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Video Game Addiction Among
Students During COVID-19 Pandemic
Based on Regulatory Focus Theory and
Interpersonal Competence
Yudhi P. Nugraha, SPd, Kons,*† Awalya Awalya, MPd, Kons,*†
and Mulawarman Mulawarman, SPd, MPd, PhD*†

Abstract
Video game addiction is one of the mental health
problems due to the uncontrolled activities in access-
ing video game platforms. This study aimed to iden-
tify the tendencies of video game addiction among
Senior High School students based on the aspects of
Regulatory Focus Theory and interpersonal compe-
tence. It implemented a quantitative descriptive mod-
el with a 2× 2 factorial design. A total of 1046 students
participated in the survey. The findings revealed
the increasing video game addiction cases among
the students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
students with a high promotion focus and a high
interpersonal competence as well as those with a
low prevention focus and a low interpersonal compe-
tence tended to experience video game addiction.
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Technological development, includ-
ing internet is inseparable from

human life, especially for education,
business, communication, and enter-
tainment industry.1,2 Internet has con-
tributed positive effects to the economic
development.3 Meanwhile, video games
have been popular as the entertainment
facilities since 1970.4,5 Video game in-
dustry even secured revenue worth USD
145.7 billion in 2019.6 Owing to the
COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, the reve-
nue is predicted to soar again, reaching
USD 159 billion.6,7 The popularity of
video games during the pandemic is
boosted by the availability of education-
al features that can foster the students’
cognitive development, physical health,
and concentration.6,8–10

However, the absence of control
over the access of video gaming activ-
ities may trigger the children’s aggres-
siveness, anxiety, and impulsivity; and

lead to the degradation of academic
achievements.11–13 The shift of child-
ren’s behavior signifies the symptoms
of mental health issues due to the video
game addiction.14 The cases of video
game addiction should be distinctively
and comprehensively regarded based
on a number of behavioral factors.15–17

A number of previous studies identified
the video game addiction phenomena
based on 3 causing factors, including the
external factors, psychological factors,
and internal factors.

The external factors are related to
the individual interpersonal compe-
tence,18 biopsychosocial aspects,19 and
psychosocial aspects.4 The psychologi-
cal factors are related to solitariness,20,21

depression, and anxiety.22 Meanwhile,
the internal factors are related to self-
motivation and gratification,23 perso-
nality,24,25 decision making, and beha-
vior.15 Only few studies highlighted
how these factors link to each other.
Lee et al21 identified the correlation of
solitariness and motivation (regulatory
focus) of gamers. A further analysis
regarding the correlation of those caus-
ing factors is believed to offer more
contributions in tackling the issue of
video game addiction.

Video game addiction reflects an
excessive access to the gaming media
during a long duration andwithin a high
frequency. As a long-term impact, the
gamers will experience emotional prob-
lems and self-identity conflict.26–29 The
first case of video game addiction was
reported in 1980, and the case is increas-
ing now.30,31 A survey conducted to the
teenagers aged between 14 and 17 years
in Europe even revealed 1.6% cases of
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internet gaming disorder and 5.1% cases
of video game addiction.32 Particularly
in Indonesia, more than 10% of Secon-
dary School students experienced video
game addiction.33 The addicted individ-
uals were identified based on a number
of causing factors, including salience,
tolerance, mood modification, self-with-
drawal, relapse, conflicts, and probl-
ems.26,27 During the pandemic, the
cases are highly increasing.34,35 How-
ever, there is no specific report of video
game addiction among Senior High
School students.

Previous studies mentioned a
number of factors that caused video
game addiction among children.21,36

With regards to the issue, the Regulatory
Focus Theory (RFT) plays a remarkable
function as a motivational theory that
defines how an individual establishes a
self-regulatory system that consists of
the promotion focus and prevention
focus.37,38 The RFT mentions that the
self-regulatory system further affects an
individual’s behavioral and decision
making system.39,40 The regulatory fo-
cus mechanism is significantly related to
the striatum ventral (the part of the brain
that coordinates the reward mechanism
system) that regulates an individual’s
motivation to achieve certain goals.41

Gamers with a promotion focus
tend to expect the achievement of their
goals yet ignoring possible consequ-
ences.42,43 In contrast, gamers with a
prevention focus tend to be aware, avoid
losses, and aim at the final goals.39,44 The
researchers suspected the existence of
correlation between the RFT and the
tendencies of video game addiction
among Senior High School students.

On the basis of the psychosocial
perspectives, solitariness is the starting
point of video game addiction behavior
among the students that make them per-
ceive an alternative for their social inter-
action fulfilment.13,36,45 Erikson theory on
the individual development mentions so-
cial interaction as a necessity for produc-
tive self-identity development.46,47 With
regards to the notion, ASEAN countries,
especially Indonesia also consider inter-
personal competence as part of the indi-
vidual development.48–50

Interpersonal competence is re-
lated to the individual abilities in ver-
bally or nonverbally expressing certain

feelings, responses, and thoughts based
on certain situations.36,49,51,52 A pre-
vious study by Lo et al53 found out that
gamers with a low interpersonal com-
petence tended to play online games for
a long time, leading to a low interper-
sonal relationship in real life. Mean-
while, Milani et al54 revealed that a low
interpersonal competence could also
lead to video game addiction. In con-
trast, Chen et al55 stated that gamers
with a high interpersonal competence
were inclined to get involved in access-
ing video games. The interaction among
gamers could significantlymotivate them
to get stuck together in the activity.56

Meanwhile, solitariness may de-
rive from an intermittent motivation of
self-protection instead of a low inter-
personal competence.21,45 A perception
that posits video games as the alterna-
tive means of social interactionmay lead
to addiction.20,57

The current study determined a
number of objectives. First, it aimed to
represent an attempt to reveal the truth
of video game addiction phenomenon
among Senior High School students dur-
ing the pandemic. Second, it was tar-
geted to describe the correlation of
promotion focus, high interpersonal
competence, and video game addiction
among Senior High School students
based on certain categories. Third, it
aimed to elaborate the correlation of
promotion focus, low interpersonal
competence, and video game addiction
among Senior High School students
based on certain categories. Fourth, it
reflected an explanation regarding the
correlation of prevention focus, high
interpersonal competence, and video
game addiction among Senior High
School students based on certain cate-
gories. Fifth, it aimed to describe the
correlation of prevention focus, low in-
terpersonal competence, and video
game addiction among Senior High
School students based on certain
categories.

METHOD

The study adopted a quantitative
descriptive model through a 2× 2 facto-
rial design. A number of Senior High
School students in Ngawi District,
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Indonesia were involved as the popula-
tion. The research samples were deter-
mined through a cluster random sam-
pling. Meanwhile, the hypotheses were
tested through a purposeful random
sampling. Before the test, the samples
should meet some inclusive and exclu-
sive criteria that were previously de-
fined by the researchers. The inclusive
criteria determined that the students
must be registered at the 10th or 11th
grade at any Senior High School institu-
tions in Ngawi District, Indonesia.
Meanwhile, the exclusive criteria con-
sisted of 3 requirements. First, the stu-
dents should be willing to complete
their data through Google Forms. Sec-
ond, they could be the individuals that
possessed a high promotion focus and
interpersonal competence. Third, they
could be the individuals that possessed a
low promotion focus and interpersonal
competence. Fourth, they could be
the individuals that possessed a high
prevention focus and interpersonal
competence. Fifth, they could be
the individuals that possessed a low
prevention focus and interpersonal
competence.

The data were collected from
August 31 to September 10, 2020
through a survey. It was the sixth month
since the first confirmation of positive
infection case of COVID-19 in
Indonesia.58 A total of 1046 students
participated in the survey, consisting of
400 males and 646 females. Among the
participants, a total of 120 students in-
dicated the tendencies of video game
addiction, from which the number con-
sisted of 74 males and 46 females.

The study utilized 3 psychological
scales as the instruments, which were
adapted based on the procedures devel-
oped by Lenz et al.59 The first instrument
was the Gaming Addiction Scale with 7
items of analysis designed by Lemmens
et al26 to measure the tendencies of self-
reported video game addiction. It con-
sisted of 7 questions, which were re-
spectively marked by a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from never (1) to very
often (5). In terms of Cronbach α reli-
ability that should be at least 0.86,26 the
instrument generated the values be-
tween 0.68 and 0.82 from the samples
taken from Indonesia.1 The reliability
test of the study resulted in Cronbach

α= 0.80. Meanwhile, the criteria of
video game addiction among the stu-
dents were identified based on the cri-
teria developed by Brunborg et al60 and
Lin and Chen.61

The second instrument was the
Composite Regulatory Focus Scale de-
veloped by Haws et al62 to measure the
self-reported regulatory focus. The in-
strument consisted of 10 questions,
which were, respectively, completed
with a 7-point Likert scale, ranging
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly
agree (7). In terms of reliability, the
promotion focus should at least gener-
ate Cronbach α= 0.79, whereas the pre-
vention focus should at least generate
Cronbach α= 0.74.62 As an alternative,
the promotion focus should at least
generate Cronbach α= 0.74, whereas
the prevention focus should at least be
at Cronbach α= 0.68.63 The study gen-
erated Cronbach α= 0.65 regarding the
promotion focus and Cronbach α= 0.65
regarding the prevention focus.
The identification of the students’
focus was based on the larger values
between the promotion focus and
prevention focus.

The third instrument was the Inter-
personal Competence Questionnaire
(ICQ) developed by Buhrmester et al,52

which was revised in 1992. It consisted
of 40 questions completed with a
5-point Likert scale, from very poor (1)
to very good (5). Regarding the reliabil-
ity test, the values of Cronbach α should
range from 0.77 (negative statements) to
0.86 (emotional supports and initia-
tives).52 As an alternative, the reliability
test should generate Cronbach
α= 0.91.21 The instrument resulted in
Cronbach α= 0.94. The students’ re-
sponses to the survey indicated their
interpersonal competence. The data of
their responses were collected using
Google Sheets. To analyze the hypoth-
eses, the researchers utilized 2-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) through
IBM SPSS.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The first objective of the study
aimed to identify the phenomena of
video game addiction among Senior
High School students in Ngawi District.

ADDICTIVE
DISORDERS

& THEIR
TREATMENT

Volume 20, Number 4
December 2021

244 Nugraha et al

Copyright © 2021 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved. www.addictiondisorders.com

Copyright r 2021 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



The survey was performed through the
distribution of the Google Forms link to
the students from August 31 to Septem-
ber 10, 2020. The report of the students’
tendencies of video game addiction is
presented in Table 1.

Around 11.5% of the students
experienced video game addiction
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
number signified an increase by 1.35%
compared with the period before the
pandemic.33,58 Other national surveys
initiated by a number of Asian coun-
tries even reported the increasing
cases of video game addiction
from 10% to 15%.64 The findings
were similar to the cases in China and

the United Kingdom during the
pandemic.7,35

The increasing cases were related
to the implementation of social restric-
tions and regional lockdown policies.
The condition reflected that video gam-
ing appeared as an alternative activity
during the pandemic.65,66 The imple-
mentation of the policies became an
excuse for gamers to get themselves
more frequently involved in more gam-
ing activities.34

The study also identified the video
game addiction phenomenon among
Senior High School students with vari-
ous categories of addiction, ranging
from getting involved to getting
addicted. The categorization was made
based on the regulatory focus and inter-
personal competence. The details of the
results of the 2-way ANOVA are given in
Table 2.

It revealed that the regulatory fo-
cus did not affect the tendencies of video
game addiction, resulting in a signifi-
cance value of 0.885. The interpersonal
competence did not influence the ten-
dencies either, in which the analysis
generated a significance value of 0.915.
The findings were similar with the pre-
vious study.21 The study, however,
proved that both of the regulatory focus
and interpersonal competence jointly
did not affect the tendencies of video
game addiction among the Senior High
School students in Ngawi District with
the significance value of 0.947.21 The
correlation between the tendencies of
video game addiction, regulatory focus,
and interpersonal competence is pre-
sented in Figure 1.

On the basis of the analysis, the
students with a high promotion focus
and a high interpersonal competence as
well as the students with a low preven-
tion focus and a low interpersonal com-
petence indicated the tendencies of
video game addiction. However, the
students with a low promotion focus
and a low interpersonal competence as
well as the students with a high preven-
tion focus and a high interpersonal com-
petence did not show addiction of video
gaming activities.

On the basis of the findings,
the students that received positive
responses regarding their promotion
focus tended to get themselves more
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TABLE 1. Respondent Description

Variable F M SD %

Video game
survey total

1046 11,348 4.250 100

Age 14-19 y old 1046 15,943 0.715 100

Sex

Male 400

Female 646

Regulatory
focus

1046 53,258 6.448 100

Promotion
focus

728

Prevention
focus

318

Interpersonal
competence

1046 126,481 18.535 100

High 678

Low 368

Video game
addiction

120 18,966 3.116 11.5

Age 15-19 y old 120 16,333 0.732 11.5

Sex

Male 74

Female 46

Regulatory
focus

120 5094 6.726 11.5

Promotion
focus

82

Prevention
focus

38

Interpersonal
competence

120 121,96 19.033 11.5

High 66

Low 54

Video Game Addiction Among Students
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frequently involved in video gaming.43

They were motivated to gain achieve-
ments, level ups, and interpersonal
relationships.42,67,68 Meanwhile, the stu-
dents with a high promotion focus and a
high interpersonal competence were in-
volved in video gaming tomaintain their
social relations in real life.

Students that received negative re-
sponses regarding their behavioral pre-
vention focus tended to more frequently
get involved in video gaming, as an
attempt to avoid greater losses.42 Mean-
while, their low prevention focus and
low interpersonal competence led them
to spend more time in video gaming to

fulfill their needs of social interaction.21

To sum up, the intermittent involvement
in video gaming resulted in video game
addiction.24,69–71

The findings of the study have
provided additional remarks that the
tendencies of video game addiction
among Senior High School students
were influenced neither by the regula-
tory focus mechanism nor interpersonal
competence. Apart from its advantages,
the study has a number of limitations,
including the small number of samples
and the unavailable categorization of
video game types (online and offline).
Further studies are expected to review
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TABLE 2. The Results of 2-way ANOVA Analysis on Students’ Video Game Addiction Viewed
From: Regulatory Focus and Interpersonal Competence

Dependent Variable: Video Game Addiction

Source df F Significance

Corrected model 3 0.122 0.947

Intercept 1 3729.259 0.000

Regulatory focus 1 0.021 0.885

Interpersonal competence 1 0.012 0.915

Regulatory focus× interpersonal competence 1 0.313 0.577

Error 116

Total 120

Corrected total 119

ANOVA indicates analysis of variance.

Interpersonal
Competence

High Interperconal

Low Interpersonal

Promotion Focus Prevention Focus

Regulatory Focus

18,80

18,90

19,00

19,10

19,20

19,30

E
st

im
at

ed
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in

al
 M
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n

s

FIGURE 1. Estimated marginal means of video game addiction.
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other variables that might be related to
the tendencies of video game addiction
among Senior High School students.

CONCLUSIONS

The survey highlighted the in-
creasing cases of video game addiction
among Senior High School students dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2-way
ANOVA revealed that the video game
addiction phenomenon among the
students was affected neither by the
regulatory focus nor interpersonal com-
petence. The students with a high pro-
motion focus and a high interpersonal
competence as well as the students with
a low prevention focus and a low inter-
personal competence tended to show
certain symptoms of video game addic-
tion. The findings provided a basis to
design a relevant counseling service, as
an attempt to reduce video game addic-
tion among Senior High School stu-
dents. For further studies, the researc-
hers suggest the involvement of a larger
number of samples with the considera-
tion of other variables related to the
tendencies of video game addiction
among Senior High School students.
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