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ABSTRACT

The global coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak has necessitated physical distancing, lockdown,
contact tracing, and self-quarantine so as to prevent the spread of the disease. Amid the outbreak, gaming
data usage has reportedly increased in the United States, and game download volume has reached a record
high in Europe. Because gaming can be used to cope with the psychological stress from the outbreak,
therefore mental health professionals should be aware of how increased gaming during the pandemic may
contribute to risk of gaming disorder, especially if the pandemic persists. Mental health professionals
should thus formulate safe social interaction alternatives for people, particularly adolescents, who have
gaming disorder risk.
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) originated in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, China.
As of May 4, 2020, COVID-19 has become a global pandemic, affecting 214 countries, ter-
ritories, or areas, with 3,435,894 people infected and 239,604 deaths (World Health Orga-
nization [WHO], 2020). Preventive measures, such as wearing a surgical mask, physical
distancing, mass testing, contact tracing, and quarantines, have been employed to prevent
disease spread (Adhikari et al., 2020). According to Hans Vestberg, CEO of Verizon Com-
munications Inc., gaming increased by 75% in the United States during the week of March 8-
15, 2020, when many US state governments began adopting pandemic prevention measures
(Clifford, 2020). Sensor Tower, an analytics intelligence platform, also reported that Euro-
pean mobile game download volume reached a record high (increasing by 19%) in March
2020, when strict lockdown measures were implemented (Broughton, 2020).

Alarming information on the outbreak in the media has likely had a profound psycho-
social effect on the general population, a situation similar to that which occurred during the
2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome outbreak (Ko, Yen, Yen, & Yang, 2006). During such
times of heightened distress, people require outlets to cope with anxiety and stress. However,
popular means of stress relief, such as attending sporting events, celebrations, and religious
gatherings, have become prohibited or impracticable due to physical distancing measures.
Furthermore, in daily interactions, in-person communication is hindered by wearing of
masks, which makes speaking muffled and facial expressions hard to read. Given these
limitations, gaming may be employed as a means of escape to alleviate these distresses by
many. While gaming may be an adaptive coping strategy on the short term (Russoniello,


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8034-0221
http://dx.doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00040
mailto:chihhungko@gmail.com

188

Journal of Behavioral Addictions 9 (2020) 2, 187-189

O’Brien, & Parks, 2009), it can become maladaptive (i.e., a
risk of gaming disorder, or other problems) if it develops
into the habitualized coping strategy for stress, while other
adaptive ones are not applied. It is likely that such a mal-
adaptive use of gaming has become more frequent during
the COVID-19 outbreak because many alternative strategies
have become impracticable.

School closures and event cancellations particularly have
limited social interactions among adolescents during this
pandemic. Without following the routine of going to school
and participating in other activities, adolescents can become
isolated playing video games in their rooms. Furthermore,
adolescents are likely to play video games because their other
hobbies have become impracticable. Parents may also be
preoccupied with COVID-19 prevention, work, and tasks
around the house and thus fail to notice excessive gaming in
their adolescent children. Adolescents may also stay up late
playing video games because they need not go to school the
next day. Therefore, GD risk may increase during this
pandemic because of the increased opportunity to play video
games (at any time) and decreased access to alternative so-
cial activities. Furthermore, individuals having GD already
are less likely to recover when they have decreased access to
alternative avenues for activity, social interaction, and
achievement. Thus, adolescents, being especially at risk of
developing GD, as well as those already with GD should be
appropriately monitored for their gaming patterns, sleep
habits, and extent of social isolation in clinical and com-
munity settings during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Ensuring absolute compliance with COVID-19 prevention
measures, such as school closures, is crucial; however, school
administrators must also encourage alternative means of so-
cial interaction between students, such as videoconferencing
and participation in self-learning programs, as implemented
in Junyi Academy in Taiwan. Parents must also make time to
interact with their adolescent children as well as monitor and
regulate their gaming time, particularly during their regular
sleeping hours (Ko, Lin, Lin, & Yen, 2019).

If outdoor activities and community events involving
social interaction are prohibited, at-home activities, such as
table games or home exercise, should be designed and
provided. Furthermore, rather than playing mainstream
video games, educational video games (such as PaGamO,
popular in Taiwan) or active games that emphasize exercise
or real-world social interaction can be played; such games
may be better for the player’s mental and physical health
than mainstream video game genres such as massively
multiplayer online role-playing games, and shooter games
(Fu, Burns, Gomes, Savignac, & Constantino, 2019). The
remote conferencing services Cisco Webex and Google Meet
can also be used for student-student and student-teacher
interactions.

In general, parents and educators must provide alterna-
tive avenues for social interaction among adolescents in
addition to maintaining their learning motivation and
monitoring and regulating their gaming time, all of which
could be essential to minimizing GD-related risks during
this pandemic (Stavropoulos et al., 2019; Wartberg, Kriston,

& Kammerl, 2017). Furthermore, mental health pro-
fessionals must provide emotional support and advice on
coping strategies to relieve pandemic-related stress in in-
dividuals. They must also pay attention to excessive gaming
behavior and its negative consequences, such as sleep dis-
orders or obesity (Ko et al, 2019), among at-risk people,
such as adolescents or those with attention deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder (Yen et al, 2017), depression, or anxiety
disorder (Wang et al., 2017).
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