
The Qualitative Report 2012 Volume 17, Article 15, 1-48
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR17/hertlein.pdf
 

Online Gaming Issues in Offline Couple Relationships: A 
Primer for Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs)

Katherine M. Hertlein
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Nevada, USA

Blendine P. Hawkins
University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, USA

Although the challenges around participation in online gaming grow, 
gamers and their partners who experience online relationship issues 
related to gaming, present a new set of treatment challenges for 
therapists. In this article, we report on the findings of a hermeneutic 
research study aimed at evaluating the scholarly literature related to 
online gaming and interpret these texts to determine the effect such online 
activity has on the couple relationship. We reviewed 18 articles published 
between 1998 and 2010 related to online gaming and interpersonal 
relationships, focusing solely on empirical articles related to the search 
criteria. Our interpretation of the text concluded that online gaming might 
add to and/or interfere with a couple’s life. Based on these potential 
problem areas, practical considerations for treatment are also outlined. 
Key Words: Internet, Online Gaming, Couples, Therapists, Qualitative 
Research.

The twenty-first century saw the dawn of a new genre of computer role-playing 
games called the “Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game” (MMORPG). A 
recent survey of 1,200 people conducted by the Entertainment Software Association 
(ESA) found that 68% of United States (U.S.) households are playing video games (ESA, 
2009). In September 2009, the MMORPG.com website (which claims to be the 
headquarters for online multiplayer games, online role playing games, and free online 
games) boasts a total of 1,120,491 members. Although it is generally believed that 
household gamers are primarily children and adolescents, ESA (2009) found the average 
age of the American gamer is 35 (while the average age for the video game purchaser is 
39) and had been gaming for 12 years (ESA, 2009). Online gaming also cuts across a 
wide variety of demographic groups. Women are the fastest growing demographic in the 
gaming world with 40% of them currently playing games. An estimated 25% of seniors 
also game, representing a nine percent increase over the last decade (ESA, 2009).

Although there is no published current research on the topic, Mitchell (1985) 
found that video games helped families to achieve a certain level of togetherness not 
experienced previously. Additionally, however, there is some evidence that suggests 
online gaming can create difficulties for couples (especially when only one of the 
partners participates in gaming). For instance, Mitchell and Wells (2007) found that 
gaming was “more likely associated with the primary presenting” problem in couples 
treatment than a secondary one (Mitchell & Wells, 2007). As further anecdotal evidence, 
the “Warcraft Widows” online support group was developed in 2005 for those whose 
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partners play a popular online game, “World of Warcraft” (over 10 million players;
Gamasutra.com, 2008). The purpose of this group, which boasts 4000 members, is to 
“provide solace to all those ignored loved ones” whose partners’ play the popular online 
game, “World of Warcraft” (DeMarco, 2006). 

In general, 36% of gamers are married and 22% have children (ESA, 2005; Yee, 
2004, 2006). With such a large number of gamers in married or dating relationships and 
gaming becoming a primary presenting problem rather than secondary, it is critical 
couple and family therapists understand how gaming affects relationships. Although there 
is some evidence of a negative correlation between Internet usage and interpersonal 
relationships (Liu & Kuo, 2007), no research specifically investigates this question. What 
little literature is published is scattered among a variety of disciplines (communication, 
psychology, marriage and family therapy, etc.) and lacks systemic conceptualization, thus 
preventing marriage and family therapists (MFTs) from readily extracting relevant 
information into clinical practice. 

Because of the prevalence of online gaming in couple’s lives, we were interested 
clarifying what is known about online gaming and interpersonal relationships as well as 
what is not known (specifically, how couples might experience online gaming within the 
context of their relationship. To accomplish this, we conducted a hermeneutic study 
related to online gaming and couples.  

The Research Process

Philosophical Underpinnings

As the interest in online gaming continues to grow, it is imperative that couple 
and family therapists understand how this activity affects the lifecycle and dynamics of a 
couple. We were interested in taking what is known about gaming and interpersonal 
dynamics, evaluating the findings of the collection of studies as a whole in order to 
determine how they apply to couples, and presenting the information to assist practicing 
therapists and family therapy scholars in understanding how the phenomenon manifests 
in couple dynamics. We believe that a hermeneutic research strategy would best fit our 
approach in that this type of research is not necessarily utilized to discuss results or 
effectiveness, but to explore perspectives that may influence the topic (Kinsella, 2006). 
This qualitative research approach focuses on interpretation, generally conceptualized as 
spanning either the art of interpretation, or the theory and practice of it (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1998). Understanding of the text under investigation is only possible when one 
considers the text within context; further, understanding of the context is made possible 
by understanding the parts (Olofsson & Fossum, 2009; Smyth, 2007).

The hermeneutic research method has been used by others as a way of “attuning 
to the past, articulating the situation in the present, and pressing forward to new 
possibilities of the future” (Titchen, 2000, as cited in Paterson & Higgs, 2005, pg. 346).
In its application to the psychological sciences, hermeneutic inquiry is a way in which 
researchers can interpret findings and data with integrity and relevance by focusing on 
the content within the context of the study (Packer & Addison, 1989). It brings into focus 
how the certain concepts are attended to over different texts (Rapley, 2007). According to 
Smyth (2007), researchers using this approach should be aware that understanding text in 
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a research context cannot be (and should not be) separate from our thinking. The role of 
the researcher is to focus on being-there, being-open, being in-the-play, going with what 
comes, and awaiting the moment of understanding.

Procedures

Our research question was: How does literature on online gaming address issues 
within couple’s relationships and what are the implications of literature on online gaming 
for couple’s relationships?

We reviewed empirical journal articles on online gaming published since 1998. 
We used the search terms “MMORPG”, “online gaming”, “internet gaming”, “intimacy”, 
“video games”, “couples,” and/or “relationships” within social science databases, 
including PsycINFO, ERIC, and EBSCOHost. We also used the search term “online 
gaming” within the search engine for the journal CyberPsychology and Behavior. We 
discovered only two published empirical studies specifically devoted to online gaming 
and couples (Anderson, 2005; Baker, 2002). Because we wanted to consider all relevant 
text to interpret, we repeated the literature review, used the extant literature on online 
gaming in general, and interpreted how these issues might be expressed specifically 
within a couple’s relationship. We specifically focused our inclusion of articles on those 
that focused on online role-playing games and inter/intrapersonal dimensions of adult 
players. Of the 336 articles which initially matched our search criteria, 21 (6.25%) related 
to online gaming/MMORPGs and interpersonal/intrapersonal dimensions of players. We 
eliminated three of the 21 from our review because they used adolescents as a sample, 
thus leaving us with a total of 18 empirical articles to review. This research was approved 
as an excluded project of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas Institutional Review 
Board, #0911-3305.

The search resulted in 18 articles from CyberPsychology and Behavior, nive that 
were full-length and nive “rapid communication” (brief) articles1

The process of interpretation was guided by use of a meta-principal, known as the
hermeneutic circle (see Figure 1) which provides a way to understand individual parts 
within their context (Paterson & Higgs,  2005). The hermeneutic circle, “guides the 
hermeneutic approach where the process of understanding moves from parts of a whole 
to a global understanding of the whole and back to individual parts in an iterative 
manner” (Klein & Myers, 1999, pg. 67). A researcher will need to explore how the parts 
relate to each other, how the parts articulate the whole, and how the whole is harmonious 
with the parts (Schostak, 2002). In research such a method is ideal for exploring a milieu 
or world where isolation from or disconnect of knowledge is present.

, one article from 
Computers and Human Behavior, and one article from Psychological Reports. Despite 
our extensive search, we may have overlooked some articles; however, we trust that we 
retrieved the bulk of published literature on this topic. Furthermore, because online 
gaming has not been fully addressed in the couple therapy literature, we are confident 
that the articles generated by our search represented how online gaming is addressed in 
this literature base.

1 Rapid communication articles are shorter than original articles, must meet different criteria, and are 
submitted for quick publication (often within 3 weeks of submission).  
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Figure 1. Hermeneutic Circle

The first step (whole) was to examine each part of the text in an attempt to 
understand it within its context. We accomplished this by reading all of the articles and 
memoing ideas that seemed relevant to couples in the margins of each article. In the 
second phase (contextual), we sought to understand the results and conclusions drawn 
within their context (that is, their research procedures). We constructed a table listing the 
references, the focus, methods, and findings of each study (see Appendix A). We 
critically evaluated the methods in order to determine whether the conclusions drawn 
were reasonable given the methodologies employed (i.e., was the sample generalizeable? 
Were the methods appropriate for answering the research question?).  In the third step 
(parts), we independently re-read each article and generated what issues, if any, might be 
expressed within a couple’s relationship. These issues were based on data within our 
journals and on our thoughts from reading, the memoing procedures used to track 
interpretations during reading, and our projection and interpretation of how the findings 
might manifest themselves within a couple’s relationship. We also discussed our 
interpretations of the literature as they apply to couples, and then revisited whether these 
made sense within the context of the whole article. 

In the fourth step (integration), we widened our scope to interpret what these 
findings would mean for not just the couples, but also the therapists. We independently 
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re-read each article a third time and identified potential issues for couples that we did not 
note in the previous readings. We then looked at our table of potential issues and each 
independently identified potential therapeutic strategies for the issues delineated (see 
Table 1). We utilized an adaptation of the intersystem’s theoretical framework (Weeks, 
2005) to focus and direct our identification of the interventions for use with these 
couples.  The Intersystems approach is a framework attending to both the intrapersonal 
and interpersonal variables contributing to a particular phenomenon. While it has been 
widely applied to understanding and treating couples with sexual problems (see, for 
example, Hertlein, Weeks, & Gambescia, 2008), this framework can generically be 
applied to understanding how factors make a couple vulnerable to challenges within their 
relationship. In the final step (a revisit to the whole), we reviewed our interpretations of 
how the aspects of online game play might manifest themselves within a couple’s 
relationship, within treatment, and the field of MFT as a whole. We incorporated further 
reflections on our tables and interpretations from our journals, notes, and memos in 
between meetings. 

Data Analysis

In a hermeneutic study, data analysis is an iterative and ongoing process. In 
general, we moved fluidly from discussing parts within the literature to whole, then to 
text parts and then the whole again (Paterson & Higgs, 2005). This process was 
characterized by repeated conversations, memoing, and journaling in which we tried to 
make sense of the text in its application to couples.  For example, the authors read an 
article and independently created a column of main characteristics of the article and 
another column reporting the results. Each author also made memos about how each of 
the results might fit into what we already knew about couples based on scholarly 
literature and our clinical experience. We then met and had a conversation comparing our 
lists of interpretations and reviewed the supporting quotes and data from which the 
interpretations originated.

The second author explored multiple online gaming sources to gain a greater 
understanding of the MMORPG world, from gaming websites chronicling game specific 
products and updates, online sites that supported women whose partner’s gamed 
excessively, watching others interact and play online in first person shooter multiplayer 
online games, and engaging gamers and non-gamers alike in conversations about gaming. 
Additionally, she monitored her own conceptions about online gaming in couples and 
approached these discussions with an almost tabula rasa manner. Utilizing her 
therapeutic experience with couples, her research in the field of MFT and her systemic 
inclinations, the second author generated a list of vulnerabilities (and strengths) that may 
be observed in couples where gaming is an issue as it related to the literature findings. 
Finally, she drew out a list of implications for therapists to consider in treatment in 
correspondence to the findings before meeting to clarify and collaborate with the first 
author. 

We clarified our interpretations for one another through our memos and discussed 
any disagreements about the existence/placement of interpretations through conversation 
and mutual decisions. Journaling was achieved through documentation from each author 
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at the meetings and subsequent steps that needed to take place, as well as journaling 
about independent questions that arose out of the conversations. 

We used our journals and memos as a way of comparing and contrasting our 
thoughts about the interpretations. Once we generated our interpretations, we met again 
to consider applicable treatment strategies and compared/contrasted our tables. Again, we 
discussed any disagreements regarding the existence and placement of interpretations. 
Key points in the journals and memos facilitated our interpretation discussion, and 
directed us to re-examine the articles. 

Role of the Researchers

Because we are both trained as marriage and family therapists, our 
conceptualization have a systemic lens from which interpretations were drawn 
(specifically from the Intersystems approach as discussed earlier). As an expert in the 
field of technology and relationships, the first author offered interpretations from both 
clinical experiences and scholarly knowledge related to technology and relationships. The 
second author, whose expertise are in attending to differences in culture, offered insight 
from her clinical experiences as well as her interpretation of the research literature from a 
wider, cultural perspective.  

Ensuring Rigor

In the case of any interpretive investigation, it is imperative that rigor be 
established in such a way that the consumers will find the results credible and dependable 
(Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002).  In this study, we established our credibility 
through our independent journaling, table creations, and memoing. We actively sought 
multiple perspectives on the topic of gaming from varying sources to monitor the 
imposition of researcher bias. We established dependability through the comparison of 
our memos and arrangements of the data within particular categories. Transferability was 
established through the expansive searching we did in the journals and the discovery that 
many of the articles were addressing some of the same issues. Finally, we engaged in 
external audit identified by Creswell (1998) as a valuable technique for use to ensure 
vigor, where an outside reader was invited to review the level of analysis and to ensure 
that the study is able to provide important information on the phenomenon.

Findings

The topics explored by the articles were identified and categorized as illustrated in 
the table in Appendix A. The article topics spanned several areas including characteristics 
of MMORPGs, intrapsychic aspects, personality characteristics of players, gender, and 
relationship issues. The articles varied significantly in terms of research questions, 
methodologies and approaches, and conclusions drawn. Each article was included in one 
category (e.g., intrapsychic aspects or personality characteristics of players) thus there 
were no overlap of findings. Therefore, our analysis of the articles was very broad in an 
attempt to understand how gaming affects couple relationships. A table of the reviewed 
articles and their results is provided (See table 1).
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Once we reviewed the articles and compiled the findings, we considered what 
might be the resiliency effects that gaming has on couples and what about gaming might 
create challenges for couples based on the empirical findings. We discussed how these 
challenges manifested themselves in clinical work and devised clinical considerations 
reflective of these effects (see Table 1). We acknowledge, however, that much of the 
research did not focus on the resiliency factors provided by online gaming that might 
contribute positively to a couple’s relationship. Reviewing our journals, however, 
revealed that early on in our conversations we moved to focusing on the potential 
problem areas because of the assumption that the couples in treatment would cite the 
gaming as a problem rather than a resiliency factor. The clinical considerations spanned a 
variety of topics, such as the use of appropriate psychoeducation, ideas about structuring 
sessions, topics that might be valuable to discuss in treatment (commitment, intimacy, the 
role of the self in the couple), coping mechanisms, etc. We met and discussed the 
arrangement of these concepts, and our discussions consistently returned to the assertion 
that online gaming may enhance as well as create challenges for couples. Because we 
kept returning to this issue, we chose to indentify these two central themes: the benefits 
online gaming adds to couples lives, and the challenges experienced by couples related to 
gaming.                                       

Literature Summary: Research Focus

Motivation for play. Ten studies investigated the personality and character of 
gamers, specifically addressing whether MMORPGs provide players with an 
environment and capability to construct an “ideal self” which provides an escape. 
Although players’ experiences, impulsivity and gender do not predict their propensity to 
play, women are more likely to report their motivations for play as therapeutic 
refreshment while men report curiosity, astonishment and interest (Chumbley & Griffiths, 
2006; Scott, Mottarella, & Lavooy, 2006). Players’ motivations are grouped into three 
categories: achievement (advancement, mechanics, and competition), social/interaction 
(socializing, relationship, and teamwork), and immersion (discovery, role-playing, and 
customization) (Williams, Yee, & Caplan, 2008; Yee, 2006). These three categories are a 
well-known classification system called the Bartle’s player types and aids in the 
understanding of how people select games and the effects of game-play on one’s life 
based on their typology (Yee, 2006).

Addiction. Another factor sustaining gaming may be addiction to either the 
Internet or gaming itself (Block, 2008). Three studies suggested problematic play is 
caused by escapism and advancement in the game (Grusser, Thalemann, & Griffiths, 
2007; Huang, 2006; Ng & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005). Approximately 12% of players 
appeared to meet the criteria for addiction, consistent with the percentage of the 
population which meets the criteria for addiction in other areas (Grusser et al., 2007). Of 
the six studies which explored the concept of gaming addiction and problematic gaming 
behavior, the number of male players was higher than their female counterpart. 

Personality characteristics. Heavy users (defined by gamers who play 20 hours 
per week) and those who reported guild membership were classified as having higher 
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levels of social anxiety, increased scores of neuroticism and also decreased extraversion 
and conscientiousness on personality measures (Peters & Malesky, 2008). Guilds are in-
game associations or groups of players who join together for strategic purposes such as 
advancing within the game or social purposes. Players with more physically aggressive 
personality features (as measured by the physical aggression subscale in Buss and Perry’s 
Aggression Subscale) manifested more violent behaviors and more frequent violent 
interactions when playing (Peng, Liu, & Mou, 2008).

Gender. Eleven of the studies included both male and female players as 
participants. Male players reported they engaged in more friendships and fewer intimate 
relationships than female players (Scott et al., 2006). Female players displayed a 
tendency to discuss family problems, loss of loved ones, sexuality issues, discrimination 
and work problems with their online gaming friends whereas men did not (Cole & 
Griffiths, 2007). 

Overall well-being. MMORPG players compared with other types of computer 
gamers showed significantly worse overall health and worse sleep quality and reported 
that the game interfered with their schoolwork, yet did not differ on reports of overall 
academic performance (Smyth, 2007). Additionally, MMORPG players reported more 
interference with real-life socializing and development of new friendships, but not 
varying levels of satisfaction with their social life as compared to non-MMORPG players 
(Peters & Malesky, 2008; Rosenthal, Soper, Folse, & Whipple, 1998; Smyth, 2007). 
Players that spent more than 10 hrs per week participating in online gaming exhibited 
weaker signs of identity achievement and intimacy development, and stronger signs of 
identity diffusion and isolation (Huang, 2006).

Relationship intimacy. Interpersonal aspects of playing behavior such as 
intimacy and romantic relationships are severely lacking in the published literature. There 
was some evidence of a negative correlation between Internet usage and interpersonal 
relationships (Liu & Kuo, 2007); however none of the studies reviewed specifically 
sampled couples or dyads. Although a few studies asked gamers about their offline 
interactions, only two asked individual gamers about their offline romantic relationships 
(Lo, Wang, & Fang, 2005; Scott et al., 2006). Heavy users of online games, categorized 
as those who played for more than 20 hours per week by Peters and Malesky (2008), 
reported a lower quality of interpersonal relationships as compared to both light players 
and non-players.  Less than half of gaming partners, however, believed that playing 
MMORPGs had a negative effect on their relationships with non-gaming partners (Cole 
& Griffiths, 2007; Lo et al., 2005). 
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In general, gaming partners pursuing computer-mediated relationships reported 
less intimacy in their face-to-face relationships compared to individuals who only had 
traditional non-computer-mediated relationships (Huang, 2006; Lo et al., 2005; Scott et 
al., 2006). Additionally, those involved in computer-mediated relationships demonstrated 
significantly lower levels of intimacy in comparison to their own face-to-face romantic 
relationships.

Results of one study (Ng & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005) showed that MMORPG 
users: (1) would rather spend time in the game than with their offline friends, (2) have 
more fun with in-game friends than people they know offline, (3) found it easier to 
converse with people while in-game, (4) did not find social relationships as important as 
non-users, and (5) felt happier while in the game than anywhere else. This indicated that 
couples may use gaming as a shared leisure activity to enhance their enjoyment and as an 
outlet to socialize and decrease stress. Other findings evidenced over two-thirds of 
players had made good friends within the “World of Warcraft” game and almost half of 
this sample had met with online friends in real-life situations (Scott et al., 2006). Female 
MMORPG players were rated as more likely to meet up with online friends in real life 
(Cole & Griffiths, 2007). In contrast, male rapport and camaraderie appear to be based on 
mutual gaming, overcoming obstacles and shared objectives which lead them to a sense 
of closeness, albeit in a structured environment (Cole & Griffiths, 2007).

Literature Interpretation: Clinical Implications

How Online Gaming Benefits Couple Relationships

Socialization skills. In MMORPGs, joining a guild or clan is the primary way to 
accomplish tasks and progress through levels, encouraging teamwork, camaraderie, and 
collaboration. Five of the studies focused on the social interactive quality of social 
interaction (see Chen, Sun, & Hsieh, 2008; Cole & Griffiths, 2007; Lo, et al., 2005; Scott 
et al., 2006; Wang & Wang, 2008). Couples may benefit from the gaming partners 
experience with teamwork and collaboration in many areas of their life. For example, 
Cole and Griffiths (2007) found that most MMORPG players believe that the gaming did 
not negatively affect their offline relationships. 

Other therapeutic tasks include engendering hope, assisting the couple to use their 
knowledge to generate solutions to their concerns, and facilitate an environment in which 
couples can communicate appropriately to overcome their concerns. Therapists can use 
the socialization skills that the online gamer has established as a way to connect to the 
offline coupling. 

Gendered interactions. In terms of gender, the articles also showed that female 
MMORPG players were more likely than others to discuss close personal issues with 
online gaming friends then male gamers. This finding seems to be consistent with already 
known information about gender roles and the sharing of personal information (Becker, 
1987; Felmlee & Muraco, 2009). Therapists working with gaming couples should 
consider the gender of the player as a way to shed light on the dynamics of the online 
relationships. Disagreements, for example, may arise when partners conceptualize online 
relationships different from one another. For instance, in a male-female couple, a female 
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partner may view online friendships of which much time is invested as intimate and the 
male partner may see his online friends as playmates with a greater utilitarian value such 
as advancing in the game (Vigil, 2007).  In a female-female couple, there may be issues 
with the gaming partner being excessively emotionally intimate with online peers based 
on online interaction styles. In treatment, it can be useful to engage in a dialogue about 
these differing viewpoints to develop awareness around the differences and to reduce 
discord and anxiety. 

Increased understanding of partner’s context. Online gamers with the 
aforementioned personal characteristics are likely to display these characteristics outside 
of the MMORPG environment. Therapists who are aware that the gamer might possess 
some of the aforementioned traits may facilitate a conversation regarding the 
circumstances in which these characteristics are playing out in the couple’s relationship. 
It may inform how the therapist can utilize psychoeducation in treatment around what is 
typical emotional sharing behavior for online gamers. Finally, when one partner engages 
in an activity identified as fun and relaxing to them, the satisfaction will trickle down into 
the relationship, resulting in positive changes. 

Online gaming can be a way for players to alleviate negative feelings such as 
frustration, loneliness or boredom (Hussain & Griffiths, 2009) as well as becoming a tool 
to mask partner’s emotions and anxiety. Therefore, it is also advisable to conduct an 
assessment regarding each partner’s level of these feelings, as well as including 
aggression, something the research noted as higher in online gamers. Once the therapist 
understands the extent to which (if at all) these factors are prevalent within the individual 
or relationships, the therapist can incorporate them in the treatment plan in an appropriate 
way. 

Use of fantasy. To participate in MMORPGs, gamers create or select an image 
(known as an “avatar”) to represent their character. Three studies addressed the quality of 
fantasy included in virtual self-enhancement through a player’s character, dynamics
within the game, and evolution of online environments and gaming as a means of 
procrastination and escape (Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007; Chen et al., 2008; Yee, 
2006). Fantasy has been conceptualized as a helpful adjunct to treatment (Hessellund, 
1976; Hicks & Leitenberg, 2001). It can be used to fill a variety of relationship functions. 
For example, the therapist can assess the role of fantasy in the couple’s everyday life, and 
determine if fantasy would be a useful component in treatment, or whether it contributes 
to the problems the couple is having. Because one of the key attractions in online gaming 
is the extent to which each individual can create their own character (including internal 
traits and appearance), an ability to live in the fantasy role well could be extremely useful 
for strengthening the couples’ relationship by utilizing the couple’s ability/strengths to be 
creative, flexible and playful with each other (see Deacon & Thomas, 2000).  

How Online Gaming Complicates Couple Relationships

Fantasizing. Fantasy within gaming can provide benefits to a relationship –
depending upon the motivations for play, however online gaming may interfere with 
intimacy. For example, accommodation is one of six Internet-vulnerabilities in Internet 
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affairs and other technology-related problems for couples (Hertlein, 2009) and is defined 
as an individual who feels constricted in their day-to-day life and uses the Internet as a 
means to escape (or to accommodate this aspect of the self). When the accommodation
comes at the expense of the relationship or is the result of avoiding intimacy in the 
primary relationship, it can be problematic for couples. Accommodation is also evident in 
the ability to customize one’s character within the virtual world of the MMORPG.
Players can construct their online characters with their choice of gender, appearance, 
personality, function, and skills. This is critical to understand for couples because some 
literature suggests the computer facilitates the real versus ideal self (see, for example, 
Ben-Ze’ev, 2004). To sum it up, “The Internet is a way to escape the quotidian, corporeal 
“known” self. It is not just experimentation with different identities, but is experienced as 
living and relating to others through them.” (Hertlein & Sendak, 2007, p. 4). 
Understanding how the gaming partner may feel discontent and weary with their routine 
life, the therapist can interview creatively from a supportive stance. Ultimately this will 
facilitate greater empathy and willingness to come together as a couple to fulfill these 
needs in each other.

Intimacy disruption. As discussed above, understanding a gamer’s motivation is 
a central theme in the empirical studies and assists therapists in identifying how the 
motivation to play can be incorporated into strategies to support the couple relationship. 
For example, if a primary reason that a partner plays online is to relate and feel close to 
others, there may be a deficit in the couple’s connectedness which can be addressed in 
treatment. What is missing from this literature, base, however, are the motivations from 
separating from one’s partner. If there is a partner, for example, who uses gaming as a 
way to reduce intimacy between themselves and their partner, the therapist needs to be 
aware of such a motivation in order to assess properly. Thus, it is imperative that a 
therapist inquire as to the motivations for beginning gaming and what sustains it, as well 
as inquiring what prevents the nongaming partner from playing. 

In cases where both partners are gamers and it is a problem within the 
relationship, the therapist should gain a clear understanding of what behaviors 
specifically contribute to the problems the couple experiences. There may be differences, 
for example in the types of games played, the people with whom the games are played, 
and the types of communication that are exchanged with other players. 

The issue of addiction. Although playing online games is not an indication of an 
addiction, five of the studies reviewed focused on the issue of problematic or addictive 
gaming (Charlton, & Danforth, 2007; Grusser et al., 2007; Huang, 2006; Ko, Yen, Yen, 
Wang & Chang, 2008; Peters & Malesky, 2008). This seemed to be consistent with our 
observation in that frequently, the gaming partner’s behavior is conceptualized by the 
non-gaming partner as an ‘affair of addiction’ because time and energy are diverted from 
the primary relationship and directed toward a third person/object (either the computer 
game itself or a specific person/character within the gaming world). Although the gaming 
partner in a relationship might acknowledge that there are differences in their time spent 
playing, there may be little understanding as to the possibility that their game playing is 
providing an opportunity for ruptures in the relationship. Distinguishing whether the 
gaming behavior is an addiction may lead to disagreements between the partners because 
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in general, the non-gaming partner classifies the gaming partner as having an addiction. 
This dynamic creates a cycle of blame, defensiveness, guilt and resentment. This cycle 
needs to be addressed in treatment in the way that is consistent with the therapist’s 
already established framework. 

In understanding addiction as a possible mechanism in gaming, couple and family 
therapists should conduct a thorough assessment regarding the extent of problematic 
gaming and the possibility of addiction. As in other addictions, gaming addiction 
evidences tolerance, withdrawal, a desire to stop gaming and unsuccessful attempts to
abstain from play. These manifest similarly in traditional addiction treatments.

Inclusion/exclusion. Through our data analysis, we identified gaming issues that 
both support a couple and detract from a couple’s relationship. One of Shutz’s (1966) 
criteria for satisfied couples is inclusion/exclusion. Although the gaming partner in a 
relationship has an entire network of interactions, loyalties, and responsibilities within the 
gaming world, these networks may be invisible and intangible to the non-game player. 
Included in this network and social structure may be people who are unknown to the non-
gaming partner yet who require their partner to make commitments to play at specific 
times in order to accomplish objectives with the group. For example, Cole and Griffiths 
(2007) found that male MMORPG players had a significant number of good friends in 
the MMORPG world as compared to female gamers, while female gamers are more 
likely to meet up with their gaming friends in real life. This finding suggests that partners 
of female gamers are more likely to be included in the social network, whereas male 
gamers are less likely to include their female partners in this network, thus leading to a 
greater degree of exclusion

If increased time is spent on gaming separate from/to the exclusion of their 
partner, feelings of jealousy, resentment and hurt may arise; primarily for two reasons. 
First, because MMORPGs are played in groups, emotions arise when the non-gaming 
partner perceives the gaming partner as giving the other online players a higher priority. 
For example, non-gaming partners may express excessive burden managing the 
responsibilities of child care and the household chores while their partner plays, thus 
allowing resentment to develop within the relationships.

Secondly, the connection that the gaming partner develops online with members 
of their guilds/teammates can forge jealousy because of the exclusion the non-gaming 
partner feels regarding the gaming partner’s world. Intimacy is constructed within the 
context of a couple’s relationship and is a critical component of a couple’s life (Weeks & 
Hof, 1987). Intimacy is generally defined as a sharing of one’s open self with their 
partner (Weeks & Hof, 1987),  but is believed by some to be created within shared 
experiences (Simmel, 1971). The threat with online gaming is that there is the potential 
for this intimacy to be developed to the exclusion of the primary partner. Certainly, the 
implications for online gaming for couples, in some relationship contexts, can be highly 
destructive.  

Studies show that individuals who pursued relationships online reported less 
intimacy in their face to face relationships, and their sense of self online reciprocally 
influences their self in offline relationships (McKenna & Bargh, 1998; McKenna, Green, 
& Smith, 2001; Scott et al., 2006). Therefore, therapists may encounter gamers who are 
relatively unaware of how gaming affects their relationship, especially since findings 
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indicate that there is a lower level of partner-to-partner intimacy. In treatment, these 
couples may express disagreement regarding their perceived level of intimacy and the 
expected level of emotional connection within the relationship. The therapist should ask 
directly about the extent to which each person feels included/excluded within the 
relationship, and follow up with specific inquiries as to whether the gaming is in any way 
affiliated with each of their respective conceptualizations.

Flexibility/rigidity. Although not an initial part of the categories in the outset of
the project, we identified the themes of flexibility/rigidity and cohesion/separateness as 
being a relevant characteristic for couples. Because gamers often originate from many 
different locations and time zones, there has to be some flexibility to accommodate 
everyone’s schedules. For some couples, the allegiance of the group’s schedule over 
personal home schedule is problematic as it can manifest in one partner planning routines 
around his/her game schedule while the other partner feels forced to submit to a schedule 
upon which she or he may have had little to no input. Couples struggling with this issue 
may be divided on the extent to which the gaming partner is present in the household or 
relationship when the schedules of others seem to take precedence over that of the 
primary partner. 

In general, characteristics of MMORPGs provide some insight regarding what 
sustains one’s play and, consequently, one’s decisions about how to share their time away 
from the family or the couple, yet there is very little research on the characteristics about 
the couples in which one member is a gamer. It may be, for example, that successful 
couples with one gaming partner and one non-gaming partner possess greater degrees of 
Olson’s concept of flexibility in their relationship (Olson & Gorall, 2003). More research 
needs to be conducted focusing on the characteristics of couples in order to better 
understand the communication processes and interpersonal dynamics. Although there are 
a variety of ways to address a couple’s dynamics around flexibility and rigidity, one way 
might be utilizing Olson’s circumplex model (Olson & Gorall, 2003).  This would enable 
the therapist and couple to understand the flexibility/rigidity in their current relationship 
as well as the patterns of flexibility/rigidity within their family of origin. The therapist 
can work with the couple to develop more appropriate levels of flexibility in a way that 
supports both partners and allows for individuality as well as membership within the 
couple. 

Limitations

Our study was concerned with discovery, description and finding meaning and 
with such efforts, there is the possibility of biases and subjectivity. While we actively 
worked to suspend judgment and “bracket out the outer world” (Laverty, 2003, p. 6) in 
approaching this topic, this may be a limitation of our study. As mentioned in the analysis 
section, we recognized that our orientation became about how this issue would manifest 
clinically, thus potentially biasing our interpretation to focus on the maladaptive effects 
gaming has on a couple’s relationship. Clearly our tables reflect a greater emphasis on 
treatment, thus suggesting a problem with online gaming in relationships. There are many 
couples for whom online gaming does not create a challenge within the relationship, and 
therefore these clients will not come to treatment expressing this as an issue. Another 
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significant limitation was the preponderance of articles characterized as “rapid 
communication”, thus resulting in more questions than answers in terms of how a study 
was conducted and how much one can rely on the findings.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Research

According to our findings, research in online gaming and interpersonal issues falls 
into several main topic areas: personhood, motivations and addiction, gender, time 
management and daily duties and intimacy. Yet there was little specific information 
devoted to how online gaming manifests in couples. There should be more research on 
online gaming and relationships. Thus, we advocate for increased rigor in research in a 
few specific ways. First, as was mentioned above, many of the articles related to gaming 
were published as rapid communication articles. In this context, it is difficult to evaluate 
the methodologies used and to improve upon them. It would also be helpful for authors 
and researchers to submit their articles in full length rather than rapid communication 
format, and for journal editors to solicit such manuscripts. Again, to have more detailed 
knowledge about the specifics of the studies will further enhance reliability and allow for 
replication. 

Second, it may be best to use an adult sample as opposed to adolescents and use 
equal numbers of men and women in future studies. We also encourage researchers and 
authors in this area to move beyond the individual elements/demographic information 
about player and move into how game playing is affected by and affects the couple and 
family relationship. 

Clinical Practice

In working with cases where there is a gaming issue, therapists can use the 
interpretation of the literature to guide assessment and treatment. The role of the therapist 
and their theoretical orientation (or the way they conceptualize cases) is a critical piece in 
understanding how the results of the studies would be interpreted and how the clinical 
considerations would shift. There may be some therapists who have less experience with 
gaming and, consequently, cannot fully understand the effects (both positive and 
negative) such an activity might have on a couple. Another role of the therapist is to be 
someone who educates as well as intervenes. Furthermore depending upon a therapists’ 
theoretical orientation, different dimensions of gaming may be focused on (i.e.,
attachment needs, storying, etc.). As the research in this area is still emerging, there is 
much to know about the motivations of gamers, social dynamics within a game, effects of 
the game on one’s time management, etc. As our knowledge base increases, therapists 
can normalize the couple’s experience with what is known about gaming as well as 
identifying and joining with couples who express an area of concern. A therapist who is 
knowledgeable about the world of MMORPGs would avoid dismissing or overlooking 
their issues and would be better at collaborating with the couple towards treatment goals.
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