peishan Wu

106

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748943242-91 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748943242-91
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


ies used self-made questionnaires to evaluate outcome indicators related to 
GD stigma.

It is thus clear that there is still an absence of effective and accepted mea­
surement tools for assessing stigma and relevant outcome indicators around 
GD. Because stigma is always complex, further research is needed to assess 
whether the existing outcome indicators can comprehensively reflect the 
multiple dimensions of stigma. Moreover, cultural difference is another 
essential background factor that needs to be considered in stigma research. 
Furthermore, how to define GD is also a key issue in GD stigma studies. 
Although the diagnostic criteria for GD were not established until 2018, 
the concepts of gaming addiction and Internet addiction had appeared in 
previous studies. It is thus important for researchers to determine whether 
these concepts are the same as GD.

Secondly, the topics and objects of GD stigma studies need to be fur­
ther expanded. Existing studies focus primarily on describing how stigma 
manifests, the overall level of stigma, and differences based on different 
levels of gaming engagement, etc. In contrast, studies on GD stigma for­
mation mechanisms and interventions are lacking. As for the objects of 
study, existing studies focus on the media, the public, and gamers. The 
relationship between media and GD stigma has been particularly popular 
in China [7, 34-38, 41, 42, 44, 45], where the media sources are mainly from 
mainstream media reports such as People's Daily. However, in recent years, 
newly emerging media types, such as self-media and we-media, have been 
continuously expanding their influence on public perception. Therefore 
more research is needed on the roles of different types of media. Moreover, 
in China, the issue of GD stigma is not just related to media coverage. 
The effect of parents, teachers, and gamers (especially adolescents) on GD 
stigma all need more scholarly attention.

3.2 GD stigma formation model

Based on the scoping review of the 32 included studies, this study integrated 
the manifestations, causes, and effects of GD stigma to propose a model 
of GD stigma formation. In this model (shown in Figure 2), cognitive 
differences, bias, and inadequacy are the cognitive bases for GD stigma 
formation, which determine individuals' original perceptions of concepts 
such as gaming, GD, and gamer. In this process, GD stigma has already 
developed to a certain extent in some groups due to cultural differences and 
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the stigma of mental disorders. Technological panic and social control are 
the environmental bases of GD stigma formation, which induce negative 
perceptions and value orientation about games and the gaming industry, 
potentially contributing to the negative cultural and value environment 
for GD stigma. Of course, with the reduction of panic and the loosening 
of social control, such values and perceptions could turn neutral or even 
positive. Since technological panic and social control are affected by media 
reporting, media coverage bias contributes to the formation of GD stigma, 
particularly by constructing specific negative images and emphasizing the 
negative values of gaming culture. Meanwhile, GD stigma creates biopsy­
chosocial dilemmas for individuals, which in turn provides more negative 
materials for media coverage.

Model of GD stigma formation

Cognition, environment, and media also interact with each other, in addi­
tion to influencing GD stigma. Differences, bias, and inadequacy in cog­
nition increase public panic toward technology and promote the strength­
ening of social control, which further prevents the public from better 
understanding game-related things. Furthermore, technological panic and 
social control influence the value orientation of media coverage, increasing 
negative reports and thus contributing to cognitive divergences and bias. 
At the same time, public discontent with the negative consequences of 
gaming behavior also encourages the media to report negative information. 
Thus, we can see that GD stigma is a complicated process, and therefore 

Figure 2
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interventions against stigma rely on cooperation across multiple systems 
and fields.

4. Deficiencies and prospects

This study only described and summarized the included literature without 
conducting rigorous quality and reporting assessment of its own. Addition­
ally, the GD stigma formation model proposed above is an ideal model 
based on summarizing the conclusions of the included studies. This means 
it lacks evidence to verify its effectiveness and only provides theoretical 
reference for future studies.

With the advancement of the gaming industry and the spread of gaming 
culture, there would be an expected expansion of the gaming population 
base and, consequently, an increasing risk of GD. This warrants that more 
attention be given to GD stigma research. Our analysis suggests that future 
research should concentrate on the following aspects:

First, the development and screening of GD stigma measurement tools 
should be intensified. It is also necessary to increase qualitative studies 
to explore the concept connotation of GD stigma through interviewing 
different populations, as well as developing GD stigma scales on this basis. 
Also, in quantitative studies, the design of outcome indicators and the selec­
tion of measurement tools should be improved to enhance methodological 
quality.

The second aspect is to expand the content and objects of studies. Future 
research should concentrate on the mechanism of GD stigma formation—
especially on the cognitive, environmental, and media factors proposed in 
the model above—to obtain quantitative evidence and confirm the causal 
relationships among these factors. Furthermore, because the stigmatization 
of GD is a dynamic process, more longitudinal studies are needed in ad­
dition to cross-sectional studies to better understand the formation and 
development of GD stigma. Relatedly, GD stigma intervention is also an 
important research direction. Future studies could try to construct system­
atic intervention models for GD stigma through intervention attempts at 
the macro, meso, and micro levels. In terms of study objects, our analysis 
suggests increasing targeted studies on different populations, especially on 
groups related to GD stigma, such as teachers, parents, patients, and nor­
mal gamers.
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The final aspect is to validate the theoretical model proposed in this 
study. Based on the literature review, we presented a GD stigma formation 
model that summarized the roles of cognitive, environmental, and media 
factors in stigma formation. Though more empirical studies are needed to 
validate the model, it provides a framework for future studies to conduct 
validation, optimization, and refinement.

It is undeniable that GD stigma exists in the public and media, causing 
problems for both gamers and patients. Further research is needed to 
explore the mechanism of GD stigma and to develop research-based inter­
vention tools aimed at providing timely and effective treatment, as well as a 
tolerant and positive rehabilitation environment for individuals in need.
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