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Abstract Over the last few years there has been an increasing interest in Massively
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). These represent the latest Internet-
only computer gaming experience consisting of a multi-player universe with an advanced
and detailed world. One of the most popular (and largest) of these is Everquest. The data for
this study were taken from a range of online gaming forums where individuals shared their
experiences of playing EverQuest. Data were analyzed using interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis (IPA), a method for analyzing qualitative data and meaning making
activities. The study presents an IPA account of online gamers who perceive themselves to
play excessively. The aim of the study was to examine how individuals perceived and made
sense of EverQuest in the context of their lives. It is clear that the accounts presented by
players and ex-players appear to be ‘addicted’ to EverQuest in the same way that other
people become addicted to alcohol or gambling. Most of the individuals in this study appear
to display (or allude to) the core components of addiction such as salience, mood
modification, tolerance, conflict, withdrawal symptoms, cravings, and relapse.

Keywords EverQuest . Computer game . Gambling . Interpretative
phenomenological analysis

Introduction

To date, most of the research on computer game playing has tended to concentrate on
adolescents. The focus of this research has tended towards the more negative aspects such
as excessive play and addiction (e.g., May, 1994; Greenberg, Lewis, & Dodd, 1999;
Griffiths & Hunt, 1998; Salguero & Moran, 2002), aggression (e.g., Anderson & Bushman,
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2001; Anderson & Morrow, 1995; Griffiths, 1998) and the medical and psychosocial
consequences (e.g., Anderson & Bushman, 2001; Funk, 1993; Griffiths, 1997). However,
there are also a growing number of reviews highlighting the more positive aspects of
computer game playing (see Griffiths, 2003 for an overview).

Over the last few years there has been an increasing interest in Massively Multiplayer
Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). These represent the latest Internet-only computer
gaming experience consisting of a multi-player universe with an advanced and detailed
world (both visual and auditory). The most popular (and largest) of these MMORPGs is
Sony Online Entertainment's Everquest which reports of having over 400,000 people
playing it (Griffiths, Davies, & Chappell, 2004a). On each server there are typically around
2,000 players at any one time.

The game allows a range of identities to be explored by playing a character created by
the player. Character identity creation typically involves a number of dimensions such as
gender, race, profession and deity alignment (morality). Such choices can directly influence
the style of play and the reception of the character to the game. As a result each character
can be played as good or evil, a friendly or unfriendly race and a profession that is seen as a
team player or more of a loner. Once in the virtual world, the players can either group or
play solo. The social communication is via on-screen text. This can either be done privately
(between two individuals or within a group of up to six players) or across the ‘zone’ that
includes all players in the zone. Zones are different areas within the game on the same
server. Inter-zonal communication is possible through Guilds and private text messages.

To date, there have been very few studies examining online computer gaming. Most of
the small body of research has collected benchmark demographic data from either primary
or secondary sources (see Griffiths, Davies, & Chappell, 2003, 2004a, 2004b). These
studies have shown that the majority of online gamers are male (approximately 85%) and
that the majority of players are adult (around two-thirds of players are older than 19 years).
These limited data provide evidence that the game clientele is very much an adult profile
and suggests a different picture to the stereotypical image of an adolescent gamer.

Studies by Griffiths et al. (2004b) and Yee (2003) have highlighted similar mean playing
times per week for online gamers (25 and 22.4 h, respectively). This suggests that a lot of
time is invested by a majority of players. Players who play more than 30 h a week appear to
be dedicated gamers. All online gaming studies have commented on the small number of
players who spend excessive amounts of time playing online. For instance, Griffiths et al.
(2003) reported that 15% of gamers claimed to play for over 50 h a week. This was much
higher than another study by Griffiths et al. (2004b) who found that only 4% of gamers
claimed they played for over 50 h a week. Previous research on adolescent computer game
playing suggests anyone who commits this much time runs the risk of sacrificing other
duties and possibly addiction to the game (Griffiths, 1997; Griffiths & Hunt, 1998).
However, there may be differences between adults and adolescents in terms of excessivity,
addiction and the consequences.

Given the paucity of research in the area of online gaming, and more specifically online
gaming addiction, the following study presents an interpretative phenomenological study of
online gamers who perceive themselves to play excessively. The aim of the study was to
examine how individuals perceived and made sense of EverQuest in the context of their
lives.

The Internet can be a rich and complex resource of textual material. In particular, it can
be invaluable to those researchers interested in the lived experiences of individuals.
Included in an individual’s lived experiences are perceptions, beliefs and feelings, all of
which are made sense of by the individual through the process of meaning making. Some of
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the most interactive parts of the World Wide Web are forums. Forums are places where
people can leave messages or discuss particular topics with other people at the same time.
In a previous study (Griffiths et al., 2003), the authors (by accident) came across several
forums which dealt with the game EverQuest. The focus of these forums ranged from
concerns over the time spent playing the game by spouses/partners (e.g., Widows of EQ
players) to individual player accounts of how EverQuest had come to dominate their lives.

The data for this study were taken from a range of forums where individuals shared their
experiences of playing EverQuest. Data were analyzed using interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis (IPA), a method for analyzing qualitative data (Smith & Osborn, 2003), and
her/his meaning making activities. The primary aim of IPA is to carry out a detailed
analysis of the unique subjective experiences of the individual and how individuals make
sense of these experiences. This requires interpretative activity on the part of the researcher.
Smith (2003) describes this dual process as one in which (1) the participants are trying to
make sense of their world, and (2) the researcher is trying to make sense of the participants
trying to make sense of their world.

Materials and Methods

Data Collection

Accounts from twelve individuals who were at various stages of their EverQuest playing
careers were selected. For example, (1) those who had given up at some point only to
resume playing, (2) those who were still playing after a long period of time, and (3) those
who had given up some months previously and wanted to share their experiences. The
accounts were selected from a much larger sample because of their relevance to the study's
aim. All the accounts were taken from forums in the public domain, and username and
password were not needed to access these sites. As researchers, we did not participate in
any online communications nor did we gather information in the form of online interviews,
surveys etc. This form of Internet-based research approach has been described as both
passive (Eysenbach & Till, 2001) and unobtrusive (Paccagnella 1997). All names and other
identifying information have been changed to ensure confidentiality and protect anonymity.

Analysis

In brief, the analytic procedure was as follows (see Smith & Osborn, 2003 for full
description): (a) accounts were read and reread several times. Initial notes were made of
anything that appeared significant and of interest; (b) these preliminary ideas were
translated into more concise terms/themes. This process can be described as higher-order
activity that might make use of psychological terminology. The aim was to be concise but at
the same time “capture the essential quality” of the text (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 68); (c)
the emergent themes were condensed by placing them into clusters. Smith and Osborn
(2003) suggests imagining “a magnet with some of the themes pulling others in and helping
to make sense of them” (p. 71); (d) each cluster of themes was given a descriptive
superordinate theme label which conveyed the conceptual nature of the cluster; (e) a matrix
was produced which gave illustrative data extracts for each theme. Each account was
analyzed separately and a matrix produced for each before cross-case analysis was carried
out. The second author acted as an independent ‘auditor’ (Yin, 1989). This was to ensure
that interpretations remained grounded in the data and were internally coherent.
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Results

The analysis presents two interrelated superordinate themes around which the data are
organised. The first experiential theme discusses the feelings and emotions described in the
accounts. These range from positive feelings in the early stages of game playing to powerful
negative ones which arise from playing EverQuest long term. It is the latter which dominates
the accounts. The second theme centres on how individual players make sense of and give
reasons for their playing. This theme incorporates issues of transformation of self and loss.

“It was All Good at First” Versus “This Game has Made My Life a Living Hell”

The aim of this theme is to capture and convey the positive and negative feelings and
emotions experienced over time by EverQuest players. The accounts were dominated by
descriptions of the negative consequences of playing the game. This is not surprising given
that the purpose of the forums was to exchange and share individual experiences of what
was perceived and experienced as excessive online gaming by players themselves.

Nevertheless, it is still possible to discern clearly from the data what attractions EverQuest
held for these players when they first began. The analysis shows two main interrelated
attractions: firstly, the game itself (which was unlike any other game they had played), and
secondly, the social dimension of the game. In this first extract, Martin explains the pull of
the game:

Extract 1: “The game was frustrating at first...but the difficulty only made my
accomplishments more satisfying. I started playing whenever possible...All of a
sudden, the linear and confined role-playing game became infinite! I felt free, free of
constraints and guidelines, free to create my character’s own path instead of following
in the footsteps of some strategy guide...every accomplishment was my accomplish-
ment, and every accomplishment brought true satisfaction”

For Martin, the experience appears to be one of liberation and freedom accompanied by
a sense of challenge and achievement. To varying degrees, many individuals take up
activities in order to have such experiences. For example, taking up martial arts or learning
to fly offers people an opportunity to grapple and ultimately master what was previously
difficult. In turn, this can be experienced as expanding one's prior personal limits, which is
often construed as liberating. Arguably, games such as EverQuest offer a virtual world
where the individual can engage in the thrill and ‘rush’ associated typically with ‘real-life’
activities otherwise not available to them. However, for Martin, the game exerts an even
stronger pull than simply a challenge:

Extract 2: “Even more awesome than the challenge of EverQuest was the social world
of EverQuest. I had played online RPGs [role playing games] before, but EverQuest
was based around cooperation, a dimension completely new to me. The people that I
befriended in EverQuest were trustworthy, kind and personable. I quickly made
friends, some lower level than me and some higher level, and I hunted with my friends
whenever possible. Wherever I travelled, I found new friends to team up with. Our
shared triumphs and struggles bound us together. We offered our powers to help one
another, we made each other laugh, and we had conversations about real life”

Being an EverQuest player is to become part of a virtual community which cuts across
space and time and which is based around cooperative values. Martin's experience of
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“shared triumphs and struggles” which “bound us together” suggests a sense of intimacy
and belongingness between EverQuest players. If EverQuest is unique in offering this
compared to other online games then it is easy to see its attraction. Most of us much of the
time are motivated to form and maintain interpersonal relationships. This is borne out in the
accounts of other players who describe social motives for playing the game initially. For
example, Paul began to play because he had moved to another city:

Extract 3: “I had to relocate to another city for work for an indefinite time. EQ
became my only pleasure. It was nearly my only activity outside of work. It was so
much easier than trying to meet new people and explore a new city which seemed
daunting by comparison”

Moving to a new place by oneself can give rise to strong feelings of dislocation and the
process of becoming part of a different community can require a lot of time and effort. Paul
indicates that his move was not permanent, thus EverQuest was a relatively effortless,
speedy and inexpensive way to make friends and avoid loneliness. Similarly, individuals
can begin playing EverQuest in order to maintain existing real-life friendships across space
and time. Craig began playing in order to maintain contact with a best friend who lived “on
the other side of the country.” Although in his account Craig does not specify whether his
friend is female or male, research on male friendships has demonstrated that men prefer
‘doing’ rather than ‘talking’ activities to experience closeness (Tannen, 1990; Reis, 1998).
EverQuest enabled Craig to maintain intimacy with a best friend, an intimacy that might
have otherwise deteriorated.

The accounts analysed for this study show that the positive feelings and the fun of
playing the game in the early stages of being an EverQuest player fade as the game is
experienced as making more and more demands on the individual. The consequences of
‘giving in’ to the game had far reaching effects on the lives of the participants. Effects
ranged from chronic non-attendance at school/college and calling in sick at work to losing
one's job and/or wife, family and friends. For example, Andrew’s poignant account
describes how EverQuest came to dominate his life so much that he lost his “nearly perfect
life.” Andrew’s playing increased gradually over a period of 2 years and during this time,
he began to call in sick to work and withdraw from family life. Eventually he was fired
from his job and the family had to go on state benefits. Not long after that, his wife left
taking their two daughters with her. Initially these losses had minimal impact on Andrew:

Extract 4: “The first week that my wife had left, I stayed up all day and night playing
EQ, eating whatever we had left in the house, I didn't even bother calling them, I
didn't care either. I had totally lost sight of reality. All that mattered to me was playing
the game. I didn't even bother to brush my teeth in the morning nor did I take a bath or
shower, much less shave. I didn't do my laundry and never wore clean cloths [sic].
Most of the time I would keep on the same clothes that I had slept in and wore the day
before. I didn't clean my house either and dirty dishes were all over the place and I
never took out the trash. I would order food from one of my local restaurants for
supper and sometimes would eat the leftovers for breakfast. I would sit in front of the
computer for hours on end all day long and play the game, it didn_t matter to me, the
only life I knew of was the life of EverQuest (authors’ emphasis added)”

The attraction of the game was so powerful for Andrew that it appears he did not realize
or he ignored the devastating consequences it was having on his life and the people around
him. His neglect of those who loved him and cared for him was extended to a complete
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neglect of his self. Personal hygiene and physical health became irrelevant and non-existent
—as did the environment he inhabited.

Andrew did not contact his wife for 5 months and during this time, it seemed the real
world ceased to exist to the point he asked his “virtual girlfriend” to marry him. It is not
clear from his account what brought about the turn around. However, he describes his
experience as not one of dawning realization but as something that “hit me, like a slap in
the face.” Unfortunately, Andrew ended his story by saying that his wife had met someone
else and that he rarely saw his children. For him, the purpose of sharing his story was to
warn other people of the dangers of playing EverQuest. Thus, the game is constructed by
some individuals as insidious, a game which inexorably takes over their ‘real lives’.

Many of the accounts detailed not only neglect of self and others but also the use of
deception to hide the extent of their playing. In the following extract, Tom describes how he
stopped going to work with the result that his company reported him missing:

Extract 5: “At the end of September police came to my door because my company
had filed a missing persons report on me. I told them I wasn't missing and sent them
on their way with my office keys, the company's laptop, credit cards etc. and I didn't
blink an eye. The next month I called my sister and told her I had been downsized and
asked if I could stay with her until I could find another job. She was happy to have
me. I never looked for a job, I played EQ while she was at work and arranged my suits
each day as if I had taken them off after a long day looking. I had my resume posted
on the online job sites and when calls would come in I would tell them I had already
found another position. My play time was cut down to maybe 16-18 hours a day
because I made the appearance that I was looking for work, and I actually had the gall
to feel resentful for having to cut down my play from 20 hours a day”

Unlike Andrew, Tom’s account indicates that he still had some grasp on reality whilst
playing EverQuest. Lying to his sister demonstrates an awareness that his behaviour is
beyond the realms of acceptability and likely to be seen as irrational. It is possible that the
deception was brought about by feelings of shame. Similarly, once his sister realized the
extent of his playing and confronted him, guilt might have accompanied the shame.
Although such an interpretation is not explicit in the data, it is clear that powerful emotions
were at work and at the very least, Tom was aware of the effects on loved ones of his
extreme behaviour:

Extract 6: “She started reading up on EQ and realized I was addicted. I have deleted
the game and am never going to play again after talking to her. I have cried many
times over the last two years and wished I was dead, because I knew what I was doing
to myself and couldn’t stop or even slow down. I am so lucky that my sister loved me
enough to save me from myself ”

Not only does Tom exhibit an awareness of other people and how his behaviour might
be affecting others, he also recognizes the impact upon his self. This is in stark contrast to
Andrew.

To summarize, for some individuals, EverQuest is a game that appears to fulfil particular
needs. These include social contact with a virtual community that enables the individual to
explore different ways of being (this is examined further in the final theme). Moreover, for
these individuals, the game comes to be as or more important than the real world of
responsibilities towards self and others. How such behaviour might be explained is dealt
with in the general discussion at the end of this paper.
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“I Became Addicted when I Rolled My First Character”

Without exception, meaning making as to how EverQuest came to dominate the lives of the
people in this study centred around discourses of addiction. The accounts are littered with
the language of addiction such as “cold turkey”, “wean myself off” and “withdrawal pains”.
The process of ‘becoming addicted’ is constructed variously as either becoming “instantly
hooked” and being “taken over” or a dawning realization there is a problem. For example,
if we compare the following extracts, we can see that all of them introduce the notion of
addiction whilst constructing their addiction ‘story’ in different ways. In the first extract,
Tom's story is one of instant addiction in which he is saved when his sister realizes his
problem (see previous theme):

Extract 7: “I have been playing EQ since Christmas of 2000 when my brother gave
me an account as a gift because I love fantasy/RP. I became addicted when I rolled my
first character. My first game session lasted 16 hours...She [his sister] started reading
up on EQ and realized I was addicted. I have deleted the game and am never going to
play again after talking to her. I have cried many times over the last two years and
wished I was dead, because I knew what I was doing to myself and couldn't stop or
even slow down. I am so lucky that my sister saved me from myself ”

Tom’s story is straightforward and might be described as a classic addiction story. The
individual becomes addicted to something that resonates with her/him, whether that is a
game, substance or other activity. Over time the addiction dominates the individual life (see
Tom's extract in previous theme) giving the sense of a complete loss of control. Death
appears preferable to this state of affairs until the person is rescued. This story contrasts
with those in the following data extracts. Richard's story differs from Tom's in that it is
more reflective, shows a greater level of self-awareness, and seems to construct a less
passive sense of self:

Extract 8: “I have been playing Everquest for nearly three years...I am, without a
doubt in my mind, a complete addict...I have begun to realize how much of a time sink
EQ is. I often think about how having a meaningful romantic relationship just doesn't
fit with EQ dominating my life. For the last few months I have let EQ be my social
life, and it's just recently begun to dawn on me how pathetic it's become...I have
withdrawn from my friends, family and roommates. I constantly think about EQ. If
I'm not on I'm checking websites. Heck, I even dream about EQ sometimes. For the
place I am in my life I know that I can't wean myself off. I must do it cold turkey. Now
it's just a question of actually doing it”

Although Richard perceives himself as addicted, unlike Tom, real life continues to hover
in the background. Moreover, his story conveys that he has not lost all sense of self-control
in that he is considering strategies to counter his addiction. Finally, Michael's story is one of
a problem developing over time. Whereas in the other two stories, clear and explicit
statements about being an addict are made at the outset, Michael presents a more
multifaceted account in which his addiction is something he acquires along the way. He
describes his “addiction” as a consequence of experiencing jealousy and a desire to be more
powerful in the context of the game:

Extract 9: “My experience with Everquest did not start out addictive in nature. To me,
it was just like any other computer game I had played, and I generally do not spend
outrageous amounts of time playing them. However, a few experiences in the game
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changed my behaviour with it...I started to become jealous, and my power hungry side
kicked in. This is where my addiction started. I eventually did get burned out, and had
thoughts of quitting the game entirely. I would take breaks for a week or two, then get
back on and try to make up for the hours I lost with that week break...Then it hit me I
had been obsessing over this game in the same fashion for a long time. I hadn’t even
realized I had been playing in such an obsessive fashion up to that point. At that point,
I started playing less and less, until I lost complete interest”

The use of the words ‘obsessing’ and ‘obsessive’ undermine Michael’s story of addiction
by offering an alternative understanding. He was not so much addicted to EverQuest as
fascinated by it. Once he realized this, then he did not have to go ‘cold turkey’ or ‘wean
himself off the game’—he simply lost interest.

The final part of this theme examines briefly the ways in which this group of gamers
contrast their lives and selves in terms of before and after EverQuest. Those who had given
up the game describe a life and self that has been changed irrevocably by the experience. In
John's account, he states that he had not played for a year but that his life continued to be
dominated by the game. Instead of feeling liberated, his experience invokes images of a
powerful force against which he has to battle:

Extract 10: “It is so difficult, maybe because I am weak, but even though I consider
my life to be successful and happy, there is always EQ, sitting there in the back of my
mind, and the desire to play is strong, almost like the pull of the ring in LoTR [Lord
Of The Rings]. It is a tough choice, not to play it and make the most of my life, but
always feel that regret about never playing again, or to get back into it, to give in to
the ring, and probably see other areas of life fall apart. It doesn't sound like a hard
choice but it is. In all honesty I wish had never played the game in the first place. I can
fully sympathise with all the EQ widows here because once a person is in that game,
they will never come out again as the same person, they will either come out as a
shadow of their previous self or lose everything to the game. Yes, it sounds crazy, but
it is true”

Here, there is very much a sense of an inner battle having being played out between
John’s real and virtual worlds. His real world has won out, he lives to tell the tale but he
bears the scars. This discourse or framework of meaning is centred around notions of
struggle and subsequent survival. It is this that seems to drive individuals to share their
stories with others—in order to help them survive. Consequently, many of the accounts end
on either a cautionary or advisory note. On one hand, closing statements can to be
apocalyptic and bleak such as “EQ is only the tip of a vast and chilling iceberg” or “This
game has made my life a living hell, don't make it yours.” Alternatively, they can be
salutary with the aim of helping others avoid what they have been through. For example,
Martin had considered suicide and had gone as far as attempting to access the roof of his
college building and writing suicide notes to family and friends. He was unable to gain
access and his story ends on a constructive and positive note:

Extract 11: “ I noticed a pay phone on the wall near the door to the balcony. Suddenly,
telling my parents the truth became easier than killing myself. I called my father and
told him that I had been skipping school and playing EverQuest for a year. He must've
been shocked, but he remained calm. He asked me, “Do you know what you need to
do now?” I knew. I went back to the dorm, said goodbye to my EverQuest friends, and
logged off for the last time”
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In sum, individuals tell stories about their lives because it is through narrative that we
impose order and meaning onto our experiences.

Discussion

The interpretative analysis presented above illuminates the attraction of MMORPGs such as
EverQuest. These include the novel characteristics of the game itself and the particular
social interactions it offers. The accounts indicated that EverQuest was challenging in a way
other role-playing games were not, and mastering these challenges gave rise to feelings of
exhilaration. These exhilarating (i.e., mood modification) effects experienced by players
appears to match empirical evidence demonstrating that computer game players become
physiologically aroused while playing although this may in part be determined by
personality types or factors such as sensation-seeking (e.g., Griffiths & Dancaster, 1995).

Part of the appeal of EverQuest is that it is based around cooperation and provides
opportunities for new relationships to develop both within and outside the game. Martin’s
account (see Extract 2) indicates that these friendships are meaningful and emotionally
resonant. This highlights the cooperative values of a virtual community and echoes the
findings of Griffiths et al. (2004a) showing that the social and cooperative elements of
Everquest are the main reasons why people like the game. When he talks of “shared
triumphs and struggles” binding his EverQuest friends together, Martin is drawing attention
to the human need for affiliation (O’Connor & Rosenblood, 1996) and how we get
emotional support, information, stimulation, attention and energy from others (Hill, 1987).
It is clear from the accounts presented here that our desire to forge and maintain
relationships is not limited to face-to-face encounters. What cannot be ascertained from the
data is whether EverQuest is different from other MMORPGs in its ability to foster a virtual
community. This would clearly be an avenue for future research in which other online
gaming communities could be compared with Everquest in an attempt to look for
similarities and idiosyncrasies. This could take the form of interview studies (including e-
interviews) which examine the experience and sense making in more detail and in the
context of the individuals’ lives.

In stark contrast to the positive feelings EverQuest induces, particularly in the early stages
of playing, for some players the game comes to increasingly dominate their lives. For
example, Andrew lost his family and Tom his job. We would suggest that such devastating
consequences are not common but represent a point on a continuum ranging from mild to
severe outcomes of playing. Interview studies which focus on the similarities and differences
of individual players will help to shed light on other factors which influence playing.

In order to make sense of what they perceive to be excessive playing, the authors of
these accounts draw on discourses of addiction; they talk of being instantly addicted, of
addiction developing over time, of having to keep their addiction under control (for
example see Extracts 6, 7 and 8). Whether or not they are “addicted” or non-pathological
high engagement players (Charlton, 2002) cannot be clearly ascertained from the material.
The aim of this study was to examine how individuals perceive and make sense of their
lived experiences of playing MMORPGs.

It is clear that the accounts presented by players and ex-players on these Internet forums
appear to be ‘addicted’ to EverQuest in the same way that other people become addicted to
alcohol or gambling. Most of the individuals in this study appear to display (or allude to)
the core components of addiction such as salience (Extracts 4, 7), mood modification
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(Extracts 1 and 3), tolerance (Extract 4), conflict (Extracts 6, 7, and 8), withdrawal
symptoms (Extract 7), cravings (Extract 9) and relapse (Extract 8). However, no single
account mentioned all the core components of addiction—although Richard's, Andrew's
and Tom's accounts came very close (see Extracts 4, 5 and 7). Much of the players’
behaviour was salient in that it became the most important thing in their lives. It caused
great conflict and compromised almost every area of their lives. They used EverQuest as a
way altering their mood state, they built up tolerance to the activity over time, and they got
withdrawal symptoms if they were unable to play the game and/or they try to cut down the
amount of time that they spend playing the game.

The findings relating to excessive play here suggest that some online gamers may be
experiencing addictive like experiences similar to findings in other types of videogame play
(e.g., Griffiths & Hunt, 1998) and is an area for further research. It could be that because of
both the competitive and cooperative aspects of the game, that Everquest is perhaps more
addictive than console video games where gamers play against the machine rather than
other people. Furthermore, based on offline video game play, it may be the case that ado-
lescents are more vulnerable to online video gaming addiction than adults (Griffiths et al,
2004a). However, the data presented here can neither confirm nor deny such a speculation
and further study is again needed.

Finally, it is worth noting that Charlton’s (2002) factor analytic study of computer
addiction showed a blurring of distinction between non-pathological high engagement and
addiction. Therefore, it could alternatively be the case that there are very excessive online
gamers who show few negative consequences in their life. However, this study suggests
that both adult and adolescent high engagement players do appear to have at least some
negative consequences in their life. Furthermore, the accounts presented certainly appear to
show that online gaming addiction is a reality for these individuals. However, it could be
that the ‘addiction’ narrative that they use to describe their problematic way is an example
of a functional attribution (Davies, 1991) whereby individuals pathologize their behaviour
as a way of eliminating self-blame and excusing their behaviour in some way.

Clearly the study used a self-selected sample from secondary data sources. Therefore,
some may have an issue about representativeness. However, IPA necessarily has small
samples—that is, a closely defined group for which the research question has particular
significance—so it makes little sense to talk in terms of representativeness. The findings say
something about a particular “culture” rather than claiming to say something about all
MMPORG cultures. Furthermore, the self-selecting sample came from a highly motivated
(and by definition Internet literate) population. This study says little about the prevalence of
online gaming addiction - but that was not the intention of this study. There is also the issue
that the accounts collected came from only one particular game (EverQuest). Again, there
are issues of how representative EverQuest is when compared with other online computer
games. Everquest, Asheron_s Call, and Ultima Online are just a few of the MMORPGs that
are available. However, with more sophisticated and advanced technology, and with
increased Internet speeds, MMORPGs will become a very popular gaming format. Could it
be that some types of online game are more addictive than others. Will new games be more
addictive? Games in production include Star Wars Galaxies. Verant Interactive (maker of
Everquest), has teamed up with Lucas Arts to create a massively multiplayer, online RPG in
the Star Wars universe. In this game, players can take part in battles, dedicated missions,
and heroic quests. This game is more likely to appeal to a larger audience than (say) middle
earth quasi-medieval games such as Everquest or Asheron_s Call. The Matrix Online is
another massively multi-player game, though the emphasis will be on fighting instead of
character building. A very successful film may produce a very successful game.
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It is perhaps also worth noting the ethical concerns when using the Internet as a medium
for qualitative research. The Internet is a complex setting for qualitative data collection and
raises a number of novel ethical questions. Firstly, for example, are forums, chatrooms,
newsgroups etc. to be seen as private or public domains? Secondly, how are naturalistic
observations and transcripts gleaned without identifying oneself as a researcher to be dealt
with? Some researchers (e.g., Jones, 1994) suggest that cyberspace is a public space and
that netiquette acknowledges this. Nevertheless, at the least, there must be a concern with
the privacy of users and names alongside other identifying information should be changed.
This demonstrates the respect of the researchers for what Paccagnella (1997) calls the
“social reality” of cyberspace. Undoubtedly, the debate around these sorts of new ethical
concerns has only just begun.
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