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ABSTRACT

This commentary examines the proposal made by Brand et al. (2022) regarding a framework outlining
relevant criteria for considering possible behavioural addictions within the current World Health
Organisation’s International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) category of ‘other specified disorders
due to addictive behaviours’. We agree with the framework as it highlights the clinical perspective
requiring agreed-upon classifications and criteria to produce effective diagnostic procedures and effi-
cacious treatments. Additionally, we propose to add the need of recognising potential addictive
behaviour through the inclusion of a fourth meta-level criterion: ‘grey literature evidence’. Utilising
non-academic evidence can provide validity in the social context where the behaviour takes place, and it
can support authorities in taking action to prevent and treat the resultant behavioural problems. The
inclusion of the proposed fourth criterion will aid comprehensibility of the current proposal and
provide clarity, as indicated in the present commentary, which includes the fourth criterion analysis for
problematic pornography use, shopping/buying and social networking site use.
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In their article “Which conditions should be considered as disorders in the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) designation of ‘other specified disorders due to addictive
behaviours’”, Brand et al. (2022) provide three relevant criteria for considering possible
behavioural addictions within the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) ICD-11 category of
‘other specified disorders due to addictive behaviours’, namely (i) clinical relevance, (ii)
theoretical embedding and (iii) existing empirical evidence. They present a useful and concise
framework of their proposed meta-level criteria which may prove effective in research and
clinical contexts. At the same time, the authors argue against overpathologising ‘normal’
behaviours, whilst not disregarding problematic behaviours of clinical relevance.

We are in full agreement with the statement that international consensus is required to
regard specific conditions from a research perspective. In addition to the research perspec-
tive, we postulate the clinical perspective requires agreed-upon classifications and criteria in
order to produce effective diagnostic procedures and efficacious treatment approaches to the
benefit of those individuals who require professional help, to support funding treatment from
a socio-political perspective (Costa & Kuss, 2019), and to develop prevention approaches
which target particular conditions successfully (King et al., 2017).

Additionally, we also assert that as an external validation procedure, this global consensus
based on the alignment of clinical and scientific evidence also requires recognition from
international bodies which advocate recognising and studying other addictive behaviours.
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Therefore, we recommend the addition of a fourth meta-
level criterion, namely ‘grey literature evidence’, referring to
current official documents (i.e., published in non-commer-
cial/non-academic form) belonging to the fields of clinical,
social, public health, and research evidence-based practices
on addictive behaviours describing and explaining their
characteristics, benefits, risks, and prevention.

Various organisations (such as Governments, Parliaments,
Associations, and Foundations) produce and disseminate
informational documents to publicly promote and highlight
addictive behaviours which can be considered possible future
disorders. The documents these organisations produce usually
cover a national or international scope, and are presented in
different formats, such as government reports, policy state-
ments, white papers, manifestos, fact sheets, among other
contemporary public documents to promote knowledge to
the general public (Freeman & Maybin, 2011). For instance,
the recent UK Online Harms White Paper (OHWP; Nash,
2019) proposes a governance framework as a set of regulatory
proposals that target the technological manifestation of social
ills rather than the ills themselves. It furthermore highlights
that harmful but legal content can be associated with the
development of behavioural problems in users, including social
factors underpinning the production, sharing of and engage-
ment in screen time and ‘designed addiction’ (i.e., including
designed features that can facilitate habit formation, such as
infinite scrolling on social media). Grey literature evidence
can support the classification endeavours by providing addi-
tional information which may not be present within the aca-
demic literature yet, increasing timeliness, and it may provide a
more balanced and unbiased view of the relevant evidence
(Paez, 2017).

In what follows, we will discuss the respective criteria
and conditions put forward by Brand et al. (2022), adding
our proposed fourth criterion ‘grey literature evidence’ to
produce a more holistic proposal which is exhaustive in its
conception.

In terms of clinical relevance, functional impairment is
highlighted. Functional impairment is the sine qua non of
clinical relevance. Without functional impairment, no condi-
tion can be considered diagnosable. According to the Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association (2000), a mental disorder is “a
clinically significant behavioral or psychological syndrome or
pattern that occurs in an individual and that is associated with
present distress (e.g., a painful symptom) or disability (i.e.,
impairment in one or more important areas of functioning)
or with a significantly increased risk of suffering death,
pain, disability, or an important loss of freedom” (p. xxxi),
highlighting the considerable impact a condition needs to have
in order to be deemed classifiable.

With regards to theoretical embedding, various theories
exist which can frame the proposed behavioural addictions
within recognised addiction theory frameworks, as described
by Brand et al. (2022). When considering research in the
field of addictive behaviours, a theoretical embedding is useful
as it allows to explore and test particular research questions
and refine these as well as relevant research methods and
analyses accordingly (Cash, 2018). Ultimately, this allows to

build and verify scientific knowledge obtained through
empirical evidence. In the field of behavioural addictions, it
can be claimed that this is of particular relevance given this
research and clinical domain is in its infancy as the first
officially recognised behavioural addiction, Gambling Disor-
der, was only included in the diagnostic manual (DSM IV-
TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000) 20 years ago as
pathological gambling, followed by the inclusion of Gaming
Disorder in the most recent edition of the World Health
Organisation’s diagnostic manual (ICD-11) in 2019.

As regards empirical evidence, the question needs to be
considered where good evidence comes from, with calls
having been made for mixed methods research (Gorard &
Cook, 2007) as well as clinical investigations and multi-
stakeholder approaches, involving scientists together with
mental health practitioners, media regulators, governments,
local organisations, and the relevant industries (Kuss &
Gainsbury, 2021).

The specific behaviours discussed include problematic
pornography use, shopping/buying and social networking
site use. With regards to pornography use, some authors
(Brand et al., 2019) have previously showed that the ICD-11
Gaming Disorder criteria can be modified to suit problematic
pornography use. Brand et al. (2022) provide some evidence
with regards to the extent to which pornography use disorder
can be considered akin to Gaming Disorder with regards to
its core features. The presented scientific evidence suggests
there are parallels between problematic pornography use and
problematic gaming. For instance, research (Fernandez,
Kuss, & Griffiths, 2021) suggests that problematic pornog-
raphy users benefit from complete abstinence, which, despite
being experienced as very challenging, allows them to expe-
rience reward. Research found withdrawal symptoms in
problematic gamers impacted abstinence success (King,
Adair, Saunders, & Delfabbro, 2018), indicating that a precise
understanding of possible covariates is necessary when
considering the addictive potential and possible strategies to
alleviate the negative symptoms experienced in Gaming
Disorder, with possible parallels in pornography use disorder.
Overall, abstinence and withdrawal in behavioural addictions
is still poorly understood specifically with regards to its
negative consequences including rebound and compensatory
actions (Fernandez, Kuss, & Griffiths, 2020), highlighting
relevant areas for future research across multiple behavioural
addictions, including pornography use.

Regarding grey literature evidence, the regulation of
internet pornography and associated risk of addiction has
been addressed in the context of ‘other addictive behaviours’.
In 2017, the UK Parliament produced the Digital Economy
Act requiring legal pornographic websites to implement
an age verification check in line with a 2015 manifesto
commitment from the Children’s Media Foundation (2020),
which was never enacted as it did not cover social media. For
this reason, the OHWP (Nash, 2019) has now targeted
these platforms to reduce pornography consumption and
related harms, such as internet pornography addiction. Even
the manifesto for a European research network into prob-
lematic usage of the Internet (Fineberg et al., 2018) initially
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included pornography viewing, but later did not address
this addictive behaviour in-depth as it did other behaviours.
This has been criticised as approaches exist in Europe to assist
the individuals and target groups affected by problematic
pornography use which cover the needs of professionals and
consumer communities affected by other addictive behav-
iours (Mead & Sharpe, 2020). Some of these approaches
include recovery communities in the form of self-help
groups that support individuals to manage their pornog-
raphy consumption (e.g., NoFap.com, RebootNation.org);
professional communities which treat problematic usage of
pornography clients, such as therapists, medical practitioners,
counsellors, coaches, and sex educators. Problematic usage of
online pornography has been targeted as one of the main
emerging addictive behaviours in a recent review (Lopez-
Fernandez, 2021).

Research on shopping/buying addiction has produced
sufficient evidence to be classified as a disorder based on the
first and third criteria according to Müller et al. (2019).
Recent papers have also indicated the relevance of shopping/
buying addiction, especially related to the third criterion –
empirical evidence (Lopez-Fernandez, 2021). There are a few
sources highlighting the third meta-level criterion in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, empirical evidence
(Entertainment Software Association [ESA], 2021; Interac-
tive Software Federation of Europe [ISFE], 2021; Lopez-
Fernandez & Kuss, in press). The lockdowns and current
pandemic safety measures (such as social distancing) have
promoted online shopping, together with high perceived
distress, social isolation and increased internet use
throughout the pandemic. This combination of factors has
facilitated a shift towards pathological shopping behaviour,
increasing the prevalence of buying/shopping disorder, often
accompanied by comorbidity (i.e., anxiety, impulsive be-
haviours, and substance use disorders).

In relation to grey literature evidence, in the UK, a
combination of boredom, heightened anxieties and social
isolation has been found to increase rates of buying/shop-
ping disorder during the pandemic (Griffiths, Maccarro-
neEaglen, Cameron, & Baker, 2021). Thus, according to the
UK charity Action on Addiction, the UK Government has
taken steps to address addictive behaviours particularly
regarding online harms during lockdowns (e.g., the NHS has
recently opened a specialist clinic to target recognised
addictive behaviours, i.e., problematic gaming). However, so
far, shopping addiction has gone unnoticed amidst ‘tradi-
tional’ addictions (e.g., drug and gambling addictions), but
compulsive buying has the potential to leave individuals
with financial devastation, as can pathological gambling
(Griffiths et al., 2021). There is almost no tailored support
available, and providing greater awareness and treatment
options for buying/shopping disorder is required. According
to Müller et al. (2021), for the first time, a group of inter-
national experts have built a framework to diagnose buying/
shopping disorder with a Delphi consensus study. In com-
parison to the above stated other behavioural addictions,
shopping/buying disorder has generated less grey literature
evidence before the Covid-19 pandemic.

The third possible behavioural addiction Brand et al.
(2022) consider for inclusion in the ICD-11 classification of
other specified disorders due to addictive behaviours is social
network use disorder. Social network use disorder is a newly
researched condition and studies suggest there is consider-
able overlap with other conditions, including problematic
smartphone use, and experiences, such as nomophobia, and
fear of missing out (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017), complicating its
demarcation as stand-alone condition.

Research has highlighted that using online social plat-
forms is the status quo and technology use has become a way
of being by way of extending our physical bodies as well as
the capabilities of our minds (Kuss, 2017), further supporting
the importance of recognising the place of technology use,
and particularly that of social networking sites, in our
everyday lives. Accordingly, whilst the empirical evidence
and theoretical underpinnings presented by Brand et al.
(2022) and others indicate there may be clinically relevant
problems associated with excessive use of social networking
sites, caution is advised in terms of considering the extent to
which disordered use can be demarcated from high engage-
ment use akin to the differentiation proposed by Charlton
and Danforth (2007) in the context of online gaming, and its
possible classification as behavioural addiction.

With respect to the grey literature, social media addiction
has been discussed in the UK Parliament (Griffiths, Lopez
Fernandez, Throuvala, Pontes, & Kuss, 2018) as one of the
online activities of choice in late childhood and early adoles-
cence incurring significant psychosocial benefits, but also
negative impacts. There is a call for a public health agenda for
social media research that has included another UK Act
regarding Social Media Addiction Reduction Technology
(SMART, 2019) to ban social media platform features that
promote compulsive use (e.g., infinite scrolling and autopay,
while implementing time limits), but limited research has been
conducted on these features (Pagoto, Waring, & Xu, 2019).
Nevertheless, social media addiction has been indicated as
addictive behaviour more common outside of Europe relative
to European countries in a recent review (Kuss, Kristensen, &
Lopez-Fernandez, 2020). International policy and prevention
approaches including those based on the relevant grey litera-
ture have been covered by King et al. (2017).

CONCLUSION

In this commentary, we have reviewed the conditions that
should be considered in the ICD-11 designation of “other
specified disorders due to addictive behaviours” according to
Brand et al. (2022). The three meta-level criteria are an
excellent contribution given they highlight the requirement
of agreed-upon classifications and criteria to produce
effective diagnostic procedures and efficacious treatments
from the clinical perspective. However, the framework
proposed by Brand et al. (2022) currently lacks the recog-
nition of technology-related behavioural problems indicated
by other relevant bodies. Consequently, we propose to add a
fourth meta-level-criterion, i.e., ‘grey literature evidence’, in
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addition to clinical relevance, theoretical embedding, and
empirical evidence. This new criterion provides validity to
consider the emergent addictive behaviour through docu-
mentation usually addressed to the general public and a
specific social context, where the behaviour has taken place
and achieved sufficient attention to generate action. The
inclusion of the proposed fourth criterion will aid compre-
hensibility of the current proposal and provide clarity, as
indicated in the present commentary. The fourth criterion
analysis for problematic pornography use, problematic
shopping/buying and problematic social networking site use
has shown these behavioural problems may be recognised as
other specified disorders due to addictive behaviours in the
future given the currently available grey literature evidence.
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