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Abstract: The article analyzes the specific characteristics of the modern video games and provides 

an overview of the studies held so far regarding the said phenomenon of “video game addiction”. 

The article also describes the basic characteristics of the video games which have their influence on 

players. 

An in-depth study of this dependence will help schools and parents get to know it better and 

develop adequate prevention programs in the future. 

1. Introduction 

The term “addiction” is mainly associated with alcohol and drug abuse WHO - 2004 [16], but 

recently it has also come to include dependencies which are not directly related to the use of opiates 

such as gambling addiction [6], Internet addiction – Charlton, Young [3,19] and computer game 

addiction – Yee [18]. Addiction is a phenomenon under research even now but whether it stems 

from heightened levels of dopamine in the brain or results from man’s protective reaction to his 

surrounding world, it leads to loss of control over one’s own life, in both physical and 

psychological aspects. Summing up all models of dependency, namely the psychosocial, 

biopsychosocial, genetic and psychopharmacological one,  Richard Tyrer concludes that: 

„Dependency is a subjective loss of control caused by repeated exposure to an object, subject or 

behavior, where the dependent person uses the dependency to satisfy psychological deficits such as 

social interaction, stress or loading, and this dependency is so strong that it predominates in their 

life to the detriment of everything else, including friends, family, work and health.” [15] 

A video game is an electronic game involving the operation of a user interface to generate visual 

feedback through a monitor. Video games may be divided into various genres based on differences 

in the manner in which they are played. The current classification of computer games encompasses 

a multitude of genres such as: action, shooter, adventure, strategy, simulator, role plays, arcade 

games, online-based games (MMOG, MMORPG) and virtual worlds (Second Life, etc.) (N. 

Koleva- Students’ Psychligical readiness to USE computer tehnologies in the varions models of 

education. 2013.[8] 

2. Theory of „computer game addiction” 

Doctor Walsh [16] from the National Institute on Media and the Family provides the following 

definition of computer game addiction: „...when the time spent at the computer playing games 

reaches a point where it threatens relationships with the family and social relations or destroys the 

child’s school or work life, we can say that the individual has entered a cycle of addiction. As with 
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other dependencies, the video game replaces the family and friends as sources of emotions for the 

individual. In order to feel good, the dependent person spends more and more time playing. Time 

away from the computer leads to lack of good mood and a sinking into oneself.” [16]. 

According to most researchers, the reason for this dependency lies in the rewarding models, making 

up a major part of the plot of computer games.  The increasing motivation of players to reach the 

end of the game, the need to collect more points or to successfully accomplish a mission lead to an 

increasing desire to play. According to psychologist R. Ryan from the University of Rochester, 

many video games satisfy basic psychological needs and players often continue to play for the sake 

of the reward, the freedom to be what you want to be, and the relationship with the other players 

[12].  

In a study of theirs on cyber-addictions, authors Chou & Ting use the terms „habit” and „addiction” 

synonymously [4]. The blurring of the boundary between the different terms becomes even stronger 

when we look at the so-called „positive dependencies” [14]. They are viewed as habitual behavior 

which is useful to the individual and does not affect negatively his life.  

„The idea that people may generate their own internal pharmacology and become addicted to it can 

be related to all types of behavior different from gambling addiction and the taking of opiates, 

including activities such as playing the violin, going to the North Pole or becoming a member of 

Parliament.” [5].  

Currently, the International classification of diseases (DSM - Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders) includes addictions to opiates and drug substances as well as the so-called 

behavioural addictions, which gambling addiction belongs to - American Psychiatric Association 

[APA] [1]. However, even in DSM-IV (4th Edition) [1] the term „addiction” is replaced by terms 

like abuse, intoxication or abstinence when it refers to drugs and pathological betting when it refers 

to behavioural disorders related to gambling. 

Winning a big jackpot or a game of hazard raises the levels of dopamine in the brain, which makes 

one experience this pleasant feeling again and again and this leads to an addiction to this type of 

activity. A release of large quantities of dopamine in the brain is also observed when playing 

computer games, this process depending to a great extent on one’s performance in the game. 

According to a large number of studies, a relation has been found between playing video games and 

gambling - Brown & Robertson 1992; Griffiths 1991, 1993; Fisher 1994.  

Scientists studying the phenomenon „computer and video game addiction” make attempts to define 

pathological behaviour in their use by modifying these DSM criteria referring to gambling 

addiction. One of the more popular modifications belongs to Young [19] and is included in her 

diagnostic questionnaire on Internet addiction. The people who answer “yes” to five or more of the 

eight items she included in this questionnaire are classified as Internet addicts.  

Beard and Wolf [2] set three criteria apart from the others due to the fact that the latter affect the 

ability of the pathological Internet user to cope and function normally (depression, concern, 

problem avoidance) and influence interpersonal relations [2]. 

These five criteria must be present:  

 Too much use of the Internet – incessant thinking about former online activity; 

 A need to use the Internet with longer and longer sessions in order to reach satisfaction;  

 Unsuccessful attempts to refuse or stop the stay online;  

 Nervousness, low spirits, depression and irritability at attempts to limit the use of Internet;  

 A longer stay on the Net than planned.  

At least one of these three criteria must be present:  

 Threatens or risks losing important relationships, educational or career opportunities due to 

too much stay on the Internet. 

 Deceiving family members or other persons in order to hide the degree of Internet use 

 Uses the Internet as a way of avoiding problems or relieving dysphoric mood 
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This approach, related to its treatment as a subtype of impulsive-compulsive disorders, is approved 

by a great part of researchers - Young 2004; Chou & Hsiao 2000; Beard & Wolf 2001; Cao et al. 

2007. 

In Bulgaria, too, there is scientific interest in the study of this phenomenon, which has resulted in 

the creation of a questionnaire to evaluate young people’s attitude to computer games, with authors 

R. Bozhinova and K. Tsanov. It will be a reliable tool for studying the manifestations of various 

computer game addictions. According to the authors, with its diagnostic abilities, it can be useful to 

the practice oriented towards coping with the negative effects of the strong presence of computer 

games in young people’s life.   

Research on the phenomenon „electronic game addiction” has been carried out by R. Stamatova – 

with preschool and primary school pupils [11,12,13]; by N. Koleva [7,8] – with secondary school 

pupils and university students. 

3. Research and results 

The institutions involved in children’s education struggle to find the culprit for what is happening: 

parents – an increasing percentage of them, do not know their children as they communicate with 

them more and more rarely or live in a hurry to secure the social minimum, to earn the living of the 

family, and, tired and despairing with the hard routine, do not have the desire to talk to them, or 

occupied with family business 12-13 hours a day, satisfy their children only financially, without 

establishing a spiritual relation with them, try to find the causes in school and teachers, in Internet 

entertainment.  

We, teachers, on our part, try to find the causes in the family and environment. This creates a 

vicious circle in which there are no solutions – only victimized, crippled children’s souls.  

First of all, the responsibility for children’s education lies with the family. The inadequate 

communication between its members, the lack of time, strength and parental skills and the lack of 

care for children, the conflicts and crises in the family, too strict or too loose upbringing are among 

the basic risk factors for developing problem behaviour in children. Unfortunately, our society does 

not teach and does not help parents to acquire communicative skills, just as it does not teach this to 

children themselves.   

As a result of a study 

conducted, we can present 

the results related to the 

attitude of some pupils at 

primary and lower school 

age to computer games. 

Two studies were 

conducted in 2012 and 

2013, in Burgas, with 100 

students using the Beard 

and Wolf’s criteria above. 

 
                                        Fig 1.What games pupils like playing 

 

The main problems analysed were what percentage of the pupils like children’s computer games 

and what percentage – games intended for an adult audience, whether their preferences change with 

age. 

In former studies, we stated that „the environment and needs determine the benefit that teenagers 

would derive from the computer and the Internet and therefore the “effect” that they would 

produce”.[7] By studying the problem of what influences the interaction between pupils and the 

computer we can specify a few basic variables. We can summarize these variables as mental age, 
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social norms and environment, social relations, age and sex. Mental age is related to the ability of 

teenagers to perceive, analyse and find their way in the environment and in the case of Internet, to 

see more of what “raises” their authority.  
 

 Fig 2.Using Beard and Wolf’s criteria above 
 

Children discover social norms in various computer games, analyse them and find the difference 

between reality and fiction.  

Social relations include the relationship between children and their parents, peers, teachers, friends, 

informal groups from sports clubs, etc. Regarding this, scientists look at the degree to which 

computer games are used as a means of escape from problems or as a substitute of social relations 

found unsatisfactory.  

Age is used as an indicator of the child’s life experience during a certain period. Sex is important as 

it is related to preference for different types of computer entertainment and games, different duties 

and the difference in the manner of upbringing girls and boys.   

4. Inferences and conclusion 

The study conducted leads to the following inferences:  

 Pupils spend a great part of their free time at the computer. Therefore less and less time 

remains for lessons and for reading popular science and fiction.   

 Also alarming are the results that the computer games and adventures in the Internet that 

pupils play and read are intended for an adult audience and their educational and upbringing aspects 

do not stand out clearly. This study makes it clear that primary school pupils choose more and more 

games other than educational.   

 A negative tendency that emerges is that parents not only allow but also play together with 

their children computer games with horror and crime plots. In this way they do not help but even 

impede the formation of aesthetic and moral reasoning, evaluations and values.  It is a serious 

problem that parents do not direct children’s attention to educational sites – popular science, art, 

science, culture, etc.  

 The study makes it clear that pupils aged 10-13 are not prepared well enough to look for data 

and useful information in the various school subjects on the Internet.  
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 The results are alarming because continuous playing with the computer and the increase of 

time spent at the computer (even late in the evening) has a negative influence on teenagers’ health. 

Insufficient time for rest and sleep affects the general condition of the child’s organism and disturbs 

the normal psychological status.   

Loss of sleep causes chronic fatigue, hyper activeness, poor concentration at school, regular 

distraction and a non-productive apprehension and processing of the teaching material.  There are 

studies made by ophthalmologists proving that long use of computers may impair teenagers’ sight.  

If in real life children and teenagers do not have sufficient control over life situations and depend to 

a great extent on parents and teachers, in the game they can control each game aspect, which may 

gradually lead to a choice of virtual over real and contribute to the development of an addiction to 

games.   

Due to the constant interrelation between the game’s content, structure and the control over it, the 

excessive use of games with aggressive content which are not structured well enough could lead to 

negative psychological consequences for the players.  

From the research conducted on this phenomenon and the studies so far, we can draw the following 

conclusions:  

First, we can say without any doubt that some of the pupils at the age specified suffer from 

problems which may be associated with pathological behaviour when using a computer, video 

games and the Internet. Without reaching a consensus regarding the main aspects and features of 

this phenomenon, many pupils will remain lacking the correct diagnosis and this will have negative 

consequences for their interpersonal relationships, finance and mental health.  

Second, with each year that elapses, an increasing percentage of children and adults receive access 

to digital technologies and children begin to use a computer at an earlier and earlier age. Because of 

this more and more students will have the chance to interact with a computer and this may lead to a 

greater percentage of adults experiencing problems with the new technologies.  

Third, due to the constant development of technologies, they will be getting ever more interactive 

and widespread. The new generation of games is associated exactly with its wide spread and 

presence everywhere and it is no longer limited to the computer’s virtual domain but is united with 

the physical and social aspects of real life [8]. These features may enhance the possibility for the 

appearance of pathological behaviour. This is why it is necessary to conduct a scientific study 

which will allow the correct definition, diagnosing and treatment of pathological behaviour when 

using a computer, video games and the Internet.  
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