
International Journal of Advances in Science Engineering and Technology, ISSN(p): 2321 –8991, ISSN(e): 2321 –9009 
Vol-6, Iss-1, Spl. Issue-2 Mar.-2018, http://iraj.in 

Therapeutic Aspects in the Gaming World: Moderating Role of Therapeutic Catharsis Seeking on Gamer Aggression 
 

61 

THERAPEUTIC ASPECTS IN THE GAMING WORLD: MODERATING 
ROLE OF THERAPEUTIC CATHARSIS SEEKING ON GAMER 

AGGRESSION 
 

1HYE RIM LEE, 2SUNG JE LEE, 3KONG JEON YOUNG, 4EUI JUN JEONG 
 

Department of Digital Culture & Contents, KonKuk University, Seoul, South Korea  
E-mail: 1Hyerimlee1207@gmail.com, 2rmflsdpfvm@naver.com, 3cassiopeiass@naver.com, 4stevejeong@gmail.com 

 
 
Abstract - With survey data of 918 subjects, the effects of therapeutic catharsis seeking on aggression were examined, 
including psychological variables (loneliness and depression) and favorite games (violent vs. non-violent). We also tested the 
moderating role of therapeutic catharsis seeking on the relationship between psychological variables and aggression. The 
results confirmed the important role of therapeutic catharsis seeking. Aggression was significantly associated with therapeutic 
catharsis seeking irrespective of favorite games. Therapeutic catharsis seeking played a moderating role between depression 
and aggression and loneliness and aggression, highlighting a new perspective of therapeutic catharsis seeking in the debates 
of gaming effects. 
 
Index Terms - Aggression, Depression, Loneliness, Therapeutic Catharsis Seeking 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the last decades, research about players’ 
enhanced aggression based on the general aggression 
model (GAM) has dominated game studies [1]. The 
model proposes that playing violent games could 
ultimately affect user aggression through an increase 
of aggressive thoughts, affective feelings, and arousal 
levels [2]. However, opposing opinions have recently 
begun to emerge. Some scholars argue that the GAM 
does not appropriately explain aggression and 
especially fails to explain players’ aggressive 
tendencies in the violent game context [3]. Even 
though aggression is regarded as a severe risk to our 
mental health [4], aggression does not predict violent 
behavior or physically or psychologically aggressive 
tendencies [5][6]. Furthermore, in a longitudinal 
study, Williams and Skoric reported no association 
between time spent playing violent online games and 
the frequency of real-world aggressive behavior [7]. 
Another 3-year longitudinal study showed similar 
results [8].  
 
This large body of literature, which suggests an 
inverse relationship between game usage and 
aggression in both society and game research, has 
driven further debates about the link between violent 
games and players’ aggressiveness [6]. Therefore, the 
questions about the existence and magnitude of 
players’ aggression are being renewed, and the 
research on players’ aggression seems to pursue a 
paradigmatic shift from these inconsistent outcomes. 
Recent studies demonstrated that playing games can 
serve as a means of mood repair [9][10] and alleviate 
aggression, particularly when playing violent games 
[5]. These outcomes of playing games may foster 
therapeutic relaxation in the form of outburst 

experiences. This assumption is generally associated 
with the catharsis effect. Catharsis can be defined as a 
discharge of affect or the expression through a release 
of blocked or inhibited emotion [11]. Seizing on this 
notion, a definition has developed in recent years 
focusing on the psychodynamic tradition that refers to 
the process of eliminating a complex and allowing it to 
be expressed [12]. In psychotherapy, the catharsis 
approach is considered one of the focal curative factors 
[13] [14]. Thus, it is plausible that the explorative or 
expressive gaming journey into people’s psychosocial 
experiences might be central to the catharsis effect.  
 
To date, there is partial consensus on the potential role 
of the catharsis effect on game players. A debate exists 
in the literature as to whether or not individuals’ 
aggression or depression could be affected by 
alleviating negative emotions following the concept of 
catharsis [15][16][17]. If so, aggressive individuals 
might experience a feeling of relief resulting from 
reduced aggression. Several researchers have found 
cathartic effects of violent games and underlined that 
the potential effects of gaming on aggression 
tendencies were mediated by players’ emotions and 
feelings [18]. The need for catharsis likely predicts 
violent game preferences, and such games might be 
used as a means to reduce anger or cope with stress 
[16]. Although catharsis effects have been 
controversial [19], several recent studies have 
confirmed different forms of the catharsis effect with 
regard to violent games. Kutner and Olson [20] found 
that violent games help many players “get their anger 
out,” and players respond less aggressively and feel 
calmer after playing violent video games. Likewise, 
Ferguson et al. found that violent video games are 
suitable for players who want to seek catharsis [17]. 
Nevertheless, under experimental conditions, 
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Bushman and Whitaker reported that the catharsis 
theory was false, and that the belief in catharsis 
partially supported players’ experience of expressing 
their anger through violent games [20]. Taken 
together, playing violent games may be understood as 
a means of stress reduction. From this perspective, it 
would be expected that individuals’ experienced 
negative events, which include aggression triggered 
by the stress in their daily lives, would make them 
more inclined to use games to reduce stress. In a 
similar vein, Reinecke [12] proposed that playing 
games after stressful events helps reduce stress 
because it is effective in alleviating stress by activating 
the nervous system and increasing positive mood [10].  
 
These findings suggest that the catharsis aspect needs 
to be examined more deeply and include not only 
violent games but a variety of games. Because players 
generally choose their favorite game, the game by 
itself can be an effective intervening tool for altering 
players’ feelings. The uses and gratifications (U&G) 
theory posits that individuals use and choose certain 
media to satisfy their needs [22]. In line with this 
notion, playing a favorite game could be a useful 
means to satisfy certain desires and needs of players.  

Several studies have shown a relation between 
playing favorite games and enhanced mood, and how 
a negative emotion can be turned into to a positive 
emotion. Colwell [23] identified popular reasons for 
playing games among adolescents, which included 
companionship, fun, and stress relief. These results 
emphasized players’ needs and desires for 
ameliorating negative mood as reasons for playing 
games. Russoniello et al. found that playing games 
could enhance players’ moods, boost relaxation, and 
alleviate anxiety [10]. Therefore, gaming activities 
allow the players to express their current feelings and 
intervene with a negative mental or physiological 
situation. In the current study, we attempted to extend 
this assumption by adding accessible games regardless 
of game forms and genres based on players’ favorites 
by including violent and non-violent games. We 
assumed that games, as a favorite leisure activity of 
people, would be influenced by catharsis seeking in 
the way of psychological healing. In line with this 
notion, we combined these therapeutic aspects with 
catharsis seeking perspectives.  
 
Mood management theory posits that people naturally 
seek positive moods and avoid negative emotions [24]. 
When an event induces a negative emotion, such as 
depression and loneliness, people are willing to 
reverse that aversive feeling. Thus, individuals may 
depend on playing favorite games to alleviate negative 
feelings or meet their needs for control that cannot be 
fulfilled in reality because gaming allows them to 
satisfy certain desires.  Depression is defined as 

“feelings of sadness, diminished interest in activities, 
fatigue and diminished ability to think or concentrate, 
indecisiveness, recurrent thoughts of death” according 
to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders [25]. Some online games may be used to 
alleviate dysphoria and sadness associated with 
depression [26] [27]. Furthermore, research has 
shown benefits from using gaming as mood repair 
tools [28]. Ferguson and Olson reported that players 
who were more experienced with violent games were 
better able to avoid depression and cope with stress 
[29]. Dillman, Carpentier, et al. also found that 
depressed adolescents tended to pursue violent 
content, and that such media might alleviate their 
depressed mood [30]. This implies that players with 
depression may experience aggression (e.g. venting 
anger), and playing favorite games in particular may 
offer an environment for repairing negative feelings. 
Previous studies have shown that violent games may 
regulate individuals’ feelings because they offer 
pleasurable aesthetics of destruction and arouse 
excitement [31]. Loneliness refers to an unpleasant 
experience that is derived from the lack of a social 
network [32] and is most often triggered by an 
unfulfilled relationship need [33]. For lonely 
individuals, the online environment may be an 
attractive way to enhance their social network and 
avoid social isolation [34]. Thus, it is highly probable 
for these individuals to indulge in playing games to fill 
the deficiency in social ties. Particularly, playing 
online games may be the best way to socialize and 
avoid feelings of loneliness for such individuals [35].  
 
In line with findings from previous studies and based 
on mood management theory, we predict that players’ 
aggression will decrease along with depressive mood 
and loneliness with playing favorite games and a 
higher level of therapeutic catharsis seeking (e.g. 
venting and repairing negative emotions) because of 
mood change tendencies. Moreover, as aggression 
decreases, loneliness and depression should also 
decrease because of the ripple effect showing mood 
contagion [36]. If this effect exists, how does 
therapeutic catharsis seeking influence the relation 
between players’ aggressive tendencies and 
psychosocial problem factors? We assume that 
therapeutic catharsis seeking has an interaction effect 
on aggressive affect, depressive mood, and loneliness. 
A higher level of therapeutic catharsis seeking will 
lead to lower degrees of aggressive tendency, 
depressed mood, and loneliness for those who play 
favorite games. Aggressive tendency, depressed 
mood, and loneliness would be moderated by the 
presence of therapeutic catharsis seeking. Therefore, 
the current study aims to study the potential of games 
as a therapeutic venting outlet based on the catharsis 
perspective of aggression. To the best of our 
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knowledge, no prior study has examined mental 
therapeutic care factors (therapeutic catharsis 
seeking) together with psychological problem factors 
(depression and loneliness) with respect to players’ 
aggression. Thus, this study aims to make novel 
contributions by revealing therapeutic mechanisms 
through which online players might seek stress relief 
or vent aggressive energy via favorite game playing. 
Findings from this study will further help 
game-related researchers and practitioners to develop 
better strategies for addressing important internal 
therapeutic factors that contribute to aggression. 
 
II. METHOD  
 
A. Data collection 
We conducted an online survey among Korean online 
game players over two weeks. The online survey was 
performed by the Hankook Research Company 
(http://www.hrc.co.kr/), which is one of the major 
research companies in Korea. Participants were 
randomly recruited from Seoul, the capital city. The 
age of respondents varied between 16 and 59 years (M 
= 35.5, SD = 11.5). A total of 918 participants, 
including 532 (58%) males and 386 (42%) females, 
took part in this study. All participants were asked by 
e-mail to complete an online questionnaire. To allow 
choosing the favorite game, various options about 
different types of games were presented (see game 
types in Table 2). After selecting the variables 
significantly correlated with aggression, we used a 
regression analysis to examine how each variable 
affected aggression. All analyses were conducted in 
SPSS version 22. 
B. Research instruments 
To measure aggression, the Buss and Perry 
Aggression Questionnaire was used [37]. The AQ is 
one of the most extensively used self-report measures 
of aggression. The 29-item scale is composed of four 
subscales: physical aggression, verbal aggression, 
anger, and hostility. A 5-point Likert scale is used for 
the questionnaire ranging from 1 (extremely 
uncharacteristic of me) to 5 (extremely characteristic 
of me) (α = .89). For therapeutic catharsis seeking, we 
created a scale by combining both Ferguson’s 
catharsis seeking scale [17] and therapeutic 
realizations and openness/involvement derived from 
the generic model of psychotherapy [38][39] to 
measure an individual’s degree of therapeutic 
catharsis seeking and adding “gaming” and 
“therapeutic aspects” to the questions [40]. The scale 
consists of 23 items in the form of a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree) (α = .96). Depression was measured with the 
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale 
(CES-D). A screening version of the CES-D consists 
of a subset of the 11-item CES-D scale and has been 

used extensively in general populations [41]. The 
scale items ask about the degree of sadness, 
gloominess and so forth (α = .74) and are rated from 1 
to 4 according to how often the symptoms are present 
(1 = never/rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, and 4 = 
very often) (α = .88). Loneliness was measured with 
the UCLA Loneliness Scale [42]. The scale consists of 
20 items designed to measure one’s subjective feelings 
of loneliness as well as feelings of social isolation. The 
items are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) (α = .92). In 
order to measure game genre, the participants were 
asked for details about what their favorite game of all 
time was (e.g. adventure games, sport games, social 
games, action or fighting games, shooting games, role 
playing games, simulation games, web board games, 
physics simulation games) 
 
III. RESULTS  

 
Table 1. Measures and descriptive statistics 

 

 
Table 2. Prediction of players’ aggression: results from three 

regression models 
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The average duration of online gaming time each day 
was 86 minutes (SD = 1.55), with men playing for 91 
minutes (SD = 1.59) and women for 79 minutes (SD = 
1.50). Considering the ratio of each age group, 65 
(7.1%) were teens, 246 (26.8%) were in their 20s, 246 
(26.8%) were in their 30s, 228 (24.8%) were in their 
40s, and 133 (14.5%) were in their 50s. Regarding the 
ratio of each game type, violent games represented 
48%, while non-violent games represented 52% of 
reported favorite games. Means scores and standard 
deviations of all variables are presented in Table 1.  

 
Table 2 shows the results of the regression analysis for 
the different variables. With respect to model 1, the 
players’ therapeutic catharsis seeking was an 
important predictor for the degree of aggression. 
Higher levels of therapeutic catharsis seeking had a 
significantly negative effect on the degree of 
aggression (β = -.296). The stronger the therapeutic 
catharsis seeking, the lower the degree of aggression; 
while the stronger the therapeutic catharsis seeking, 
the higher the degree of aggression. For the factors of 
psychological problems, both depression (β = -.300) 
and loneliness (β = -.254) were significant negative 
predictors for the degree of aggression.  
 
However, we could not find any significant 
relationships between online gaming time and game 
type and players’ aggression. Likewise, both gender 
and age did not show any significant effects on 
aggression. In line with the results for the regression 
analysis, we examined the differences in therapeutic 
catharsis seeking at the three different levels of 
aggression, depression, and loneliness. Models 2 and 
3 confirmed moderating effects between the variables 
(see Table 2). An interaction effect on aggression was 
observed between therapeutic catharsis seeking and 
depression (β = -.471) and between therapeutic 
catharsis seeking and loneliness (β = -.384). There 
were significant differences between the levels of 
therapeutic catharsis seeking and between the levels of 
aggression, depression, and loneliness. This finding 
suggests that if therapeutic catharsis seeking was 
high, aggression, depression, and loneliness tended to 
be lower. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Although many issues regarding players’ aggression 
remain in dispute and might not get resolved in the 
near future, it is worth noting that games might lead to 
a reduction of aggressive thoughts in terms of a 
positive intervention. This concept is generally 
associated with the catharsis concept [43] and mood 
management theory [28][30]. This study examined the 
relationships between therapeutic catharsis seeking 
and user aggression with consideration of 

psychological aspects (i.e. depression and loneliness), 
daily time playing online games, and favorite games 
(violent or non-violent). The results of this study 
provide potential evidence that favorite gaming 
activities could be negatively related with the degree 
of players’ aggression. Therapeutic catharsis seeking 
is particularly important to players because it is not 
only negatively related to their aggressive tendencies 
but also interacts with negative psychological factors. 
This finding is in line with the literature, stressing that 
playing certain games can fulfill players’ needs and 
desires for reversing negative emotions [9][10][21].  
 
The result further implies that games may be outlets 
for relieving aggressive energy, have mental healing 
powers as seen in psychotherapy [13][14], and provide 
a means to satisfy certain desires (e.g. suppressed 
negative emotion in the real word). It also provides 
evidence that favorite online game playing allows 
“venting” aggression. Thus, gaming activity needs to 
be specified in order to understand its actual meaning 
for players. This perspective also agrees with the U&G 
theory from the view of players’ preferred game 
selection [22]. It is probable that high levels of 
therapeutic catharsis seeking encouraged the process 
of therapeutic interventions by fulfilling desires and 
needs through preferred game use, not just through 
violent games. The current study on human 
aggression provides insights from therapeutic 
catharsis as a first step towards understanding mental 
health in a gaming context. More notably, therapeutic 
catharsis seeking has an interaction effect on 
aggression related to depression and loneliness. The 
results also imply that playing games affects players’ 
aggression tendency related to depressed emotion 
through either mood repair or mood management. 
Thus, playing favorite games with higher levels of 
therapeutic catharsis seeking could be helpful for 
players who suffer from negative emotions in their 
daily lives. Especially for players with an aggressive 
tendency, who suffer from loneliness or depressive 
symptoms, therapeutic catharsis seeking can play a 
crucial role in inducing positive feelings and serve as a 
tool for blowing off steam.  
 
With regard to players’ depression and loneliness, 
there is evidence from aggression-reducing studies to 
support these results. These studies examined 
depression as a risk factor for aggression [44]. 
Interestingly, our results indicate that in the presence 
of depression and loneliness, aggression can be 
reduced through gaming activity. In other words, 
players with a higher level of depression may improve 
their depressed mood via favorite game playing with 
the result that aggression is reduced. It seems likely 
that depression could be affected by venting 
aggression. As a result, blowing off steam via game 
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playing may trigger a chain reaction for players 
suffering from depression similar to the mentioned 
ripple effect [36]. This research aimed to improve 
upon previous studies by uncovering three main 
contributions to gaming research. First, this study 
revealed the important role of therapeutic catharsis 
seeking in games. Therapeutic catharsis seeking was 
negatively associated with user aggression regardless 
of favorite game type (violent or non-violent). 
Previous studies mainly focused on violent games, 
which could potentially influence the degree of user 
aggression. However, the current study suggests that 
the emphasis is rather on the degree of therapeutic 
catharsis seeking. Thus, future studies should 
investigate the roles of therapeutic catharsis seeking in 
various environments with respect to the relationship 
between game-playing and user aggression.  
 
Second, the moderating effects highlighted the 
importance of the underlying mechanism in which 
therapeutic catharsis seeking interacted with 
aggression, depression, and loneliness. Therapeutic 
catharsis seeking as an underlying factor could play an 
important role for many players for regulating their 
emotions. These findings suggest that therapeutic 
catharsis seeking can strongly affect players’ mood 
repair or management via favorite gaming. Future 
research should test more diverse moderating factors 
in various settings. 
 
In closing, we need to mention possible limitations of 
the current study and provide suggestions for future 
studies. First, the data were collected only from South 
Korean players. Future studies should gather data 
from additional countries. Second, the current study 
used a survey and relied on self-report measures, 
which limits the generalizability of the results. Future 
studies should thus be carried out using other methods 
such as longitudinal designs and experimental 
settings with controlled conditions. Finally, future 
research should be carried out to test the boundary of 
this mechanism in order to compare the relationships 
of various other underlying physiological factors that 
could affect aggression and have different impacts on 
the subsequent effects. It would be necessary to study 
whether the effects of therapeutic catharsis seeking on 
players’ aggression, depression, and loneliness would 
remain the same or vary in a repeated game-playing 
context. 
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