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Women and 
Video Games: 
What do you 
know? 
 
Take a few 
minutes to 
consider the 
following:

• Women Gamers: Who are they? 
• What are their motives for gaming? 
• What are the mental health risk & benefits to 

gaming? 
• How is IGD diagnosed and treated in women? 



Women Gamers: Who are they?
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Gaming Motives

• The primary motivations why people play video games differ, on average, 
by gender. While men frequently want most to compete with others and 
destroy things, women often want most to complete challenges and 
immerse themselves in other worlds. When this immersion becomes an 
escaping coping skill, she may struggle with the inability to distinguish 
aspects of fantasy from reality. Some risk factors observed include 
impulsiveness, lower social competence, and amounts of time spent on 
gaming.  
• Some conditions observed along with IGD include depression, anxiety, ASD, and 

ADHD. These diagnoses also influence the symptomology of co-occurring 
disorders. 

• Relying on gaming to meet their self-esteem needs



Gaming Motives: Beliefs about the game 
reward and its place in reality 



Gaming Motives:  
  Gaming for social acceptance  
  & relational validation 



Avatar design



Sexualization in Video Games

Screenshot from Shadow of the Tomb Raider. (Image Source: IMDb)



The “Female Threat”

Screenshot from Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood. (Image Source: IMDb)



Video game myths and attitudes 
toward women

Screenshot from Saints Row: The Third. (Image Source: IMDb)

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2124034/mediaviewer/rm926179840


Stevie Case



Sexualization in Video Games



Harmful Effects of Gaming on Women’s 
Mental Health
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Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD)

A dopamine hit brings 
about pleasure, and 

then is quickly 
followed by pain, or a 
come-down, in order 
to keep us motivated.

When we're 
repeatedly exposed to 

our pleasure-
producing stimuli, our 

brains adjust and, 
eventually, we need 

more and more just to 
feel "normal," or not 

in pain. That's called a 
"dopamine deficit 

state," and the cycle 
that leads us there can 

lead to depression, 
anxiety, irritability and 

insomnia.

Elevated dopamine levels contribute 
heavily to the IGD. The 

neurotransmitter dopamine works in 
the brain’s reward center. It is 

released during activities most people 
find pleasurable, including eating and 
consuming certain drugs. In the case 
of non-substance addictions, such as 
those to sex, gambling and gaming, 

the behavior takes the place of a 
substance; the action of playing 

generates a feeling of pleasure, which 
ensures the addict will repeat the 

action as often as possible.



Diagnosing Internet Gaming Disorder

The proposed DSM-5 criteria for IGD require ongoing and recurrent internet gaming causing clinically significant 
impairment or distress. It needs to be noticeable by at least five of the following signs in the past 12 months: 

• Preoccupation with internet gaming 

• Experiencing withdrawal when internet gaming is not available or is taken away 

• Development of tolerance and need to spend more time engaged in internet games 

• Inability to control participation in internet gaming 

• Continued use of internet gaming while knowing the problems it is causing 

• Misleading others regarding the amount of internet gaming 

• Use of internet games as an escape or relief of negative moods 

• Loss of interest in prior hobbies and entertainment 

• Has risked or lost a significant relationship, job, opportunity, etc., from involvement in internet games



Women and Co-Occurring Disorders

Women who are diagnosed with co-occurring depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, or other psychiatric 
conditions may require medication therapy with antidepressants or anti-anxiety drugs. If substance abuse 
is a factor, the client will need medical detox followed by specialized treatment for drug or alcohol abuse.



Misdiagnosis and Pathologizing
The symptoms of emotional distress are sometimes severe and may develop into a mental health disorder: 

• Some symptoms of emotional distress include: 
• feeling overwhelmed, helpless, or hopeless 
• feeling guilty without a clear cause 
• spending a lot of time worrying 
• having difficulty thinking or remembering 
• sleeping too much or too little 
• having changes in appetite 
• relying more heavily on mood-altering substances, such as alcohol 
• isolating from people or activities 
• experiencing unusual anger or irritability 
• experiencing fatigue 
• having difficulty keeping up with daily tasks 
• experiencing new, unexplained pain 



Diagnostic Considerations

• Samples are mostly young Asian males, 12-20 years of age  
• Studies mixed on whether males or females exhibit more addiction symptomatology.  

• Despite the growing female gaming population, almost all research on gaming 
addiction is focused on male gamers. Currently, there is no agreement on the 
prevalence of gaming addiction due to its conceptualization and methodological 
problems within the research that has been conducted to date. 

• Clinicians treating gaming addiction have reported that this mental disorder may go 
unnoticed in females and that women being treated for this problem appear to show 
differences in the experience of other psychopathologies (including IGD and other 
addictions) compared with men.



Tejeiro Salguero, R.A., & Moran, R.M. (2002). Measuring problem video 
game playing in adolescents. Addiction, 97(12), 1601–1606. doi: 

10.1046/j.1360-0443.2002. 00218.x
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Király, O., Sleczka, P., Pontes, H. M., Urbán, R., Griffiths, M. D., & Demetrovics, Z. 
(2015). Validation of the Ten-Item Internet Gaming Disorder Test (IGDT-10) and 

evaluation of the nine DSM-5 Internet Gaming Disorder criteria. Addictive Behaviors, 
64, 253-260. doi: 10.1016/j.addbeh.2015.11.005
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Scoring information: 

Total scores can be obtained by summing up all 
responses given to all nine items of the IGDS9-SF and 
can range from a minimum of 9 to a maximum of 45 
points, with higher scores being indicative of a higher 
degree of Internet Gaming Disorder. In order to 
differentiate disordered gamers from non-disordered 
gamers, researchers should check if participants have 
endorsed at least five criteria out of the nine by taking 
into account answers as ‘5: Very Often’, which translates 
as endorsement of the criterion.

Pontes, H.M., Griffiths, M.D. (2015). Measuring DSM-5 internet gaming disorder: 
Development and validation of a short psychometric scale. Computers in Human 

Behavior, 45, 137–143. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.12.006



Other Assessment Instruments
• Screening Tool: Video Game Addiction, eMentalHealth.ca  

This tool screens for video game addiction and provides 
a quick assessment for persons who have problems 
with video game addiction.  
• http://www.ementalhealth.ca/index.php?

m=survey&ID=49 



Current Treatments

• Treating cross-addiction can be difficult, as multiple addictions must be identified and 
assessed both as individual problems and as pieces of the bigger picture. People with 
addiction interaction disorder may have a co-occurring disorders, including process 
addictions (gambling, sex, shopping), alcohol abuse, opioid addictions, eating disorders, 
alcohol abuse, or other mental health issues or drug addictions. 



Treatments: Motivational Interviewing 
and Change Assessment



Video Games in 
Treatment
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Three primary benefits to 
players:  
1. Providing an escape from 

social pressure;  
2. Aiding in increasing one’s 

sense of personal control; 
and 3.  

3. Developing social skills.



CASE STUDY: 
 
What are her risk 
factors for IGD? 
 
What are the 
recommended 
treatments? 

A 21-year-old woman with past psychiatric history of major depression 
with anxious features is seeking treatment because the time she 
spends on video games is progressively interfering with her classes at 
school and her personal friendships. Within a week of going to college, 
she became engrossed with Internet gaming culture and now plays 
online video games 10 hours daily while maintaining minimal grades in 
order to pass her classes. Initially she played an hour on weekdays and 
up to 5 hours on the weekends, with only brief breaks. She withdrew 
from classes she could not complete as a result of her gaming habit. 
She tells you that she was anxious in groups of people before 
identifying as a gamer, and now feels constant anxiety about missing 
out on the camaraderie of her online gaming peers. During her second 
year of college, she moved into an apartment with other gaming 
friends and was playing 14 hours daily of online video games, such as 
first-person-shooters and role-playing games. She shares: “I began 
practicing my gaming skills in CounterStrike even when my hands hurt, 
and I no longer wanted to play for fun anymore. This is when I first 
began failing classes and started withdrawing from school midway 
through the semester to avoid being dropped from enrollment.” 



Future Directions

• Research needed: It is important to note that most studies regarding Internet and gaming addictions 
have been focused on Asian countries, and primarily on young males. 

• Further research is needed to establish the identifiable criteria for the diagnosis of gaming addiction in 
women. 

• The American Psychiatric Association is continuing their evaluation of the diagnostic criteria for the 
Internet Gaming Disorder and currently classifies it in Section III in “Conditions for Further Study” (p. 
783). The APA is continuing their evaluation of the diagnostic criteria for Internet Gaming Disorder 

• Gender-specific treatment needs development 
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