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With the gradual development of the Internet, playing video games has become a
new trend. More and more people are increasingly playing the violent video games, which
often contain various bloody elements, including but not limited to killing other players with
weapons, and there is often blood in the picture. And this topic has attracted many scholars’
attentions. This paper will use literature review to review the current studies about the
impact of playing violent video game on anxiety disorder. It will also involve a branch of
violent games, FPS games. While previous studies show mixed results, this literature review
will specially focus on the negative effects that violent video games bring to the anxiety
disorder. The database includes the PubMed and Google Scholar, but there are fewer studies
about FPS game, and there is a considerable room for future specific studying in this topic.
Although disagreements remain in the literature review, the overall evidence suggests that
prolonged and intense engagement in violent video games may have negative impacts on
anxiety disorder. Future research should use more longitudinal research to establish the
causal relationship.
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Nowadays, with the development of electronic devices, people can easily play video games on
smartphones, computers and televisions. Moreover, many different types of video games have
become popular, for example, strategy games, puzzle games and action games. This review will
mainly focus on a type of game that contains violent elements, which is commonly called violent
video games. This study will also focus on a subtype of violent video game, commonly known as
FPS games. FPS stands for First-Person Shooter, meaning games in which players experience the
action from the character’s first-person perspective, showing only the hands and selected weapon on
the screen [1]. This kind of game often includes violent elements, including but not limited to killing
others with weapons such as knives or guns and blood splatter. At the same time, players can also
experience characters, interact with objects and enemies, which have the characteristics of both fear
games and violent games.

Anxiety disorder is considered a type of psychological disorder; it is a kind of common human
psychopathology. People with anxiety disorders may often experience intense and excessive fear and
worry about everyday matters and have difficulty concentrating or making decisions. The symptoms
will last for a relatively long time. The anxiety disorder can also seriously affect people’s normal



life. It can seriously affect a person’s ability to perform at work, succeed in school, and engage in
social activities [2]. And people who have anxiety disorder increased from 5.12% in 2008 to 6.68%
in 2018 among adult Americans. Among them, the increase in anxiety among people aged 18 to 25
is the most significant [3].

The purpose of this formal literature review is to provide an overview of studies on the impact of
violent video games, with a focus on its negative impact on anxiety disorders. This review aims to
summarize the studies that highlight the negative potential effect the violent video game may bring
to the anxiety disorder and intend to clarify the current state and outline the future direction. The
topic of violent video game has been extensively discussed; however, the conclusions of these
studies are not consistent. Previous studies have shown different findings: some scholars believe that
playing violent games does not lead to any results, while others think it may also have positive
effects and can help players release their stress. For instance, a paper shows that playing violent
video game will cause no detrimental effects [4]. This review does not attempt to comprehensively
cover all viewpoints but focuses its research on the possible negative psychological impacts it may
trigger, especially in terms of anxiety.

Violent video games contain many violent elements. When players play computer games in an
immersive way, especially horror games or highly exciting games, players can more easily immerse
themselves in the characters, becoming deeply immersed in the game environment. This can lead to
feelings of tension and fear, prompting players to react by fighting or fleeing. As many people know,
terrifying and bloody films are prohibited from being screened in many countries, such as the United
Arab Emirates. In addition, some movies containing small amounts of blood and violence elements
will also be restricted for minors to watch. This is because the violent and horror movies can bring
many negative effects on humans. According to the study by Madan, even brief exposure to violent
movies has the potential to increase anxiety levels among the late adolescents [5]. Moreover, other
research indicates that exposure to horror and violent movies and significantly affect viewers by
amplifying their psychological responses, such exposure led to an increase in stress levels and
heightened feelings of anxiety [6]. In addition, the violent elements and bloody scenes can place
children in a state of fear and may lead to nightmares, which is not conducive to children's physical
and mental development. Therefore, violent movies are banned in many places. A study shows that
the stress performance index of players of fear and excitement games is higher than that of runner
and puzzle gamers. At the same time, the change in cortisol concentration is also higher than that of
players of other games. Cortisol level is related to the stress and anxiety [7]. Acute anxiety and stress
lead to a temporary increase in cortisol level. The acute and chronic stress experienced by players
who paly horror games and excitement games is higher than that of runner games and puzzle games,
chronic stress stimulation may lead to the outbreak of neurological diseases such as anxiety and
depression. What’s more, the abnormal increase in the cortisol level can cause people in a state of
fight-flight response, resulting in the brain being unable to relax [8]. In addition, the violent video
game play may also bring many other negative effects, it is positively related to aggressive behavior
and delinquency [9]. Moreover, playing the violent games that include violence with guns may
increase children’s dangerous behavior around real firearms [10]. When people play the violent
game, our brains will be in a state of tension and excitement for a long time. These games usually
have a level-clearing mode, and players will always want to continuously improve their ranks to



obtain rewards and a sense of achievement. When players win a game for the first time, successfully
defeat opponents, earn rewards or the scores, and win the praise from other players, they may gain a
strong sense of satisfaction, which will lead players continue playing the games and try to get the
same satisfaction again. Therefore, people will always be willing to continuously pursue the winning
of the games. In addition, players might satisfy their social needs through games, which could lead
them to neglect social interactions in real life. All of these will gradually lead to immersion in the
game. This will cause another problem which is called the IGD. IGD means Internet gaming
disorder. IGD has been classified as a kind of disease in the 11th Revision of the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11). The gaming disorder may lead to many other serious problems,
including the psychological problems, such as increasing the risk of anxiety disorder and insomnia
[11]. The DSM-5-TR notes that the diagnosis of Internet gaming disorder would require more than
five of nine symptoms, which include giving up other activities due to games and losing interest in
things one was previously interested in and losing or threatening one's job or interpersonal
relationships due to playing games [12]. Internet Gaming Disorder might be more prevalent in users
who play FPS games than other games like sports games [13]. More players in MMORPG and FPS
games meet the diagnostic criteria for online gaming disorder [14]. After playing the violent video
games, the players showed a significant increase in the anxiety state score than before the playing
[15]. Also, the severity of anxiety disorders is related to the IGD status [16]. Playing violent video
games may indirectly lead to the occurrence of anxiety disorders. Excessive gaming may make it
difficult for players to balance their life and work or study time well. For instance, players may be
unable to get sufficient sleep or complete tasks within the prescribed time due to being addicted to
games. The higher exposure of the violent video game may increase the acceptance of the aggressive
behavior and other negative consequences of the mental problems like anxiety and the insomnia
among the adolescents [17]. The video game stress people out, and when people stress out, they may
become irritable and aggressive [18].

There are fewer studies on FPS games, and this review will also focus on this popular genre. FPS
game is a kind of game that belongs to the violent video games, FPS means First-Person Shooter,
which are currently very popular, like the game Call of Duty and VALORANT. In the first-person
perspective, players can experience the game in a more immersive way. FPS often comes with a
game mode featuring gunfights and knife battles. In the game, players can kill their opponents with
guns, and at the same time, players can also experience characters, interact with objects and
enemies. FPS players show more symptoms of problematic video game play situations than players
of strategy games and card games. In addition, lack of a high school diploma and unemployment are
considered as the risk factors for problematic video games play [19]. The high levels of
participation, rewards for defeating enemies, the joy and satisfaction of victory make it easier for
FPS gamers to play the game more frequently. During the game, the players may feel very nervous
when dodging attacks from other players, for example, other players may suddenly emerge from the
cover and appear in front of them, which will also startle the players. If people have long-term
exposure to the violent content, the ability of distinguishing the difference between real violence and
fictional violence may decline and will also trigger or exacerbate various mental disorders [20].
People will unconsciously think about problems in a violent way because they no longer consider
violence as a way of thinking which should be inappropriate. And there will be more aggressive
behaviors, and violent incidents appear in the society, which are harmful to the society development.
In addition, the background environments in FPS games are mostly based on post-war elements,



such as dilapidated walls, broken glass, abandoned houses, scrapped cars, and air-raid shelters. All
of these can give players the feeling that they are in a venue where violent incidents or post-war
events might have occurred. What’s more, during the gameplay, enemies may suddenly appear
without warning and launch attacks on the player, which is full of unpredictability. This unexpected
attack can trigger an immediate physiological stress response, leading to a sudden sense of fear and
heightened alertness, then the player must rapidly adjust the emotion to cope with the threats.
Sometimes, the players need listen carefully to the enemy's footsteps. This requires players to be
fully concentrated, and when other players approach, players may feel nervous. These intensely fear
caused by the movie and the program may elevate the level of the unnecessary anxiety and other
emotional problems [21]. The study shows that after defeating enemies, the players may experience
anxiety instead of the joy result from the victory, while the death of their own character may
sometimes increase positive emotions [22]. This is most likely because when players are no longer
in a game environment or need to continue killing enemies, they no longer must worry about being
killed by enemies that suddenly rush out or not being able to defeat the enemies. At the same time,
sometimes teammates or enemies can exert a kind of pressure on the player themselves. For
instance, some games will display the ranking of the number of kills and the number of deaths.
Players at the bottom of the ranking may feel a significant increase in pressure and anxiety due to
the fear that their team will not win because of them. Sometimes, teammates or enemies may even
verbally provoke or criticize, which further increases the player's sense of stress and anxiety.

This study employed a narrative literature review rather than a strict systematic review or meta-
analysis. The relevant research was mainly retrieved through academic databases such as Google
Scholar, PubMed, and referred to the reference lists of several core studies. The search focused on
studies exploring the relationship between violent or horror video games and negative psychological
outcomes, especially around the area of anxiety. The time frame covered studies published between
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2000 to 2025, and the search terms included: “violent video games and anxiety”, “violent elements
and study”, “violent movies and anxiety”, and “violent games and anxiety”. Ultimately, the collected
literature was synthesized and summarized by theme, with a focus on the research results that

suggest violent, or horror video games may contribute to negative psychological consequences.

This review examined the studies on the relationship between violent video game and psychological
outcomes, with a particular focus on the negative effect on anxiety disorder. In conclusion, although
research on violent video games and anxiety shows mixed findings, some studies show that playing
violent video games may have no significant effects to people, and some studies show the results
that playing the violent video game may bring benefits to people. However, there are also some
studies indicate that violent video game may pose a risk of elevated anxiety levels. The limitation of
the samples may be the reason that cause such big differences in results, one study just included only
male participants, and some studies also just included the adults as the participates. All these
sampling issues may be the reasons of the experiment’s bias. Future studies require more
longitudinal research to clarify the causal mechanisms underlying the link between violent video
games and anxiety. This also reminds us that we should pay attention to the potential negative
effects and strive to prevent them, especially for minors whose physical and mental development is
still not mature. For instance, when minors are exposed to violent video games, parents can guide



and comfort their children accordingly. And schools or parents can also help them regulate the
rational use of electronic products or give them some tasks to help them distract attention.

5. Limitation and future direction

Most of the studies used the cross-sectional approach as the experimental method. Although the
cross-sectional study design enables us to efficiently capture the association between exposure to
violent video game and anxiety disorder, it also has some limitations. Firstly, due to the unclear
sequence of time, the causal relationship cannot be verified. Secondly, this design is vulnerable to
uncontrolled confounding factors. The experiment participants may just contain only one gender like
males or just contain the adults. Measurement methods that rely on self-reporting may introduce
recall bias and reporting bias. Also, the variations in participants’ living environments, personal
experiences, or cultural backgrounds, may also act as interfering factors. Finally, cross-sectional data
only represent a single time point and cannot examine the incidence rate or the trend over time, the
timeline is also not clear. Future studies need to further clarify causal relationships between the
violent video game and anxiety disorder. The future studies should adopt an experimental design to
establish the causal relationship between the variables, or longitudinal designs to investigate the
potential relationship between the variables. Exploring possible mediating variables such as coping
mechanisms, social support, and game scenarios is also important.
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