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Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) is being widely recognised as a behavioural addiction with serious mental health implications,
especially among youth. While gaming offers entertainment and social connection, its excessive use can lead to significant
impairment in emotional, social, academic, and occupational functioning. This article explores the complex neurobiological,
psychological, and social mechanisms contributing to IGD, highlights its symptoms, and examines global prevalence patterns
with a focus on Pakistani youth. It discusses evidence-based interventions, emerging screening tools and the ethical
considerations of diagnosis and research. By addressing research gaps and promoting culturally sensitive approaches, this article
aimsto support clinicians, educators, and policymakers in understanding and managing IGD.
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INTRODUCTION

In the mental health community, there is a growing concern
over addiction related to gaming. Video game addiction is
when individuals repetitively use electronic devices like
personal computers, mobile phones, gaming devices, and TVs
to play games mostly over the Internet with other people. This
trend is resulting in many negative consequences in various
aspects of life such including personal, social, behavioural,
educational, and occupational dysfunction.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders
(DSM-5TR) by American Psychiatric Association has defined
addiction to gaming as Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) and it is
separated in the section suggested with conditions for further
research. According to DSM-5-TR, the conditions must cause
"noticeable and significant impairment or distress of a
person's life in multiple areas. IGD does not include general
use of theinternet.'

Recognising The Symptoms

The symptoms of Internet gaming disorder are similar to those
of substance abuse include preoccupation, withdrawal
symptoms, tolerance needing more gaming time to satisfy
urges, unable to minimise gaming time, skipping other social
and physical activities due to gaming, continuing to game
despite disruptionin life, deceiving others especially near ones
about gaming time, and taking refuge in gaming world to
relieve stress. A person can be diagnosed with IGD if the
patient has experienced five or more symptoms in a single
year.

Neurobiological And Psychological Mechanisms

Similar to other addictive behaviours, the development of IGD
is influenced by multiple biological, psychological, and social
factors, including: i) related to the game itself, such as game
design, reward system, etc. ii) neurobiological and
psychological predisposition of the individual playing, and iii)
social and environmental factors, like family dynamics, peer

influence, and accessibility of gaming platforms.? For example,
people experiencing low self-esteem may seek validation
through gaming, leading to obsessive behaviours.
Combination of personality traits like neuroticism, impulsive
behaviour, and aggression are significant predictors of
internet gaming disorder.™*

Prevalence And Risk Factors

In the studies done for the last two decades, the prevalence is
around 4.7%. Worldwide prevalence rate is between 0.7% to
25.5%.° Geography is also an important determinant of
prevalence. Research data show that males and people of a
young age are more likely to suffer from IGD. Additionally, IGD
is associated with poorer mental health outcomes, such as
anxiety, depression and stress, as well as decreased sleep
quality and interpersonal relationship problems.”™® In
Pakistan, a study reported an alarming IGD prevalence of
58.9% among youth, indicating an urgent need for awareness,
screening, and intervention.’

Evidence-based Strategies For Management

The most effective treatment for Internet addiction and IGD is
the Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT). The CBT for online
addiction combines classical CBT techniques with specific
Internet-related issues. CBT-IA (cognitive behavioural
therapy—Internet addiction) works mainly in three different
areas: behaviour modification, cognitive restructuring, and
reducing the harm.

In addition to CBT, other therapies like mindfulness meditation
and reality therapy have also been found to improve the
symptomatology of IGD." A 2022 study highlighted the role of
gaming motivations like escapism and competition in
contributing to IGD. It found that individuals who use gaming
to avoid real-world challenges or engage in competitive
gaming for validation are at a higher risk of developing IGD."
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Screening And Diagnostic Tools For IGD

As a part of routine assessment, doctor and primary care
providers should always ask both the parent and child about
the amount of time spent on social media for early diagnosis
and intervention. Always assess other areas of interest and
leisure activities that exist beyond the use of electronic media.
An assessment of IGD should always include screening for
other illnesses, such as behavioural issues, depression,
anxiety, OCD (obsessive compulsive disorder), and ADHD
(attention deficit hyperactivity disorder). The validated
diagnostictoolsforIGDinclude:

* Internet Gaming Disorder Test (IGD-20): The very first
testto check IGD was termed as Internet Gaming Disorder
Test (IGD-20). This diagnostic has 20 specific questions, all
aimed at determining the extent of the problems caused
by gaming and the symptoms gamers are experiencing.”

* Internet Gaming Disorder Scale-Short Form (IGDS9-SF):
It is a rapid test to assess for addiction to video games.
IGDS9-SF is based on the American Psychiatric
Association's guidelines, and evidence shows that it is
useful in identifying IGD. This scale has been translated
into different languages like Chinese, Spanish, German,
Czech,and more.”

* Game Disorder Test (GDT): This brief structured
assessment instrument was developed based on the
World Health Organisation's ICD-11 diagnostic
framework to assess GD among adults. GDT assesses all
three key ICD-11 diagnostic criteria and substantial
impairments due to gaming disorder.*

Intervention Strategies

It is crucial to develop structured recovery programs for
individuals with IGD tailored to their internet use habits and
screen technology usage. Recovery success should be
objectively measured through reduced online hours, digital
dieting, and abstinence from problematic online applications
such as specificonline games like itis done in some of the other
disorder. This approach is referred to as digital nutrition by
some authors.

Ethical Considerations For Research

Given that IGD research primarily involves adolescents and
young adults, it is paramount to uphold ethical standards.
Researchers must ensure informed consent, particularly for
minors, while safeguarding participants' data and maintaining
cultural sensitivity. Ethical protocols should also address
potential risks associated with diagnosing and labelling
individuals with IGD, which might lead to social stigma or
unintended consequences.

Addressing Research Gaps

Existing IGD research relies heavily on cross-sectional designs
and self-reported measures, which may not accurately
capture long-term behavioural trends or causal relationships.
Furthermore, the inconsistent use of diagnostic criteria across
studies complicates global prevalence comparisons and
challenges efforts to develop standardised interventions.
Methodological limitations in IGD studies, such as reliance on
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self-reported data and lack of longitudinal designs, challenge
the generalisability of findings. Cultural and regional variations
also underscore the need for more inclusive research.
Addressing these gaps requires a more inclusive research
approach, employing longitudinal designs and culturally
adaptive diagnostic frameworks to ensure findings are both
reliable and globally relevant.

CONCLUSION

With the increasing use of internet and proliferation of digital
gaming, IGD is emerging as a significant public health concern,
necessitating effective prevention and early intervention
strategies, which include: awareness programmes targeting
parents, teachers and school system are essential to mitigate
the risks associated with it; regulated and responsible gaming
policies at schools and workplaces, and early intervention by
mental health professionals to mitigate long-term
consequences. Thus, by fostering balanced digital habits,
promoting age-appropriate gaming, and implementing
evidence-based interventions, mental well-being can be
safeguarded and the societal impact of Internet Gaming
Disorder may be also be reduced.
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