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OFF THE HOOK: EXPLORING REASONS FOR QUITTING
PLAYING ONLINE GAMES IN CHINA

QIAOLEI JIANG
Dalian University of Technology

China is now one of the biggest online game markets, and the games are seen as both an
economic opportunity and a social threat, especially to the young. I investigated the nature
of, reasons for, and influences of online game quitting in China with 176 participants selected
using deviant case sampling. I examined the relationships between the attitudes of those who
were quitting playing toward online games, their perception of media portrayal of online
games, family pressure, peer influence, functional alternatives, self-esteem, loneliness,
online game quitting, and satisfaction with life after quitting. Results showed that the more
negatively the participants felt about online games, the more likely they were to quit, and
perception of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming, perception of alternatives, and
lower income were significant predictors of online game quitting. These findings could help
policy makers rethink healthy gaming and antiaddiction strategies.

Keywords: online game, online game quitting, self-esteem, loneliness, family pressure, peer
influence.

Online gaming has become big business and a cultural phenomenon of growing
importance (Fung, 2016; Taylor, 2006), and China is now at the forefront in terms
of development and use of online games. According to statistics, the number of
Chinese Internet users reached 731 million by the end of 2016, of which 417
million were online game players (China Internet Network Information Center,
2017), which makes the Chinese online game market very attractive to game
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developers and marketers. Online games currently constitute 57% of popular
Internet services. Other popular Internet services include online news and online
shopping (China Internet Network Information Center, 2017), and have become
a vital part of Netizens’ lives.

Online games have characteristics that are different from other popular
entertainment activities, and players can be hooked into the virtual world by games
that satisfy various motivations, such as achieving game goals, socializing, and
immersion (Kuss, 2013). Online gaming can be very time-consuming, because
game players interact both with the game and other players and the sessions
last for long periods. There are many reports regarding juvenile problems
associated with playing online games, about the negative impacts of Internet
gaming addiction, alienation, and other social and/or psychological negative
consequences in many countries, and some governments have developed policies
to regulate the online games industry (Golub & Lingley, 2008; Jiang & Leung,
2011; King, Haagsma, Delfabbro, Gradisar, & Griffiths, 2013; Kuss, 2013; Lee,
Cheung, & Chan, 2015; Leung & Lee, 2012; Mehroof & Griffiths, 2010; Tao,
2007). For example, in China, opening Internet cafés or game laboratories within
200 meters around schools is prohibited, and there are strict licensing procedures,
control of the business hours, and restrictions of minors’ entry into Internet cafés.
Antiaddiction systems and antifatigue software, such as E-Shield, are installed,
which help control the time individuals spend gaming online (Tao, 2007).

To date, considerable attention has been paid to the study of online game
addiction, but much less interest has been shown by researchers in people who
quit playing online games. In the current study, further insights into reasons for
quitting can be gained that will be of interest to game developers and marketing
companies who want to better understand the barriers and disincentives to online
gaming. Moreover, more knowledge about the motivations of players can be
helpful for policymakers to rethink the development of policies around healthy
gaming and antiaddiction strategies. Therefore, my aim was to explore the
motivations of those who quit online gaming.

Literature Review

Internet Gaming Addiction and Online Game Quitting

Research regarding online game playing or consumption tends to lean toward
the aspect of online game addiction (e.g., Lee et al., 2015; Orsolya et al., 2014),
but comparatively little is known about online game quitting (Bergstrom, 2017;
Dutton, 2007; Pearce, 2009). To address this gap, I investigated the reasons that
online game players discontinue playing.

Reports of excessive online gaming denominated as Internet gaming addiction
have increased in mass media (Kuss, 2013). The body of research available
about Internet gaming addiction has also been growing rapidly, and the focus
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in these studies has been on the demographic makeup of gamers (e.g., Festl,
Scharkow, & Quandt, 2013; Petry, 2013), risk factors (e.g., Kuss, van Rooij,
Shorter, Griffiths, & van de Mheen, 2013; Mehroof & Griffiths, 2010), diagnostic
criteria (e.g., American Psychiatric Association, 2013; King et al., 2013; Kiraly
et al., 2014), and treatment (e.g., Beranuy, Carbonell, & Griffiths, 2013; Winkler,
Dorsing, Rief, Shen, & Glombiewski, 2013). In the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.), the American Psychiatric Association
(2013) has officially recognized Internet gaming disorder as a condition that
requires consideration by researchers and clinicians, and has begun to focus
on the preoccupation some people develop with certain aspects of online
gaming, such as compulsive play to the exclusion of other interests, persistent
and recurrent online activity resulting in clinically significant impairment or
distress, endangering academic or job functioning because of the amount of time
of playing, and symptoms of withdrawal when kept from gaming (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013; Kuss, 2013). However, few studies have been
conducted to investigate the other side of the coin, for example, who are those
people who quit playing games online, and what drives them to quit (Bergstrom,
2017). Since the introduction of massive multiplayer online role-playing games
in 2000, online games have become a vital part of Netizens’ lives in China. In
17 years, this growing industry has matured, but research around online games
in China is still limited, and studies of people in China who have quit playing
online games are close to nonexistent. Therefore, a study of those who have quit
playing online games is timely.

There are plenty of studies regarding quitting in other fields, for example
dropping out of school, or quitting education (Amdouni, Paredes, Kribs, &
Mubayi, 2017; Eicher, Staerkle, & Clemence, 2014; Itthida, 2015), in which the
researchers have examined psychological, social, and environment factors. The
phenomenon of quitting using a technology is different from that of not adopting
a technology in the first place. Initial adopters who stop using a technology
may be owners of the technology, but certainly cannot be considered users (Batt
& Katz, 1998). There has been a variety of informative studies regarding the
nonadoption of different types of communication media, including television
(Edgar, 1977), videotex (Carey & Pavlik, 1993), the telephone (Umble, 1997),
Internet (Rice & Katz, 2003), and social networking sites (Dindar & Akbulut,
2014; Stieger, Burger, Bohn, & Voracek, 2013). Previous studies conducted to
explore quitting experiences have been among players of specific games, such as
EVE Online (Bergstrom, 2017) and World of Warcraft (Dutton, 2007). I hoped
to fill this gap, both theoretically and practically.

Theoretical Framework, Hypotheses, and Research Question
The expectation violations theory has been used by researchers to explain
and predict attitudes and behaviors in a wide variety of communication
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contexts (Burgoon, 2011). In this theory, it is suggested that negative violations
decrease the attraction of the violator (Bevan, Ang, & Fearns, 2014; Burgoon,
2011; Ramirez & Wang, 2008). Online gaming is an interactive entertainment
activity, and thus quite time-consuming. Therefore, some players, especially
those who are addicted to online gaming, and who cannot maintain their social/
psychological well-being, and who experience dissatisfaction and regret as a
result of their game playing, may respond to negative violations by choosing to
quit playing online games.

I also utilized and extended the technology acceptance model (Davis, 1985,
1989) to examine the drivers and impediments for online game quitting.
According to the technology acceptance model, actual use can be predicted by
users’ motivations, which can be explained by perceived ease of use, perceived
usefulness, and attitude toward using (Al-Ghaith, 2015; Davis, 1989). Thus,
players’ attitude toward online games can be an important predictor of quitting.
I also applied the push—pull-mooring theory (Chang, Liu, & Chen, 2013) to
examine quitting. I investigated the push (i.e., dissatisfaction and pressure), pull
(i.e., attractiveness of alternatives), and mooring (i.e., switching costs) factors
that influence people’s intention to quit playing online games (Chang et al., 2013;
Sun et al., 2017; Xu, Yang, Cheng, & Lim, 2014).

Findings reported in the literature show that players’ perception of media
portrayal of online games, their perception of family pressure, and perception of
peer influence can be influential push factors of Internet gaming addiction and
online game quitting. Internet gaming addiction has become a prominent problem
and caused public concern in China (Golub & Lingley, 2008). Online games are
portrayed as Internet opium in the media and there are many hospitals and clinics
for online game addicts. In light of stories in the media showing negative social,
physical, and psychological outcomes for players, public concerns continue to
mount regarding the risks of excessive online gaming (Jiang & Leung, 2011).
Thus, media portrayal may have a significant influence on people’s perception
of, and attitude toward, online games, and may encourage them to quit playing.
As a new communication media cultural form, online games are primarily
identified with the young (Connolly, Boyle, MacArthur, Hainey, & Boyle, 2012).
For adolescents and young adults, influence from family members and peers
constitutes an important predictor of their Internet attitudes and behaviors (de
Morentin, Cortés, Medrano, & Apodaca, 2014; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008;
Tsai, Lin, & Tsai, 2001). Therefore, I specifically assessed the influence of
family and peers on players’ quitting online gaming. Family intervention has
been found to be a factor strongly associated with online gaming addiction and
online risks among the young, such as online harassment, breaches of privacy,
and pornographic or violent content (Hyun et al., 2015; Ko et al., 2014; Leung
& Lee, 2012; Wu, Ko, Wong, Wu, & Oei, 2016). Evidence is also provided in
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studies illuminating significant peer influence on Internet gaming (Blinka &
Mikuska, 2014; Wu et al., 2016). For example, it was found that peers’ positive
attitude was a significant predictor of Internet gaming addiction (Wu et al., 2016).
Thus, family pressure and peers’ negative attitude toward Internet gaming may
predict online game quitting.

Based on the push—pull-mooring theory, I examined perception of alternatives
as pull factors that influence online game quitting (Chang et al., 2013; Sun et al.,
2017; Xu et al., 2014). Findings reported in both research and theory suggest that
pull factors may be influenced by the user’s rational, calculative commitment
rather than by affective commitment to technology (Gustafsson, Johnson, &
Roos, 2005; Jin, Park, & Kim, 2010). If the user makes a calculative commitment
to online gaming, he or she is likely to continue to play games online if there
are limited viable alternatives, and vice versa. Hence, those players who cannot
afford to spend so much time playing games might choose to quit and turn to
some other functional alternatives for entertainment.

As for mooring factors, I investigated the switching costs. Findings in previous
studies have revealed that self-esteem and loneliness are closely related to the
switching costs of those who quit and to their satisfaction with life after quitting,
and that people who rely heavily on the Internet for their sense of well-being
tend to experience low self-esteem and rejection from family and friends offline
(Mei, Yau, Chai, Guo, & Potenza, 2016; Yao, He, Ko, & Pang, 2014; Y. Zhang et
al., 2015). Many game players who are very active in the virtual world become
leaders of guilds in the games, which is a way to gain self-esteem (Hyun et al.,
2015; Kiraly et al., 2014; Park, Han, Kim, Cheong, & Lee, 2016). Self-esteem
has also been regarded as an important predictor in studies about why students
drop out of school (Capuzzi & Gross, 2014; Orth, Robins, Widaman, & Conger,
2014; Virtanen, Kiuru, Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, & Kuorelahti, 2016). Although
some individuals may be driven to gaming by low self-esteem in the first place,
and these low-self-esteem players may have fewer opportunities compared
with those with high self-esteem and fewer opportunities for demonstrating
their individuality other than virtual communities in online games, high-self-
esteem game players might have more channels in which to demonstrate their
individuality in various offline activities after quitting online games. Therefore,
it is possible that people with lower self-esteem than their peers might tend to
stay in an online game and try to gain more self-esteem from it, whereas those
with higher self-esteem may tend to leave when they want. Researchers have also
identified a significant relationship between students’ degree of loneliness and
rate of dropping out of school (Bouwman, Aartsen, van Tilburg, & Stevens, 2016;
Wang et al., 2015; N. Zhang, Fan, Huang, & Rodriguez, 2018). Some researchers
have examined the relationship between loneliness and communication media
consumption and found that increasing consumption can be used to resolve,
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alleviate, or minimize loneliness (Baek, Bae, & Jang, 2013; Yao & Zhong, 2014).
Online communities may present additional or alternative opportunities for lonely
people to develop friendship and warm relationships and they may be able to
express themselves better on the Internet than with the people they know offline
(Khan, Gagné, Yang, & Shapka, 2016; MartonCik & LokSa, 2016; van Ingen &
Wright, 2016; Yao & Zhong, 2014). In the all-consuming and even noisy virtual
world created by online games, players may experience less loneliness and social
anxiety than in the real world (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Kowert, Vogelgesang,
Festl, & Quandt, 2015; Martonc¢ik & Loksa, 2016). Therefore, it is possible that
people who are lonelier than are their peers, and who play online games to cope
with loneliness, may find it quite difficult to quit playing, but those who are less
lonely can choose to quit more easily. Therefore, the following hypotheses and
research question were proposed:

Hypothesis 1: The more alternative entertainment online games players have, the
greater their determination to quit playing online games.

Hypothesis 2: Players with a higher level of self-esteem will show greater
determination in quitting online games compared to players with a lower level
of self-esteem.

Hypothesis 3: Players who are less lonely, will show greater determination in
quitting online games compared to those who are lonelier.

Research Question: In what ways can players’ attitudes toward online games,
their perception of communication media portrayal of online games, their
perception of family pressure, perception of their peers’ negative attitude toward
online gaming, perception of alternative entertainment, level of self-esteem, and
degree of loneliness predict degree of determination in quitting online games?

Method

Procedure

I utilized deviant case sampling to recruit people who had quit playing online
games. This type of sampling has been widely used in studies regarding quitters
and dropouts to identify individuals whose characteristics differ from those of the
predominant group (Seawright, 2016). To do this, the researcher uses a variety of
techniques to locate a collection of unusual, different, or peculiar cases that are
not representative of the whole group (Neuman, 2006; Seawright, 2016). In this
study, I used SPSS 20.0 for statistical analyses, and G*power 3.1.9.2 was used
to confirm that the sample size was large enough to yield adequate power (Faul,
Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007).

Participants
The sample comprised 176 Chinese citizens who had quit playing online
games and who all completed the survey. All analyses were performed on the
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data from the 176 samples. In regard to age, 1.1% were below 18 years, 63.2%
were aged between 18 and 24 years, 33.3% were between 25 and 29 years 1.7%
were between 30 and 34 years, and 0.6% were between 35 and 44 years. Of the
participants, 58% of them were students, 62.6% were men, and 37.4% were
women. The quitting reasons included being too busy, losing interest or getting
bored, alternative activities, study or work pressure, seeing online games as a
waste of time, health concerns, bad experiences in online games, cost issues,
family pressure, and peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming. Demographic
characteristics including sex, age, educational level, occupation, and income
level were collected.

Measures

Data were divided into 10 parts: attitude toward online games, perception
of media portrayal of online games, perception of family pressure, perception
of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming, perception of alternatives,
satisfaction with life after quitting, self-esteem, loneliness, online game quitting,
and demographics. Based on existing literature, self-esteem and loneliness
were measured by adopting established scales, which were translated and back-
translated by the author and a graduate student from the United States, and
the other constructs were measured based on responses to the items in focus
interviews with current online game players and those who had quit.

Attitude toward online games. Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) if they agreed with
the following statements: (1) Online games are a waste of time (reversed), (2) I
think online games are fun, (3) I think online games are useless (reversed), (4)
I think online games are a good invention, (5) I think online games are harmful
(reversed), (6) I think online games mean a lot to me, and (7) I think online games
are of no concern to me (reversed). Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .85.

Perception of media portrayal of online games. Participants rated their
agreement with the following statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree and 5 = strongly agree): (1) Online games are portrayed as harmful in
the media, (2) Online games are always described negatively in local media, and
(3) Online games are portrayed as Internet opium in the media. Cronbach’s alpha
of this subscale was .75.

Perception of family pressure. Participants were asked to indicate on a
5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) if they
agreed with the following statements: (1) My family doesn’t like me playing
online games, (2) I can share my feelings and experiences of online game playing
with my family (reversed), (3) Playing online games is acceptable to my family
(reversed), and (4) My family doesn’t want to listen to me talk about online
games. Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .74.
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Perception of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming. Participants
rated their agreement with the following statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1
= strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). (1) Most of my friends play online
games (reversed), (2) My friends don’t like me to play online games, and (3) My
friends don’t want to listen to me talk about online games. Cronbach’s alpha of
this subscale was .74.

Perception of alternatives. Participants indicated on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) if they agreed with the following
statements: (1) I cannot think of anything else I could do except playing online
games in my leisure time (reversed), (2) I have many recreational activities other
than online games, (3) A lot of things are more interesting than playing online
games, and (4) Playing online games is more fun than doing anything else in my
leisure time (reversed). Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .79.

Satisfaction with life after quitting. Participants were asked to indicate on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) if they agreed
with the following statements: (1) I feel lost without an online game to play
(reversed), (2) I don’t miss playing online games for a period of time, (3) I cannot
act normally without playing online games each day (reversed), (4) I feel lonely
after quitting online games (reversed), and (5) I have more time to do interesting
things after quitting online games. Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .79.

Self-esteem. Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale was employed (Rosenberg,
1965). Ten items (e.g., “Generally, I am satisfied with myself.”) are measured
using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly
agree. Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .85.

Loneliness. A revised version of the loneliness scale developed at the
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA Loneliness Scale; Shevlin,
Murphy, & Murphy, 2015) was adopted. Participants are asked to self-report
how they experience emotions concerning their interpersonal relationships on
the 20-item measure (e.g., “I lack companionship.”) using a 4-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = never to 4 = often. The reliability of the scale was tested using
SPSS and Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Online game quitting. Participants were asked to report their degree of
determination in quitting online games (“How long could you easily go without
online games?” and “In the near future, how long do you think you won’t play
online games?”’) using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = several days to 5
= more than one year. Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale was .73.

Results
Gender Differences in Online Game Quitting

To examine possible gender differences in online game quitting variables, ¢
tests were performed. Significant gender differences were found in the perception
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of family pressure, perception of alternatives, satisfaction with life after quitting,
and degree of determination in quitting online games (see Table 1).

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Online Game Quitting Variables by Gender

Variable Men ‘Women

M  SD M  SD t
Attitude toward online games 2.88 074 266 074 195
Perception of media portrayal of online games 253 075 278 0.84 -1.97
Perception of family pressure 341 0.69 297 072 4.01"
Perception of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming 2.13  0.71 229 0.68 147
Perception of alternatives 397 0.65 420 0.71 -2.01"
Degree of satisfaction with life after quitting 383 0.63 4.18 0.59 -3.62"*
Self-esteem 294 036 3.04 047 -1.49
Loneliness 1.91 0.39 1.79 040 1.88
Online game quitting 434 1.03 480 0.60 -3.72"**
Note. N = 176.

*p<.05, **p <.001.

Compared to women, men were less likely to believe that there were other
comparable recreational and leisure-time alternatives to gaming and were less
satisfied with their life after quitting. However, results of ¢ tests showed no
significant gender difference in attitude toward online games, perception of
media portrayal of online games, perception of peers’ negative attitude toward
online gaming, level of self-esteem, or degree of loneliness.

Correlations Between Online Game Quitting Variables

Correlations were performed to examine possible relationships between the
online game quitting variables. Results showed that all the hypotheses were
supported. Those in the participant group who had a stronger perception of
alternatives, higher self-esteem, and a lower degree of loneliness than others in
the group had, showed greater determination to quit playing online games (see
Table 2).

Predictors of Online Game Quitting

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to answer the research question.
The predictors were entered simultaneously into the multiple regression equation.
The model was significant, R* = .38, F(7, 124) = 7.88, p < .001. Among the
predictors, income, perceptions of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming
and perception of alternatives were found to be significant predictors of online
game quitting. However, attitude toward online games, perception of media
portrayal of online games, perception of family pressure, level of self-esteem,
degree of loneliness, and demographic characteristics other than income were not
significant in the prediction of online game quitting (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Online Game Quitting

Predictors Online game quitting
Gender =12
Age .03
Education .03
Occupation (students = 58%) -.12
Income -23%
Attitude toward online games -.05
Perception of media portrayal of online games .03
Perception of family pressure .05
Perception of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming .19*
Perception of alternatives 447
Self-esteem .01
Loneliness -.08
R? .38
Note. N = 176.

*p<.05 % p<.01; " p<.001.
Discussion

Although attention has been paid by researchers to online game addiction, little
is known about those who quit playing games online (Bergstrom, 2017; Dutton,
2007). As an exploratory investigation, my study is among the first in which
people in China who have quit playing online games have been examined, and
may provide a new perspective for online game research, and also offer practical
guidance for game companies and policy makers.

Consistent with the theory that negative violations decrease attraction, and the
proposition in the technology acceptance model that attitudes can help explain
motivation and actual use (Al-Ghaith, 2015; Bevan et al., 2014; Burgoon,
2011; Davis, 1989; Ramirez & Wang, 2008), my results indicate that the more
negatively the participants felt about online games, the more likely they were
to quit. I also applied the push—pull-mooring theory to improve understanding
of factors that influence online game quitting. Results showed that these three
categories of factors had varying degrees of effects on quitting intention.
Perception of peers’ negative attitude toward online gaming was found to be
the significant push factor. Consistent with existing studies (Chang et al., 2013;
Sun et al., 2017; Xu et al., 2014), as a pull factor, perception of alternatives was
the strongest predictor, which is also related to users’ rational and calculative
commitment to technologies (Gustafsson et al., 2005; Jin et al., 2010). In line
with findings that online gaming can be costly (Fung, 2016; Golub & Lingley,
2008; Leung & Lee, 2012), in the current study lower income was a significant
predictor of online game quitting. As for mooring factors, although the results
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revealed that level of self-esteem and degree of loneliness were closely related
to participants’ perception of satisfaction with life after quitting, the two factors
were not significant predictors of online game quitting.

By investigating people who had quit playing games online, a more balanced
view can be developed regarding online games and online game players.
According to my findings, it is important for those in the online game industry to
manage its positive image because people’s attitudes toward online games play
a significant role in their gaming practices. As for policy makers, my findings
about why people quit playing games online can be helpful for them to rethink the
development of policies around healthy gaming and antiaddiction strategies. As
the participants in this study demonstrated, finding recreational and leisure-time
alternatives to gaming is particularly important to increase the likelihood of
quitting, and doing so may even enhance life satisfaction and self-esteem, and
reduce loneliness. Moreover, peers can be influential in helping at-risk gamer
friends quit, with those participants in my study who had a stronger perception of
peers’ negative attitudes toward online games having a greater determination to
quit. Therefore, consistent with findings of previous studies on Internet gaming
addiction, from a holistic perspective (Kuss, 2013), it can be helpful to integrate
more alternatives and group therapy with peer influence in the development of
efficacious treatment for online game addiction.

My study has some limitations. First, previous studies on game quitting have
been based on a qualitative research method (Dutton, 2007), or on data from a
small sample (Bergstrom, 2017). As a deviant-case sample, my findings might
not represent the whole group of people who quit playing games online in China.
Thus, future researchers should enroll a large-scale sample and re-examine the
effects. Second, I regarded quitting as a result, whereas a previous researcher
has pointed out that quitting can be transient; some who have quit may return to
online gaming (Bergstrom, 2017). Therefore, longitudinal studies are needed to
investigate whether the quitting is a temporary break or a permanent departure.
Third, I examined people who had quit playing games online, which is quite
different from the online game addicts of previous studies, who cannot stop
gaming even after experiencing various problems (Kuss, 2013). I did not assess
online game addiction, so I could not verify how many of the participants
suffered from online game addiction before quitting. Future comparative studies
can be conducted to explore differences between online game addicts and people
who quit playing the games.
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