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Background

Aim

To review the literature about the relationship between obsessive compulsive disorder and internet

gaming disorder.

Methods

Research in Pubmed database with the keywords “internet gaming disorder” and “obsessive

compulsive disorder”. Relevant bibliography in the studied papers was included.

Obsessive compulsive

disorder (OCD)

Obsessions - recurrent and persistent thoughts, urges or images 

that are experienced as intrusive and unwanted. 

Compulsions - repetitive behaviours or mental acts that an individual 

feels driven to perform in response to an obsession or according to 

rules that must be applied rigidly

and/or

Internet gaming disorder (IGD) is characterized by a lack of interest in all

everyday activities except internet games and it was added recently in

DSM-5. It can present with withdrawal symptoms when Internet Gaming is

taken away, tolerance, unsuccessful attempts to control the participation in

Internet games, use of Internet games to escape or relieve a negative

mood and jeopardy or loss of a significant relationship, job, or educational

or career opportunity because of participation in Internet games.

• TW Robbins and L Clark, 2015, mean “impulsive” as a behaviour that is apparently disinhibited to the degree that it is premature and inappropriate to the context, with likely adverse consequences.1 

Addictive behaviours are generally conceptualized as developing from impulsive-like behaviors2.

• Compulsive behaviour arises in different contexts and may involve distinct behavioral mechanisms. For example, OCD is commonly conceived as a harm-avoidant behavior maintained by negative 

reinforcement. In contrast, compulsive drug taking is often hypothesized to arise from an aberrant positive reinforcement system.

• Thus, although IGD and OCD are usually represented as opposite ends of the impulsivity and compulsivity dimensions, they share common behaviours. 

Results

Andreassen et al, 2016, showed that, as it was already proven with other addictive behaviours, that OCD was positively related to IGD 4.

Both disorders frequently begin in early adolescence, which is a critical period for learning. 5,6

Lee et al, 2018, showed that, although both OCD and IGD potentialy induce deterioration in cognitive function, OCD patients reflect more difficulties while reading a text. They showed this through an

evaluation of eye-movement patterns during text reading in patients with OCD or IGD.2 They found no correlation between number of regression of eye-movement regressions and the severity of OCD.

When annalysing these results, some possible explanations were expressed: The reduced inhibitory control and set shifting ability related to repetitive behavioural characteristics of OCD and some

deterioration in the confidence of these patients in their cognitive abilities making them reconfirm their understaning of text they had already read could contribute to a worse result in this test comparing to

IGD patients. On the other hand, IGD patients may be more confident considering the fact that the repetitive behaviours of this group only evolves internet games and not verification rituals, for example.

Moreover, it has been shown that playing videogames improves visuospatial functions through repetitive training using visual cues and regular playing of first-person shooter games may improve decision-

making ability or action cascading. Thus, these premises can explain the lack of increased number of eye-movemnt regressions while reading a text when compared to OCD patients.2

IGD is usually associated with dysfunction of the pre-frontal cortex (PFC) while OCD relates to dysfunction of the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC). 7 Nevertheless, it was demonstrated that IGD and OCD

groups share both impairment in inhibitory control functions (OFC) as well as cognitive inflexibility (PFC) 8. According to Kim et al, 2017, neurocognitive dysfunction in IGD seems to be linked to features

of impulsivity and compulsivity of behavioral addiction rather than impulse dyscontrol by itself.8 They showed this comparing IGD with OCD and with alcohol use disorder.8

Important functions represented in OFC are reward and punishment and inhibitory control. Therefore, dysfunction of the OFC is associated with deficits in the function of response inhibition, set shifting

and decision making in patients with OCD 9. Various studies have proposed that dysfunction of the OFC associated with the salience attribution system and inhibitory function also plays an essential role

in the pathophysiology of addiction and OCD 10,11.

Although impulsivity and compulsivity have been proposed as opposite constructs, both may contribute to the phenomenology of IGD as initial impulsivity followed by compulsivity in behavioral

addiction8. Namely, in the initial phase of addiction, individuals make risky, but goal-directed, acts to obtain instant pleasure or relief.8 However, as the disorder progresses, the reward effect is reduced,

leading to increasing time spent on addictive behaviors.8 Instead, as compulsive habits develop, stimulus-driven responses can be the driving force toward repetitive behavior11. Individuals with IGD

struggle to ending their gaming behavior. This repetitive action toward gaming-related stimuli may be explained by their propensity to respond habitually rather than take goal-directed action.8 Similarly,

in OCD, even though stress and anxiety initially lead to the formation of habits, the driving force of compulsive actions may come from habitual and automatic responses rather than expectation of

anxiety relief. Thus, in both IGD and OCD, excessive and inflexible behaviors can be explained by stimulus-driven habitual responses with respect to compulsivity8.

Taking these premises into account, Kim et al, in another study in 2018, examined and compared cue-related reactivity in individuals with IGD and OCD.12 Kim et al refer that comparison of IGD

and OCD with neurobiological substrate should provide more specific conceptualization between impulsivity and compulsivity.12 They concluded that individuals with IGD exhibited increased subjective

arousal to both game-related and OCD-related cues, and patients with OCD also presented concurrent arousal to both cues.12 However, verified results with late positive potentials (LPPs) showed that

these were increased solely in response to disorder-specific cues in IGD and OCD, suggesting that LPPs appear to reflect the sustained increase in attention toward, and processing of salient stimuli

instead of arousal itself.12

CONCLUSION

We conclude that not only the comorbidity between OCD and IGD is frequently present, but also that both disorders have common characteristics and common neurologic structures envolved.

IGD is a recenlty recognized entity, yet it is not fully understood. Its association and similarity to some features of OCD have been used to better learn IGD pathophisiology. As it was noted by

Kim et al, initial patient assessment based on the comprehension of the impulsivity–compulsivity perspective may offer a more integrated understanding of these disorders8 , contributing to the

possibility of ameliorating clinical practice.
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