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ABSTRACT

In August of 2021, China imposed severe restrictions on children’s online gaming time. We argue that
such a policy may seem useful on the surface but does not reflect the current evidence concerning
prevention of disordered gaming. Videogame play is normal for children worldwide, and like other
leisure activities can lead to benefits for the majority and problems for a minority. Problematic or
disordered play results from the interaction of multiple risk factors that are not addressed by draconian
policy measures. Identifying these factors through stakeholder-engaged research and current evidence
will be much more likely to succeed in preventing disordered gaming and promoting youth wellbeing.
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DRACONIAN POLICY MEASURES ARE UNLIKELY TO PREVENT
DISORDERED GAMING

In 2019, the Chinese government imposed significant restrictions on minors’ online videogame
play out of concerns regarding gaming addiction (State Council Information Office of the
People’s Republic of China, 2019). These new regulations limited underage gamers to
90minutes of gaming on weekdays and three hours on weekends and holidays, with a complete
ban on gaming between 10pm and 8am. Citing continuing concerns by parents that these re-
strictions were not sufficient to reduce problems related to online gaming (Shin, 2021), the
government reduced time even further in August 2021 to a limit of one hour of play only on
Friday, Saturday and Sunday, with the frequency and intensity of government inspections of
online gaming companies increased to ensure compliance (Goh, 2021). Such policies reflect a
perspective that gaming is intrinsically negative without taking into the role of gaming in normal
development and how differences between gamers in their unique gaming contexts may account
for the diverse impact of gaming experiences over time (Stavropoulos, Gomez, & Griffiths, 2021;
Stavropoulos, Kuss, Griffiths, Wilson, & Motti-Stefanidi, 2017). Such policies seem to deny
evidence for the many benefits that moderate gaming involvement can bring from educational,
health, cognitive, and therapeutic perspectives (Colder Carras, Van Rooij, et al., 2018; Griffiths,
2019; Nuyens, Kuss, Lopez-Fernandez, & Griffiths, 2019) and also fail to address the need to
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consider disordered gaming as a maladaptive solution to
another problem (Brown, Stavropoulos, Christidi, Papastefa-
nou, & Matsa, 2021; Kardefelt Winther, 2014).

Both changes in technology and advances in gaming
disorder research point to the need for prevention and policy
that take a nuanced approach. Cutting-edge advancements
in internet gaming such as increased possibilities for in-
teractions between gamers and game worlds and the use of
algorithms that tailor one’s gaming experience to their user
profile have led to a boom in internet gaming (Stavropoulos,
Motti-Stefanidi, & Griffiths, 2021). This expansion in
popularity of internet gaming has precipitated an impas-
sioned dialogue regarding the possible benefits of gaming in
relation to its likely deleterious impact (Raith et al., 2021;
Richard, Temcheff, & Derevensky, 2020). While older public
health approaches mostly segregated gaming as either being
inherently “good” and/or “bad” for gamers, newer research
findings point to the necessity of determining how differ-
ences between gamers, including individual factors, in-game
experiences, and out-of-game context, and their interactions
over time, may generate diverse outcomes (Stavropoulos,
Motti-Stefanidi, & Griffiths, 2021).

Most gamers benefit through online gaming. It may
promote their socialization, cognitive skills, and the devel-
opment of dexterity (Colder Carras, Van Rooij, et al., 2018;
Raith et al., 2021). In contrast, a relative few may lose
control over their gaming, which may have detrimental
consequences for their mental health and functioning
(Richard et al., 2020; Stavropoulos, Motti-Stefanidi, &
Griffiths, 2021). For these individuals, excessive gaming may
be a way to cope with existing problems such as low social
competence, depression, anxiety, and dysfunctional family
relationships or to stave off severe symptoms such as suicidal
thoughts or substance cravings (Colder Carras, Kalbarczyk,
et al., 2018; Hygen, Belsky, et al., 2020; Hygen, Skalick�a,
et al., 2020; Li, Garland, & Howard, 2014).

Although guidelines exist that address screen time in
general and focus on balancing screen and other activities
(e.g., Chassiakos et al., 2016), there is no consensus on the
acceptable amount of videogame play for children and ad-
olescents. One study of European adolescents suggested that
those who played for two or more hours a day had twice the
odds of having dysfunctional internet behavior, but the same
levels of social networking use were associated with three
times the odds (Tsitsika et al., 2014). A large representative
sample of children in the United Kingdom found that those
who played videogames between one and three hours a day
had similar levels of wellbeing as those who did not play
games at all (Przybylski, 2014). Although those seeking
treatment for internet addiction played for six to seven
hours a day in one sample (M€uller, Beutel, & W€olfling,
2014), a case series demonstrates that even gaming for
fourteen hours a day is not necessarily indicative of addic-
tion, e.g., if temporary and the gamer is able to cut back
when competing demands arise (Griffiths, 2010). These
considerations point to the vital need to adopt a multifaceted
and individualized view when designing and implementing
prevention and intervention policies. Such policies must not

focus only on gaming time, but also address risk factors of
disordered gaming and capitalize on the range of benefits for
all types of gamers (Kir�aly, T�oth, Urb�an, Demetrovics, &
Maraz, 2017).

Thus, draconian policy measures to reduce time spent
gaming may seem useful on the surface, but don’t reflect
current theory and knowledge about prevention of prob-
lematic or disordered digital media use (Stavropoulos,
Motti-Stefanidi, & Griffiths, 2021) and often fail to work at
all (Koh, 2015). According to one systematic review, the idea
that simply reducing time spent playing games will reduce
problematic gaming is "deeply misleading" (Kir�aly et al.,
2018). Such strict regulations that limit personal freedoms
will be difficult to enforce, and recent news articles indicate
that even measures such as facial recognition systems are
already being fooled (Borak, 2020; Lee, Kim, & Lee, 2019;
Shen, 2021). A similar approach in preventing youth
gambling is age restrictions, which have little empirical
support for their effectiveness and have been shown to be
difficult to enforce (Shi, Colder Carras, Potenza, & Turner,
2021). Policies that address only the time spent playing also
fail to consider the role of online gaming in the normative
development of children and may provoke reactance and
excessive gaming in adulthood (Hygen, Skalick�a, et al.,
2020). Most importantly, policies such as these may fail to
address the other contributing factors that may lead in-
dividuals to use gaming as a coping mechanism, which runs
the risk of driving youth to other maladaptive coping
methods such as substance use (Hsu & Marlatt, 2012).

Concerns about the extent to which cultural differences
drive gaming-related research and policy have been
expressed in the gaming disorder literature (Kir�aly et al.,
2018; Stavropoulos et al., 2020). For instance, in South East
Asia, parents tend to pathologize any online leisure activities
that take time away from family and/or educational activities
(Griffiths, Kuss, Billieux, & Pontes, 2016). In China specif-
ically, internet addiction has been associated with family-
level risk factors such as psychological and physical abuse,
which suggests that Chinese adolescents may use the
internet to cope with difficult and uncontrollable life situa-
tions (Li et al., 2014).

As Solon in 594 BCE had to revise the Draconian
constitution to allow ancient Athens to flourish socially,
politically and financially (Lape, 2002), draconian gaming
measures implemented in China may need to be revised to
enhance the wellbeing of children and adolescents. Indeed,
Draco’s laws in ancient Athens, as the currently introduced
Chinese policies, tended to rigidly and horizontally impose
the same severe punishment (in Draco’s case the death pen-
alty) across a series of minor and major offences whilst
ignoring their substantial differences and providing no right
of appeal. Acknowledging the lack of a differential and case-
by-case approach, Solon varied the sentences imposed and
provided the right to appeal for those who felt that their
circumstances deserved alternative treatment (Rhodes, 2006).

The success of policy measures can be increased through
collaborative approaches that are both culturally aware and
sensitive (Hudson, Hunter, & Peckham, 2019; O’Farrell,
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Baynes, Pontes, Griffiths, & Stavropoulos, 2020). More
specifically, stakeholder-engaged and community-based
research may improve the outcomes of applied empirical
findings and promote their successful adoption in public
health interventions and population health (Freudenberg
& Tsui, 2014; Katapally, 2019). Previous research with
gamer stakeholders demonstrates their willingness to
discuss problems such as gaming disorder and to provide
their own recommendations for interventions. For
example, small studies with gamer stakeholders (i.e.,
gamers who attended gaming fan conventions) identified a
specific game feature that promoted excessive play (i.e.,
appointment mechanics, a game feature that requires
players to log in at a specific time to receive some award or
be able to take a specific action, Kim, 2015) as well as a
novel target for a preventive intervention (peer support for
recognizing and preventing prolonged play periods;
Colder Carras, Carras, & Labrique, 2020; Colder Carras,
Porter, et al., 2018). This suggests that involvement of
voices from the ground up can help inform interventions
that would be acceptable and effective in the population
for which they are designed.

As we have shown here, evidence consistently suggests
that identifying all contextual factors in an appropriate
cultural context, rather than focusing exclusively on
reducing access to the “pull factors” of digital and gaming
media itself, stands a much better chance of reducing
disordered gaming risk (Stavropoulos, Motti-Stefanidi, &
Griffiths, 2021). Many empirical evaluations of policy and
programmatic interventions to prevent problematic gaming
exist (King et al., 2018; Kir�aly et al., 2018, 2020; Throuvala,
Griffiths, Rennoldson, & Kuss, 2019), and these evidence-
based reviews, when combined with appropriate stakeholder
and community-engaged research, are most likely to pro-
mote the development and implementation of successful
prevention interventions and policy.
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