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Video games are a ubiquitous part of almost all children’s
and adolescents’ lives, with 97% playing for at least one
hour per day in the United States. The vast majority of
research by psychologists on the effects of “gaming” has
been on its negative impact: the potential harm related to
violence, addiction, and depression. We recognize the
value of that research; however, we argue that a more
balanced perspective is needed, one that considers not only
the possible negative effects but also the benefits of playing
these games. Considering these potential benefits is impor-
tant, in part, because the nature of these games has
changed dramatically in the last decade, becoming in-
creasingly complex, diverse, realistic, and social in nature.
A small but significant body of research has begun to
emerge, mostly in the last five years, documenting these
benefits. In this article, we summarize the research on the
positive effects of playing video games, focusing on four
main domains: cognitive, motivational, emotional, and so-
cial. By integrating insights from developmental, positive,
and social psychology, as well as media psychology, we
propose some candidate mechanisms by which playing
video games may foster real-world psychosocial benefits.
Our aim is to provide strong enough evidence and a the-
oretical rationale to inspire new programs of research on
the largely unexplored mental health benefits of gaming.
Finally, we end with a call to intervention researchers and
practitioners to test the positive uses of video games, and
we suggest several promising directions for doing so.
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The game of Chess is not merely an idle amusement. Several very
valuable qualities of the mind, useful in the course of human life,
are to be acquired or strengthened by it, so as to become habits,
ready on all occasions . . . we learn by Chess the habit of not being
discouraged by present bad appearances in the state of our affairs,
the habit of hoping for a favourable change, and that of persever-
ing in the search of resources.

—Benjamin Franklin, “The Morals of Chess”

oday, in the United States, 91% of children between

the ages of 2 and 17 play video games (NPD Group,

2011), and a nationally representative study of U.S.
teenagers found that up to 99% of boys and 94% of girls
play these games (Lenhart et al., 2008). In the United States
alone, video games brought in over $25 billion in 2010,
more than doubling Hollywood’s 2010 box office sales of
$10.8 billion in the United States and Canada (Motion
Picture Association of America, 2011). Against this back-
drop of nearly ubiquitous play, the popular press regularly

pulses out urgent warnings against the perils of addiction to
these games and their inevitable link to violence and ag-
gression, especially in children and adolescents. Indeed, the
vast majority of psychological research on the effects of
“gaming” has been focused on its negative impact: the
potential harm related to aggression, addiction, and depres-
sion (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson, 2013; Lemola
et al., 2011). It is likely that this focus will not diminish in
the near future, in part because of the enormous media
attention garnered when mass killings (e.g., the Columbine
High School slayings in 1999) are associated with youth
who play violent video games (Ferguson, 2007). Most
recently (December 2012), the revelation that the Sandy
Hook Elementary School gunman played shooter games
directly resulted in President Obama requesting Congress
to allocate $10 million for research on the effects of violent
media, especially video games (Obama & Biden, 2013).

Decades of valuable research on the effects of violent
video games on children’s and adolescents’ aggressive
behavior already exists, and this is indeed an important
body of work to consider. However, we argue that in order
to understand the impact of video games on children’s and
adolescents’ development, a more balanced perspective is
needed, one that considers not only the possible negative
effects but also the benefits of playing these games. Con-
sidering these potential benefits is important, in part, be-
cause the nature of these games has changed dramatically
in the last decade, becoming increasingly complex, diverse,
realistic and social in nature (Ferguson & Olson, 2013). A
small but significant body of research has begun to emerge,
mostly in the last five years, documenting these benefits.
We propose that, taken together, these findings suggest that
video games provide youth with immersive and compelling
social, cognitive, and emotional experiences. Further, these
experiences may have the potential to enhance mental
health and well-being in children and adolescents.

In this article, we summarize the research on the
benefits of playing video games, focusing on four main
domains: cognitive (e.g., attention), motivational (e.g., re-
silience in the face of failure), emotional (e.g., mood man-
agement), and social (e.g., prosocial behavior) benefits. By
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integrating insights from developmental, positive, and so-
cial psychology, as well as media psychology, we propose
some candidate mechanisms by which playing video games
fosters real-world benefits. Our hope is to provide strong
enough evidence and a theoretical rationale to inspire new
programs of research on the largely unexplored mental
health benefits of gaming. Finally, we end with a call to
intervention and prevention researchers to test the potential
positive uses of video games, and we suggest several
promising directions for doing so.

The Function of Play

Although relatively little research has focused on the ben-
efits of playing video games specifically, the functions and
benefits of play more generally have been studied for
decades. Evolutionary psychology has long emphasized the
adaptive functions of play (for a review, see Bjorklund &
Pellegrini, 2010), and in developmental psychology, the
positive function of play has been a running theme for
some of the most respected scholars in the field (e.g.,
Erikson, 1977; Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1978). Erikson
(1977) proposed that play contexts allow children to ex-
periment with social experiences and simulate alternative
emotional consequences, which can then bring about feel-
ings of resolution outside the play context. Similarly, Pi-
aget (1962) theorized that make-believe play provides chil-
dren opportunities to reproduce real-life conflicts, to work
out ideal resolutions for their own pleasure, and to amelio-
rate negative feelings. Both Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky
(1978) espoused strong theoretical links between play and
a variety of elements that foster the development of social
cognition.

Beyond social cognition, developmentalists have em-
phasized that play constitutes an emotionally significant

context through which themes of power and dominance,
aggression, nurturance, anxiety, pain, loss, growth, and joy
can be enacted productively (e.g., Gottman, 1986). For
example, in his qualitative research on children’s play
conversations, Gottman (1986) showed how children use
play for emotional mastery in their real lives. Whereas
adolescents and adults often use self-disclosure and direct
discussion with close friends to resolve emotional issues,
children use play to work them out through pretend-based
narratives enacted either alone or with others. Links be-
tween children’s propensity to play and their development
of cooperative skills, social competence, and peer accep-
tance have also been empirically established (e.g., Con-
nolly & Doyle, 1984).

More recently, neuroscientific research with rats sug-
gests specific brain mechanisms that help explain how play
fighting in particular leads to the development of social
competence (for a review, see Pellis & Pellis, 2007). Ex-
perimental laboratory studies indicate that play fighting
results in the release of chemical growth factors in the parts
of the brain that are coordinated for highly social activities
(e.g., the orbital frontal cortex), thus promoting the growth
and development of these areas. Given how similar human
and nonhuman animals are in terms of several forms of
play, there may be a similar mechanism by which play
experiences improve social competence in children (Pellis
& Pellis, 2007). We propose that, in addition to several
unique factors, the same emotional themes identified in
children’s play experiences in general (e.g., dominance,
nurturance, anxiety, and growth) are also explored in video
games, allowing for important cognitive, emotional, and
social competencies to be acquired.

Defining Our Terms

Before we go further, it is essential to specify what we
mean by the term video games and how they differ from
other media (e.g., books, television, movies). The most
essential distinguishing feature of video games is that they
are interactive; players cannot passively surrender to a
game’s storyline. Instead, video games are designed for
players to actively engage with their systems and for these
systems to, in turn, react to players’ agentive behaviors.
There are millions of video games, with vastly different
themes and goals. These games can be played coopera-
tively or competitively, alone, with other physically present
players, or with thousands of other online players, and they
are played on various devices from consoles (e.g., Nin-
tendo Wii, Playstation) to computers to cell phones. Be-
cause of their diversity in terms of genres and the vast array
of dimensions on which video games can vary, a compre-
hensive taxonomy of contemporary games is exceedingly
difficult to develop (many have tried). However, to provide
a glimpse into this diversity, Figure 1 depicts most of the
genres (with examples) along two dimensions: the level of
complexity and the extent of social interaction. This tax-
onomy is a necessary simplification; many games also
differ on other important dimensions, and increasingly,
commercial games can be played both socially and nonso-

January 2014 ¢ American Psychologist

67



Adam Lobel

cially, cooperatively and competitively, and the complexity
of games often depends on the manner in which the player
engages in these various gaming contexts.

To describe only a small cross-section of 2011°s most
popular games (Entertainment Software Association,
2012): In World of Warcraft, 12 million players regularly
log on to customize their fantasy personae, explore com-
plex and ever-changing vistas, and collaboratively battle
human and computer opponents. In Starcraft 2, millions
worldwide play a complex chess-like strategy game that
demands perpetual multitasking between procuring re-
sources, amassing an army, and penetrating opponents’
defenses. In The Sims 3, players cultivate a virtual exis-
tence where their character(s) socialize, learn new skills,
work steady jobs, and develop complex relationships. In
Halo 4, players take on the first-person perspective of a
highly equipped supersoldier, violently killing alien races
over the course of a narrative and, when online, competing
and cooperating with peers. In FIFA 13, players take con-
trol of their favorite soccer teams, competing in realistic
simulations against computer- or human-controlled teams.
Finally, in Minecraft, millions of players use Lego-like
elements to construct their own unique structures and
mechanisms, sharing their creations with others in im-
mense virtual worlds.

Given this vast diversity in video games, a single
definition may not be useful. In fact, top scholars in the
field have declared, “One can no more say what the effects
of video games are, than one can say what the effects of
food are” (Bavelier et al., 2011, p. 763). Thus, rather than
define video games according to a convenient generality,
we will be specific in defining the genre of games to which
we are referring when we can and whether they are single-
or multiplayer games, played cooperatively or competi-

tively, and so on. When we refer to gamers, we mean
individuals who play video games regularly, more than one
hour every day. We now turn to the literature on the
benefits of gaming.

Cognitive Benefits of Gaming

Contrary to conventional beliefs that playing video games
is intellectually lazy and sedating, it turns out that playing
these games promotes a wide range of cognitive skills. This
is particularly true for shooter video games (often called
“action” games by researchers), many of which are violent
in nature (e.g., Halo 4, Grand Theft Auto IV). The most
convincing evidence comes from the numerous training
studies that recruit naive gamers (those who have hardly or
never played shooter video games) and randomly assign
them to play either a shooter video game or another type of
video game for the same period of time. Compared to
control participants, those in the shooter video game con-
dition show faster and more accurate attention allocation,
higher spatial resolution in visual processing, and enhanced
mental rotation abilities (for a review, see C. S. Green &
Bavelier, 2012). A recently published meta-analysis (Uttal
et al., 2013) concluded that the spatial skills improvements
derived from playing commercially available shooter video
games are comparable to the effects of formal (high school
and university-level) courses aimed at enhancing these
same skills. Further, this recent meta-analysis showed that
spatial skills can be trained with video games in a relatively
brief period, that these training benefits last over an ex-
tended period of time, and crucially, that these skills trans-
fer to other spatial tasks outside the video game context.

These training studies have critical implications for
education and career development. A 25-year longitudinal
study with a U.S. representative sample (for a review, see
Wai, Lubinski, Benbow, & Steiger, 2010) established the
power of spatial skills in predicting achievement in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). STEM
areas of expertise have been repeatedly linked to long-term
career success and are predicted to be especially critical in
the next century (Wai et al., 2010).

Preliminary research has also demonstrated that these
cognitive advantages manifest in measurable changes in
neural processing and efficiency. For example, a recent
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) study found
that the mechanisms that control attention allocation (e.g.,
the fronto-parietal network) were less active during a chal-
lenging pattern-detection task in regular gamers than in
nongamers, leading the researchers to suggest that shooter
game players allocate their attentional resources more ef-
ficiently and filter out irrelevant information more effec-
tively (Bavelier, Achtman, Mani, & Focker, 2012). As
summarized recently in Nature Reviews Neuroscience:
“Video games are controlled training regimens delivered in
highly motivating behavioral contexts ... because behav-
ioral changes arise from brain changes, it is also no surprise
that performance improvements are paralleled by enduring
physical and functional neurological remodeling” (Bavelier
et al., 2011, p. 763). These changes in neural functioning
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may be one means by which the cognitive skills gained
through video games generalize to contexts outside games.

It is important to stress that enhanced cognitive per-
formance is not documented for all video game genres. The
most robust effects on cognitive performance come from
playing shooter video games and not from, for example,
puzzle or role-playing games (C. S. Green & Bavelier
2012). These cognitive enhancements are likely a product
of the visually rich three-dimensional navigational spaces
and the fast-paced demands that require split-second deci-
sion making and acute attention to unpredictable changes in
context. These assumptions, however, remain somewhat
speculative because the vast majority of video games in-
clude an enormous number of game mechanics intertwined,
rendering specific hypothesis testing about these mecha-
nisms extremely difficult. Moreover, it is virtually impos-
sible to choose an appropriate control condition wherein all
aspects of a game (e.g., visual stimulation, arousal induc-
tion, gameplay) are kept constant across conditions and
only one cognitive challenge is manipulated (e.g., navigat-
ing three-dimensional space efficiently vs. inhibiting pre-
potent responses). Cognitive neuroscientists have just re-
cently put out a call to game developers to design new
games for testing hypotheses about the specificity of cog-
nitive advances and the particular mechanisms on which
they are based (Bavelier & Davidson, 2013).

In addition to spatial skills, scholars have also specu-
lated that video games are an excellent means for devel-
oping problem-solving skills (Prensky, 2012). Indeed,
problem solving seems central to all genres of video games
(including those with violent content). In-game puzzles
range in complexity from finding the quickest route from A
to B, to discovering complex action sequences based on
memorization and analytical skills. Further, game designers

often provide very little instruction about how to solve
in-game problems, providing players with a nearly blank
palette from which to explore a huge range of possible
solutions based on past experience and intuitions. Prensky
(2012) has argued that exposure to these sorts of games
with open-ended problems (and other learning experiences
on the Internet) has influenced a generation of children and
adolescents growing up as “digital natives.” Instead of
learning through explicit linear instruction (e.g., by reading
a manual first), many children and youth problem-solve
through trial and error, recursively collecting evidence
which they test through experimentation. Only two studies
have explicitly tested the relation between playing video
games and problem-solving abilities; in both, problem-
solving was defined in the reflective sense (e.g., taking time
to gather information, evaluate various options, formulate a
plan, and consider changing strategies and/or goals before
proceeding further). One study, with World of Warcraft
players, was correlational (Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2008),
making it impossible to discern whether playing the game
improved problem solving or people with better skills in
the first place were drawn toward this type of open-ended
role-playing game. The other study (Adachi & Willoughby,
2013) was longitudinal and showed that the more adoles-
cents reported playing strategic video games (e.g., role-
playing games), the more improvements were evident in
self-reported problem-solving skills the next year. The
same positive predictive association was not found for
fast-paced games such as racing and fighting games. More-
over, this latter study showed an indirect mediation effect
such that playing strategic games predicted higher self-
reported problem-solving skills, which, in turn, predicted
better academic grades. More research is needed to tackle
the causal question of whether and to what extent video
games teach problem-solving skills and whether these
skills generalize to real-world contexts.

Finally, video games seem to be associated with an
additional cognitive benefit: enhanced creativity. New ev-
idence is emerging that playing any kind of video game,
regardless of whether or not it is violent, enhances chil-
dren’s creative capacities. For example, among a sample of
almost 500 12-year-old students, video game playing was
positively associated with creativity (Jackson et al., 2012).
Critically, children’s use of other forms of technology (e.g.,
computer, Internet, cell phone) did not relate to enhanced
creativity. However, this study’s cross-sectional design
made it unclear whether playing video games develops
creative skills or creative people prefer video games (or
both).

The story behind a recent breakthrough in biology
research provides a nice illustration of how gamers’ supe-
rior spatial and problem-solving skills, as well as their
creativity, all came together to solve a real-world, previ-
ously insoluble problem. In 2008, researchers at the Uni-
versity of Washington created an online game called Foldit
(Cooper et al., 2010), allowing the public to play games in
which they model the genetic makeup of proteins. At the
end of a three-week competition in 2010, top-scoring play-
ers had generated phase estimates that allowed researchers
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Figure 1

Conceptual Map of the Main Genres of Video Games (With Examples) Organized According to Two Important
Dimensions: Level of Complexity and the Extent of Social Interaction Required
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Note. The figure is not empirical but conceptual and is intended to demonstrate the variety of ways video games engage their users. Some genres have been
necessarily excluded. The same game (Halo 4) was intentionally repeated to illustrate that many games have the option of being played in either a single- or a
multiplayer mode. *MMORPG = massive multiplayer online role-playing game.

to identify a rapid solution of the crystal structure for a
monkey virus related to AIDS. The structure had eluded
researchers for over 10 years; however, the nonlinear,
cooperative, and creative problem-solving techniques used
by these gamers seemed to be precisely the skills needed to
finally solve this elusive problem.

In summary, specific types of video games seem to
enhance a suite of cognitive functions, some of which
appear to generalize to real-world contexts. These data
suggest that agendas to ban shooter games may be too
simplistic. At the very least, the research on the negative
impact of these games needs to be balanced with evidence
for the cognitive benefits of these same games.

We now turn to the motivational, emotional, and so-
cial benefits of playing video games. It is important to
highlight an across-the-board difference in the amount,
breadth, and quality of research that can be found on these
topics. Whereas cognitive mechanisms may be more easily
isolated and tested, the motivational, emotional, and social
effects of gaming are more complex and harder to disen-

tangle. Thus, research programs in these latter areas are
only now beginning to gather steam. As a result, our claims
about these latter benefits are more speculative, but the
nascent research suggests immense promise for both theory
development and practice.

Motivational Benefits of Gaming

Game designers are wizards of engagement. They have
mastered the art of pulling people of all ages into virtual
environments, having them work toward meaningful goals,
persevere in the face of multiple failures, and celebrate the
rare moments of triumph after successfully completing
challenging tasks. In this section, we do not focus on the
motivations children and youth have for playing video
games (see Ferguson & Olson, 2013). Instead, we aim to
identify several characteristics of video games that seem to
promote an effective motivational style both in and outside
gaming contexts. Specifically, decades of research in de-
velopmental and educational psychology suggest that mo-
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tivational styles characterized by persistence and continu-
ous effortful engagement are key contributors to success
and achievement (for a review, see Dweck & Molden,
2005).

According to Dweck and her colleagues (Dweck &
Molden, 2005), children develop beliefs about their intel-
ligence and abilities, beliefs that underlie specific motiva-
tional styles and directly affect achievement. Children who
are praised for their traits rather than their efforts (e.g.,
“Wow, you’re such a smart boy”) develop an entity theory
of intelligence, which maintains that intelligence is an
innate trait, something that is fixed and cannot be im-
proved. In contrast, children who are praised for their effort
(e.g., “You worked so hard on that puzzle!”) develop an
incremental theory of intelligence; they believe intelligence
is malleable, something that can be cultivated through
effort and time. We propose that video games are an ideal
training ground for acquiring an incremental theory of
intelligence because they provide players concrete, imme-
diate feedback regarding specific efforts players have
made.

Immediate and concrete feedback in video games
(e.g., through points, coins, dead ends in puzzles) serves to
reward continual effort and keep players within what Vy-
gotsky (1978, p. 86) coined the “zone of proximal devel-
opment.” This motivational “sweet spot” balances optimal
levels of challenge and frustration with sufficient experi-
ences of success and accomplishment (Sweetser & Wyeth,
2005). Importantly, in the best games available on the
market, this “sweet spot” is so effective because it adjusts
itself dynamically; the difficulty level is continuously being
calibrated to players’ abilities through increasingly more
difficult puzzles demanding more dexterity, quicker reac-
tion times, and more clever and complex solutions.

Further, research has shown that the extent to which
individuals endorse an incremental versus entity theory of
intelligence reliably predicts whether individuals in chal-
lenging circumstances will persist or give up, respectively
(Dweck & Molden, 2005). Thus, these implicit theories of
intelligence have implications for how failure is processed
and dealt with. If one believes that intelligence or ability is
fixed, failure induces feelings of worthlessness. But if
intelligence or ability is presumed to be a mark of effortful
engagement, failure signals the need to remain engaged and
bolster one’s efforts. In turn, this positive attitude toward
failure predicts better academic performance (e.g., Black-
well, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).

Notably, video games use failure as motivational tools
and provide only intermittent chances for large-scale suc-
cess. As behaviorists have documented for decades (e.g.,
S. B. Kendall, 1974), the kinds of intermittent reinforce-
ment schedules that are doled out to video game players are
the most effective for “training” new behaviors. We pro-
pose that being immersed in these gaming environments
teaches players an essential basic lesson: Persistence in the
face of failure reaps valued rewards (Ventura, Shute, &
Zhao, 2013). Moreover, contrary to what we might expect,
these experiences of failure do not lead to anger, frustra-
tion, or sadness, although players often do feel these neg-

ative emotions intermittently. Instead, or as well, players
respond to failures with excitement, interest, and joy
(Salminen & Ravaja, 2008). When faced with failure, play-
ers are highly motivated to return to the task of winning,
and they are “relentlessly optimistic” about reaching their
goals (McGonigal, 2011). The development of a persistent
motivational style charged with positive affect may, in turn,
lead to lasting educational success (Ventura et al., 2013).

Almost no empirical studies have directly tested the
relation between playing video games, persistence in the
face of failure, and subsequent “real-world” success. How-
ever, one recent study indicates that these relations may
indeed exist. Ventura and colleagues (2013) used an ana-
gram-riddle task and demonstrated that the extent of video
game use predicted how long participants would (outside of
a gaming context) persistently attempt to solve difficult
anagrams. Of course, a great deal more research is required
to establish causal relations between regular gaming and
persistence in the face of failure. It may be particularly
fruitful to examine, longitudinally, whether gaming pre-
dicts school achievement and whether this effect is medi-
ated by increases in persistence.

In summary, although playing games is often consid-
ered a frivolous pastime, gaming environments may actu-
ally cultivate a persistent, optimistic motivational style.
This motivational style, in turn, may generalize to school
and work contexts. It is also probably the case that certain
types of games will more likely foster these healthy moti-
vational styles, while others may not. Moreover, individual
differences in players’ personalities and preferences for
game genres may also have a differential impact on moti-
vational outcomes. New studies that are designed to take
these complexities into consideration are necessary to
move the field forward significantly.

Emotional Benefits of Gaming

Based on the uses and gratifications theory, one of the
oldest and most well-validated theories in communications
research (Ruggiero, 2000), among the top reasons individ-
uals cite for using diverse forms of media are to manage
their moods and to enhance their emotional states. Gaming
may be among the most efficient and effective means by
which children and youth generate positive feelings. Sev-
eral studies have shown a causal relation between playing
preferred video games and improved mood or increases in
positive emotion (e.g., Russoniello, O’Brien, & Parks,
2009; Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006). For example,
studies suggest that playing puzzle video games— games
with minimal interfaces, short-term commitments, and a
high degree of accessibility (e.g., Angry Birds, Bejewled
II)—can improve players’ moods, promote relaxation, and
ward off anxiety (Russoniello et al., 2009).

It has further been suggested that some of the most
intense positive emotional experiences are triggered in the
context of playing video games (McGonigal, 2011). For
instance, fiero, the Italian word for intense pride after
succeeding against great adversity, is a feeling that gamers
often report seeking and experiencing. Flow or transpor-
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tation is another positive emotional experience described
by gamers, during which they are immersed in an intrinsi-
cally rewarding activity that elicits a high sense of control
while simultaneously evoking a loss of self-consciousness
(Sherry, 2004). In psychology, flow experiences have re-
peatedly been linked to a host of positive outcomes for
adolescents, including commitment and achievement in
high school (e.g., Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002),
higher self-esteem, and less anxiety (Csikszentmihalyi,
Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993). Experiencing flow or trans-
portation in games may lead to similar positive real-world
outcomes; however, this hypothesis remains untested.

Although not specific to game playing, the importance
of experiencing positive emotions on a daily basis has been
elaborated in Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build the-
ory of positive emotions. She demonstrates that experienc-
ing positive emotions may help broaden the number of
behaviors one perceives as both possible and motivating
and may build social relationships that provide support for
goal pursuit and coping with failure. Further, Fredrickson
and colleagues propose that positive emotions help undo
the detrimental and de-motivating results of negative emo-
tions. Positive emotions are thus the bedrock for well-
being, crucial not only as end states but as sources of
inspiration and connectivity. If playing games simply
makes people happier, this seems to be a fundamental
emotional benefit to consider.

Although it is clear that games are fun and that they
elicit positive emotions, there remain unanswered ques-
tions regarding the consequences of positive emotional
experiences during video game play. For instance, puzzle
games have been empirically shown to trigger positive
emotions, but these games are designed for brief, intermit-
tent play. The extent to which games designed for long-
term engagement also foster positive changes in mood is
unclear. Further, although correlational studies suggest that
individuals consciously furn to these games to regulate
their emotions (Olson, 2010), it may simply be that positive
moods and game playing co-occur, and players report
retrospectively that experiencing positive emotions was a
conscious motivation that preceded play. We therefore
need temporally sensitive designs (e.g., diary studies) to
more rigorously assess whether youth in negative moods
play games because they want to stop feeling badly and,
crucially, the extent to which playing these games predicts
their mood improvements at subsequent time points. Fi-
nally, it is important to study the extent to which turning to
video games to feel better is adaptive and at what point
using games becomes an avoidant strategy that leads to
more negative outcomes.

Evaluating the emotional benefits of video games
leads to the study of emotion regulation in these contexts.
Simple up-regulation of positive emotions is one emotion-
regulation strategy that has been linked to beneficial out-
comes (e.g., Fredrickson, 2001), but there may be addi-
tional emotion-regulation benefits of playing video games.
Games do not elicit only positive emotions; video games
also trigger a range of negative ones, including frustration,
anger, anxiety, and sadness. But similar to what Gottman’s

(1986) research has shown on the function of traditional
play, the pretend context of video games may be real
enough to make the accomplishment of goals matter but
also safe enough to practice controlling, or modulating,
negative emotions in the service of those goals. Adaptive
regulation strategies such as acceptance, problem solving,
and reappraisal have repeatedly been linked to less negative
affect, more social support, and lower levels of depressive
symptoms (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Schweizer, 2010).
These same adaptive regulation strategies seem to be re-
warded in gaming contexts because their use is concretely
and clearly linked to goal achievement. For example, re-
appraisal (a cognitive “habit” involving reevaluations of a
situation or of one’s ability to cope with that situation) is a
well-established emotion-regulation strategy (Gross &
John, 2003) that appears to be fundamental for many video
games. Games continuously provide novel challenges, de-
manding players to shift already established appraisals to
new ones in order to most efficiently reach goals. For
example, Portal 2, an immensely popular first-person puz-
zle game, challenges the player to solve intricate maze-like
problems by exploiting physics-based rule structures. As
soon as a player masters one type of puzzle, however, the
rules change drastically, frustrating players and often trig-
gering anxiety while also forcing players to “unlearn” their
previous strategies and flexibly switch their appraisal sys-
tems to uncover the new rule structure. Without applying
reappraisal strategies, anxiety and frustration would likely
be amplified. This continual switching of whole systems of
rules is also evident in certain role-playing games (e.g.,
World of Warcraft, Pokémon, Final Fantasy) in which
players cultivate an array of avatars, each with its own
unique skill set (e.g., healers, warriors, sorcerers), alle-
giances, associated social behaviors, advantages, and vul-
nerabilities. Many players switch among these avatars,
forcing themselves to fluidly adjust to unique social and
emotional goals. Thus, game playing may promote the
ability to flexibly and efficiently reappraise emotional ex-
periences, teaching players the benefits of dealing with
frustration and anxiety in adaptive ways. In contrast, less
adaptive strategies, such as rumination (Aldao et al., 2010),
are less likely to be rewarded by video games because they
impede players from reacting quickly and flexibly to con-
stantly changing, often frustrating, challenges.

The extent to which adaptive emotion-regulation
skills are learned through gaming remains speculative at
this point, but testing these ideas seems like an exciting
new area for future programs of research. Importantly, the
type of contexts that most often pull for effective emotion-
regulation strategies—such as reappraisal—are social in
nature.

Social Benefits of Gaming

Perhaps the biggest difference in the characteristics of
video games today, compared to their predecessors of 10 to
20 years ago, is their pervasive social nature. Contrary to
stereotypes, the average gamer is not a socially isolated,
inept nerd who spends most of his (or her) time alone
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loafing on the couch (Lenhart et al., 2008). Over 70% of
gamers play their games with a friend, either cooperatively
or competitively (Entertainment Software Association,
2012). For example, World of Warcraft—a multiplayer
fantasy game set in a massive virtual world—boasts12
million regular players, and Farmville—one of the most
popular social networking games on Facebook—hosted
over 5 million daily users in 2012 (Gill, 2012). In these
virtual social communities, decisions need to be made on
the fly about whom to trust, whom to reject, and how to
most effectively lead a group. Given these immersive so-
cial contexts, we propose that gamers are rapidly learning
social skills and prosocial behavior that might generalize to
their peer and family relations outside the gaming environ-
ment (Gentile & Gentile, 2008; Gentile et al., 2009).
Players seem to acquire important prosocial skills
when they play games that are specifically designed to
reward effective cooperation, support, and helping behav-
iors (Ewoldsen et al., 2012). One study that summarized
international evidence from correlational, longitudinal, and
experimental studies found that playing prosocial video
games consistently related to, or predicted, prosocial be-
haviors (Gentile et al., 2009). More specifically, playing
prosocial games led to causal, short-term effects on “help-
ing” behaviors, and longitudinal effects were also found, in
that children who played more prosocial games at the
beginning of the school year were more likely to exhibit
helpful behaviors later that year. It may be tempting to
conclude from this work that games with exclusively non-
violent, prosocial content lead to prosocial behavior. But
compelling work is just emerging that seems to refute this
simple interpretation, suggesting that violent games are just
as likely to promote prosocial behavior. The critical dimen-
sion that seems to determine whether violent games are
associated with helping, prosocial behavior versus malev-
olent, antisocial behavior is the extent to which they are
played cooperatively versus competitively. For example,
players who play violent games that encourage cooperative
play are more likely to exhibit helpful gaming behaviors
online and offline than those who play nonviolent games
(Ferguson & Garza, 2011), and playing violent video
games socially (in groups) reduces feelings of hostility
compared with playing alone (Eastin, 2007). Likewise,
violent video games played cooperatively seem to decrease
players’ access to aggressive cognitions (Schmierbach,
2010; Velez, Mahood, Ewoldsen, & Moyer-Gusé, 2012).
Two recent studies have also shown that playing a violent
video game cooperatively, compared with competitively,
increases subsequent prosocial, cooperative behavior out-
side of the game context (Ewoldsen et al., 2012) and can
even overcome the effects of outgroup membership status
(making players more cooperative with outgroup members
than if they had played competitively; Velez et al., 2012).
Conversely, recently published experimental studies (Tear
& Nielsen, 2013) suggest that even the most violent video
games on the market (Grand Theft Auto IV, Call of Duty)
fail to diminish subsequent prosocial behavior. All of these
studies examined immediate, short-term effects of cooper-
ative play, but they point to potential long-term benefits as

well. The social benefits of cooperative versus competitive
game play need to be studied longitudinally, with repeated
assessments, to have clearer implications for policy and
practice.

Social skills are also manifested in forms of civic
engagement: the ability to organize groups and lead like-
minded people in social causes. A number of studies have
focused on the link between civic engagement and gaming.
For example, one large-scale, representative U.S. study
(Lenhart et al., 2008) showed that adolescents who played
games with civic experiences (e.g., Guild Wars 2, an
MMORPG, or massive multiplayer online role-playing
game) were more likely to be engaged in social and civic
movements in their everyday lives (e.g., raising money for
charity, volunteering, and persuading others to vote). Un-
fortunately, as is the case with most survey studies in the
field, this study did not differentiate the causal direction of
effects.

“Serious” Games in Health and
Education

Up to this point, we have reviewed a diverse set of potential
benefits of gaming relevant to children’s cognitive, moti-
vational, social, and emotional development. The medical
field has picked up on these positive effects and become
increasingly interested in “gamifying” medical interven-
tions (Ritterfeld, Cody, & Vorderer, 2009), as evidenced by
the emergence of a new journal (Games for Health Jour-
nal), calls for proposals from major granting agencies (e.g.,
the National Science Foundation, the European Research
Council), and some highly successful “serious games” that
have made international headlines for their promising out-
comes. Researchers and practitioners alike in the medical
field have begun to harness the power of video games to
motivate patients and, ultimately, to improve their health
outcomes (for a review, see Kato, 2010).

Perhaps the most celebrated success story of a game
that had a significant impact on health-related behaviors is
the case of Re-Mission (Kato, Cole, Bradlyn, & Pollock,
2008), a video game designed for child cancer patients. By
allowing the player to control a nanobot who shoots cancer
cells, overcomes bacterial infections, and manages signs of
nausea and constipation (common barriers to cancer pa-
tients’ treatment adherence), the game aimed to teach chil-
dren how best to adhere to their cancer treatments. A
randomized controlled study conducted internationally in
34 medical centers compared children assigned to play
Re-Mission to a control group of children playing another
computer game (Kato et al., 2008). Adherence to treatment
protocol, self-efficacy, and cancer-related knowledge were
all significantly greater in the intervention group. The game
has now been distributed to over 200,000 patients and
continues to be viewed as a successful treatment approach.

The promise of video games has also made a great stir
in the field of education. Space limitations preclude a
review of the myriad games developed to improve educa-
tional outcomes in almost every subject taught in schools.
Several reviews already exist on the learning outcomes
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associated with educational games (e.g., O’Neil, Wainess,
& Baker, 2005), and a meta-analysis concluded that games
can make important advances in the educational reform
necessary to deal with the learning challenges of the next
century (Vogel et al., 2000).

Despite the emerging hype regarding the “gamifica-
tion” of interventions in the health and educational sci-
ences, caution is also warranted. The most important reason
is that very few of the games developed to improve health
and learning outcomes are ever scientifically evaluated. As
a result, it is still unknown how much more effective these
games are in changing behavioral and health outcomes than
are conventional approaches. The second shortcoming is
that medical practitioners, teachers, and researchers are not
game designers, and as a result, they often develop prod-
ucts that miss the most essential mechanism of engagement
in games—the fun. In an effort to pull together a set of
valid principles or lessons, games for health and education
often end up with the “chocolate-covered broccoli” prob-
lem—the games look great, they are good for you, but they
ultimately fail to work because the creative game dynamics
that induce transportation and immersion are missing, mak-
ing them simply not fun. We highlight these shortcomings
in the domain of games for health in particular because the
same cautionary notes should be taken seriously if (and
when) psychologists consider developing games for mental
health. We now turn to a discussion of more general
limitations of the gaming literature and attempt to address
these limitations with suggestions for novel research direc-
tions.

Challenges and Future Research
Directions

By highlighting the positive effects of playing a wide range
of video games, it is not our intention to gloss over their
very real potential for harm. Indeed, important research has
already been conducted for decades on the negative effects
of gaming, including addiction, depression, and aggression
(Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson, 2007), and we are cer-
tainly not suggesting that this body of research should be
ignored. For example, two large-scale survey studies have
found that 3% of Dutch (van Rooij, Schoenmakers, Ver-
mulst, van den Eijnden, & van de Mheen, 2011) and about
8% of U.S. youth (Gentile, 2009) who play video games
exhibit pathological symptoms of addiction (i.e., damage to
family, school, or psychological functioning). Also, two
major meta-analyses have been published on the series of
studies on aggressive behavior and violent video games
(Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson, 2007). Unfortunately,
these meta-analyses, which dealt with almost the same data
pool, reached very different conclusions. Ferguson and his
group (see Ferguson, 2013) have argued that the effect
sizes are so small, they provide little meaningful predictive
power, and the methodological weaknesses in the field
make it almost impossible to come to any conclusion. In
stark contrast, Anderson, Bushman, and their colleagues
(Anderson et al., 2010; Bushman & Anderson, 2002) coun-
ter that, although the effect sizes may be small, they are

reliable even after controlling for a variety of potential
confounding factors, such as socioeconomic status, I1Q, and
previous aggressive behavior problems. Ultimately, both
camps have valid points, and perhaps the most important
lesson from these conflicting meta-analyses is that the
picture is much more complex than popular press headlines
suggest (Ferguson, 2013).

If the popular press simplifies the effects of video
games, it is no less true for most psychological research. By
dichotomizing video games into either “good” or “bad,”
“violent” or “prosocial,” psychologists are largely (with the
exception of media psychologists) overlooking the com-
plex new playground of contemporary video games and the
varied landscape of virtual interactions taking place in
those games. Players are drawn toward different types of
games based on individual differences on a variety of
factors including personality differences, their own needs
assessments, their mood, and so on (e.g., Tamborini, Bow-
man, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010). The games people
choose to play, in turn, exert diverse influences on players’
motivations, emotional states, and social interactions.
Moreover, most popularly played games today are complex
and change dynamically (see the top half of Figure 1),
which means that players’ in-game behaviors change how
the game itself progresses, feeding back to, and constrain-
ing, how the player continues to adapt to these changes in
subsequently updated game contexts (Klimmt, Vorderer, &
Ritterfeld, 2007). Games that are fundamentally social and
rely on varied social partners also provide a large amount
of variability in game experiences, depending on who the
player encounters each time she or he enters the gaming
world. Ultimately, these dynamic features mean that there
is a certain element of uniqueness to each player’s experi-
ence, each time she or he plays even the very same game.
Thus, the question for psychological research on gaming is
not what games are “good” or “bad” for us; rather, it seems
important to start by acknowledging the growing complex-
ity and interactivity and, from there, to develop equally
complex models to explain how gaming influences players
in relevant cognitive, social, and emotional domains.

Toward that aim, there are several methodological
drawbacks to gaming research that, if addressed, provide
novel concrete directions for future research. First, there
are very few, if any, well-designed published studies that
examine both the positive and negative effects of the same
games and the conditions under which these effects are
most likely manifested, whether they are violent in nature
or otherwise. Second, the majority of studies on video
games (on both the negative and positive effects) continue
to depend on survey assessments. Although self-report and
retrospective assessments are useful, relying exclusively on
these data limits our understanding. Instead, a more mul-
timethod approach seems to be warranted in which objec-
tive observations of in-game behaviors are associated with
immediate and long-term “real-world” effects. These meth-
ods can also fruitfully incorporate psychophysiological and
neural assessments that may be better able to identify the
emotional, cognitive, and neural changes associated with
playing video games (Bavelier et al., 2011).
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Another limitation of past approaches is the almost
exclusive focus on the short-term impact of games; very
few longitudinal studies have been conducted in this area.
Moreover, no studies have assessed the daily patterns of
gaming and the function that these patterns of use may
serve. Diary studies, combined with observational and sur-
vey methods that are repeated over months and years,
would be immensely useful to clarify the details of daily
playing and its long-term impact. These studies would be
especially helpful if they began their baseline assessments
in childhood, prior to children’s exposure to games. These
types of developmental designs can yield some substantive
data about how much game playing is too much, informa-
tion urgently sought after by parents, teachers, and clini-
cians alike. We also need information on whether different
types of games are not only beneficial but also appropriate
to play at specific developmental stages and whether there
are specific benefits that are obtained during specific de-
velopmental windows and not others. As it stands, the
suitability ratings ascribed to games by the entertainment
industry (e.g., E for “everyone,” M for “not appropriate for
children under the age of 18”) are based on little to no
scientific evidence regarding potential harms or benefits.
Finally, without longitudinal designs that are explicitly
designed to disentangle selection from influence effects as
much as possible, it is impossible to know whether games
directly cause changes in emotions, cognitions, and social
functioning or whether children with certain characteristics
select particular games that match these characteristics.

Finally, the vast majority of previous work has exam-
ined children’s and adolescents’ experiences with single-
player games, ignoring the fact that more than 70% of
individuals play games socially, online or in person, with
friends and acquaintances (Entertainment Software Asso-
ciation, 2012). Although studies that track multiplayer so-
cial interactions on- and offline are vastly more complex
than studies focusing on single-player experiences, they are
also far more ecologically valid given that these are the
games in which youth are increasingly immersed.

Implications for Mental Health
Intervention

Given that video games have permeated almost all house-
holds, across almost all countries, it is striking how little
attention has been paid to using this medium for purposes
that go beyond entertainment and beyond demonstrated
benefits for education and health care. Although we have
chosen to avoid taking part in the debate regarding the
harms versus benefits of gaming, there is one point that
both sides are advocating with which we fervently agree:
Video games hold immense potential to teach new forms of
thought and behavior. We argue that this learning potential
has been left largely untapped in the mental health arena,
and addressing this gap holds a great deal of promise for a
radical new approach to intervention.

Our expertise is in the area of developmental psycho-
pathology, where we contend video games can have a
particularly large impact. The vast majority of evidence-

based interventions in this field are based on cognitive-
behavioral principles (see P. C. Kendall, 2011). Despite
optimistic conclusions about the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT), overarching limitations have
also been pointed out (see Kazdin, 2011, for a review). We
propose that video games can uniquely and significantly
address these limitations and, in turn, improve intervention
effects across a broad spectrum of disorders.

The first limitation of a number of evidence-based
approaches, particularly those oriented around CBT prin-
ciples, is that they largely rely on imparting psychoeduca-
tional information, usually in some didactic style (albeit
with efforts to make these lessons interactive). Learning
about cognitive biases, the extent to which our feelings are
intricately linked to our thoughts and how this interaction
underpins behavior and effective problem-solving strate-
gies, is, indeed, critical. However, children and adoles-
cents, especially those who do not recognize that they have
a mental health problem or are not motivated to change,
often find these lessons boring. Engaging children and
youth is one of the most challenging tasks faced by clini-
cians (Crenshaw, 2008). A video game that can impart this
same knowledge but use elements of play and game me-
chanics that have proven immensely engaging may help to
address this barrier. Indeed, a fantasy role-playing game
based on CBT for depression was recently developed
(SPARX) to explicitly increase engagement, and a random-
ized controlled trial showed it to be as effective in treating
depression as a therapist-administered CBT program
(Merry et al., 2012).

A second, related barrier to the majority of CBT
approaches is that these programs do an adequate job of
imparting new knowledge, but they leave a large gap
between what youth actually know and what they do in
their everyday lives. This gap between knowledge and
behavior has long been recognized as a problem in the
field, and thus many interventions incorporate role-playing,
problem-solving exercises and homework assignments
(e.g., P. C. Kendall, 2011). But these are mostly de-con-
textualized exercises that rarely involve the authentic emo-
tional experiences during which most conflicts arise. De-
veloping therapeutic video games can address this gap
because they engage players in immersive emotional expe-
riences (eliciting a range of emotions) and provide oppor-
tunities to practice new regulatory skills until they are
automatized, canalizing new neural patterns that can lead to
generalization outside the game.

A third challenge faced by many intervention pro-
grams is access to care. Many people, often those most in
need of care, have a difficult time accessing treatment
programs because they either live in hard-to-reach rural
locations, work or go to school during treatment hours, or
are physically or psychologically unable to commute. Ad-
olescents, minority youth, and the elderly are particularly
likely to face these challenges. Games designed for mental
health interventions can reach these populations because
they can be delivered to wherever clients reside, with little
cost and effort. Moreover, it is likely that games are asso-
ciated with less stigma than conventional therapy, address-
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ing another barrier. Finally, the cost-effectiveness of deliv-
ering mental health interventions is often a barrier to
treatment delivery. Many children and families cannot af-
ford individual or group therapy, and schools worldwide
are facing cuts in funding that have significantly decreased
the number of programs that can be offered as part of the
curriculum. Games are simply cheaper, given that they
have no costs associated with therapists’ time and training,
renting facilities, and so on.

It bears emphasizing that we are by no means advocating
the elimination or replacement of the many intervention prac-
tices already used. In fact, there is strong evidence for the
effectiveness of particular qualities of conventional interven-
tion approaches that are difficult to incorporate in a game,
including the healing effects of a strong therapeutic alliance
(e.g., J. Green, 2006) and the benefits of experiencing emo-
tional and social support in group-based interventions (e.g.,
Fine, Forth, Gilbert, & Haley, 1991). It may be ideal to
combine established intervention approaches with the use of
video games to enhance motivation, increase engagement, and
provide varied opportunities for practicing new skills in flex-
ibly designed contexts.

Conclusion

We began this article by summarizing the rich and long
history of the study of play. Video games share many
similarities with traditional games and likely provide
benefits similar to those provided by play more gener-
ally. Both traditional and video games are fundamentally
voluntary in nature, they can include competitive and
cooperative objectives, players immerse themselves in
pretend worlds that are safe contexts in which negative
emotions can be worked out, and games allow a sense of
control with just enough unpredictability to feel deep
satisfaction and intense pride when formidable goals are
finally reached. Yet video games today and those on the
radar for development in the near future are also unique
forms of play. Video games are socially interactive in a
way never before afforded. Increasingly, players are
gaming online, with friends, family, and complete
strangers, crossing vast geographical distances and blur-
ring not only cultural boundaries but also age and gen-
eration gaps, socioeconomic differences, and language
barriers. The large amount of time invested in playing
video games may also mean that they provide qualita-
tively different experiences than conventional games.
Although we may remember spending whole weekends
playing Monopoly with siblings and neighbors, few tra-
ditional games can boast the weeks and months of game
play that many video games provide. These differences
in space and time likely hold wholly new benefits and
risks that have yet to be conceptualized.

After pulling together the research findings on the
benefits of video games, we have become particularly
inspired by the potential that these games hold for in-
terventions that promote well-being, including the pre-
vention and treatment of mental health problems in
youth. Remarkably, there are very few video games that

have been developed with these aims in mind. Given
how enthralled most children and adolescents are with
video games, we believe that a multidisciplinary team of
psychologists, clinicians, and game designers can work
together to develop genuinely innovative approaches to
mental health interventions.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Stronger Social Connectivity

ore than 5 million people are playing the online word game Lexu-

lous on Facebook. And most of them are playing it with their moms.

When the game was released in 2007, it became the first

Facebook application to achieve a mass audience, and the familiarity of the

gameplay was one of its main attractions. If you know how to play Scrabble,

then you already know how to play Lexulous—it's just a slightly modified and

unauthorized version of the classic board game, combined with online chat.’

There’s no time limit on turns, and games stay active even when you log out

of the social network. Whenever it’s your turn, Facebook sends you an alert to
your home page, your e-mail, or your mobile phone.

Here’s how one Lexulous reviewer sums up its cross-generational appeal:

“Everyone in your social network, even your mom, knows how to play Scrab-

ble.”2 No doubt that's why so many of the online rave reviews include the

phrase “my mom” —like this one: “I live in Atlanta, and my mom’s in lexas.

We love to have game night across the miles. Although I am sure she needs a

] "
break from me kicking her butt all of the time. (Love you, Mom!)
I've been reading game reviews for most of my life and I've never seen

anything close to this many mom references. In fact, it's not that much ot a

———_
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streteh to sav that, for many, the primary reason they play Lextloys .
' D 0 ):
ll\'(.

an excuse to talk to their mom every day.
It's not just online reviews that have given me this suspicio, _ there:

fe's I’llr).

AVErs ofiey,

screenshots of their most trinmplmnt moments on plmln-xl.

tographic cvidence as well. Lexulous games are private, but p)
— ')()“

NG sites 1,
Flickr and Photobucket. In these screenshots, which usually haye :

“Online Scrabble with Mom” or “In Which I Beat My Mothey 4 Lexuloy. »
Xtloyg

vou get a glimpse of the kind of everyday familial checking-in that ...

titles Jij,

;l‘()"g_
side the wordplay.* Much of the chat is mundane game talk, but yo,, also 5
) ) f ce

a constant stream of catching up, like these messages spied on Flicky. “Have
vou started your internship yet? How is that going?™ and “Knee )] hurt
Putting a lot of ice on it.™ Or “What are you doing after work?” and “Your
stepfather says hello.”” Some chat messages simply express users’ happiness tg
be playing together, like this one from a mom to two daughters: “Glad tg e
vou two, even if vou do spank me when we play. :)™ Of course, there are tons
of messages that simply say: “I love you.™

Judging from the shared screenshots, it's not just moms whom players use
Lexulous to keep in touch with daily. There are also plenty of running games
against dads, cousins, siblings, in-laws, former coworkers, faraway friends, and
spouses on business trips. (That’s when I most frequently play Lexulous—I
keep a game running against my husband when I'm traveling for work. It helps
me feel like we're actually doing something together, not just checking in.)

Because you don't have to be online playing at the same time, it's easy 0
organize a game with anyone else, no matter where or how busy they are. You
can easily keep up with the game by playing literally only a few minutesd d.a,&
And by keeping running games going with your real-life friends and family,
vou'e ensuring daily opportunities to actively connect with the people you

care about most,
cessary out-

pl'.l_\

The tight-knit nature of the Lexulous game world wasn’t a n¢
come of the game's design. On Facebook, you can technically start
1 ’ . - ¢

gamec “’lth danyone—cven p(foplc you dOll t kllO\V—b“l most ')C(’Pl

1 ) ‘ . " 2 ¥ g llll“l‘\ b
against people they already count as Facebook “friends.” Playing LeX

o ae il
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checking in with our loved ones, but with a purpose. For anyone wha has ever
needed a genllc* reminder to stay in tonch, Lexulous provides a motivation. It

helps us stay actively connected, by reminding us that it's literally "our tim”

to say sol
touch is not just pleasant and gratifying—it is also addictive.

nething. And when there's a game on the line, suddenly staying in

The secret to the addictiveness of Lexulous is its asynchronous gameplay:

Plng-ers don't have to be online at the same time, and can take their turns when-
ever they want. Some Lexulous games go quickly, with players trading words
every few minutes, but many games go quite slowly, with players taking just
one or two tums a day, or even less often than thal.
The unpredictable rthythm of asynchronons play adds a measure of antici-
pation. You're thinking about your next play, but you don’t know when you'll
be able to make it. You're motivated to act, but you have to wait for your
Facebook friends to check back into the game. And because you often have
no idea if your friends are still logged on or paying attention to the game,
there’s an emotional buildup to waiting for their next moves. As one player
puts it, “You have to be addicted AND patient.”"

The addictiveness of the game pushes us to initiate social interaction with
members of our extended social network whom we might ordinarily leave out
of our daily life online. Indeed, starting a new game with someone is making
a commitment to interact with them at least a dozen or so times in the near
future. And when you've got five or ten or bwenty games going at once, you ve
effectively scheduled hundreds of microinteractions with people vou like into
your everyday routine.

According to user metrics reported in an article in the Wall Street Journal.
on average one-third of registered Lexulous players at any given time have
logged in at least thirty straight days in a row.'! This is a measure of the remark-
able stickiness of social network gaming—it capitalizes brilliantly on the in-
creased motivation we feel when we play a good game. It leverages our ncreased
interest and optimism to help us satisfy our often othenwise thwarted desire to
feel more connected with friends and family.

Simply put, social network games make it both easter and more fun to
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maintain strong, active connections with people we care aboyy buy ’
\o

I]()

don’t see or speak to enough in our daily lives.

is not a noun or verb. It's a conjunction. Connective tissue.”" Gayy,e. like |
ulous are intentionally designed to strengthen the connective tisgye |, ithi, N
social networks. Each move we make in the game is a conjunclio, B

We clearly need more social conjunctions inour lives. As MMCrous e,
omists and positive psychologists have observed, g](’l)i'”,\‘ we make the """vlkt
of becoming less social the richer we become as individuals, and g5 , SOCIChy
As Weiner observes: “The greatest source of happiness is other Pmpl(".-l,]'(i
what does money do? It isolates us from other people. It enables s o build
walls, literal and figurative, around ourselves. We move from a teeming ¢o).
lege dorm to an apartment to a house and, if we're really wealthy, to an estay,
We think we're moving up, but really we're walling off ourselves.":

Games like Lexulous can help us start chipping away at those walls. ey
lous was the first breakthrough social network game, but since its success, the
genre has experienced dramatic growth— particularly on Facebook. In carly
2010, a virtual farming game called FarmVille hit an astonishing benchmark:
90 million active players on Facebook, nearly 30 million of whom log in on
any given day to harvest their virtual crops and tend to their virtual livestock.”

It's an unprecedented scale of participation in a single online game. Roughly
one in seventy-five people on the planet is currently playing FarmVille, and onc
in two hundred people on the planet logs in on any given day to manage and
grow their virtual farm. What accounts for this global popularity? FarmVille i
the first game to combine the blissful productivity of World of Warcraft with the
easy gameplay and social connectivity of Lexulous.

Half the fun of FarmVille is carning experience points and gold in order to
level up and earn access to better crops and farm equipment, more exolc
animals, and a bigger land plot. Every time you log in to the game, yoU can

' ‘ : : : Tick tasks
improve your stats by undertaking a series of simple, poml-uml-cluL l

-
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plow the soil, buy and plant the seeds, harvest the crops, pet your farm ani-
mals. Each crop takes between twelve hours and four days in real time to yield
a harvest, so checking in every day or so becomes a regular habit. You start the
game able to harvest just strawberries and soybeans on a humble two-by-six-
square plot. Over time, you can work your way up to a “mighty plantation”
plot of twenty-two by twenty-two squares, on which you can grow lilies, yellow
melons, and coffee —not to mention care for bunny rabbits, pinto horses, and
golden chickens.

But the real genius of FarmVille is the social layer on top of this immensely
satisfving self-improvement work. The first time you log in to the game, you
see a list of your real-life Facebook friends who are already tending their own
virtual farms. You can make any or all of them your “neighbors™ in the game
and visit their farms whenever you want to see how they're doing.

You don’t interact directly with these neighbors—instead, like most Lexu-
lous play, FarmVille is an entirely asynchronous experience. While you're
tending your own farm, pop-up windows nudge you to pay attention to your
friends’ and families’ farms: “Chelsea could use help on her farm. Can you
give her a hand?” or “Ralph’s crops are looking a little puny. Could vou please
fertilize them?” Most players spend up to half their time in FarmVille helping
others: raking up their leaves, shooing away raccoons, or feeding their chick-
ens. You can also send your neighbors one free gift every day—a virtual avo-
cado tree, a bale of hot pink hay, or a duck, for instance. Meanwhile, whenever
you log back in to the game, you'll see a list of neighbors who have helped
your farm, and you're likely to find a pile of presents to accept.

The gifts aren’t real, of course. The favors don’t help you in your everyday
life. But the gesture isn’t an empty one. Every gift or favor someone bestows
upon you helps you achieve your goals in the game. And it's a virtuous circle.
Every time you see that someone has helped your farm, you feel the urge to
reciprocate. Over time, you build up a rhythm of checking in and helping
others in your social network every single day.

It's not a good substitute for real interaction, but it helps keep extended
friends and family in our daily lives when we might otherwise be too busy to

stay connected. Games like Lexulous and FarmVille ensure we'll show up and
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aily, and make a gesture of f'icn(m |
"I)

82 | REALITY s BROKEN

ionships d
do our part to nurture our relationship

whenever it's our turm.

v fifth fix for reality:

And so we have ot

() Fix #s: STRONGER SOCIAL CONNECTIVITY

—

Compared with games. reality IS disconnected. Games build

stronger social bonds and lead to more active social networks,

The more time we spend interacting
y we are to generate a subset of positive

within our social net-

works, the more likel
emotions known as “prosocial emotions.

Prosocial emotions— including love, compassion, admiration, and devotion
are feel-good emotions that are directed toward others. Theyv're crucial to o
long-term happiness because they help create lasting social bonds.

Most of the prosocial emotions that we get from gaming today aren’t neces.
sarily built in to the game design; they're more of a side effect of spending
more time plaving together. Case in point: my husband and [ first fell in love
when we spent six weeks in cach other’s apartments playing a mystery adven-
ture game called Grim Fandango on my laptop. Falling in love wasn’t so much
anvthing about that game in particular as it was a result of spending so
much time working together to solve puzzles—not to mention negotiating
who got to control the mouse and keyboard, and when—in order to lead us
through the virtual world. Similarly, any pair or group of people who consis-
tently play a game together, online or face-to-face, will have increased op-
portunities to express admiration for each other, to devote themselves to
common goal, to express sympathy for others’ losses, and even to fall in love.
(Which reminds me of the most interesting comment I've eavesdropped on
by browsing Lexulous screenshots: “Quite a close game again. Loser has to

marry the winner?"")
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But beyond this kind of all-purpase sacial henefit to plaving games together,
there are two specifie prosocial emotions (haf LAMes give ns: happy embar-
rassment and vicarious pride. Let's take o look a1 why these two prosocial
emotions matter, and how online games generate them better than real-world

interaction,

Happy Embarrassment

If there's one thing Lexulous plavers do even hetter than making ohscure
words out of random letters, it's gently teasing each other in a wav that makes
them feel good. And the most effective way l|lt.'jl- tease each other s II:rrHlI;h
trash-talking.

Trash-talking, when it's a plaviul way to insult vour competition, is almaost
as important to our enjoviment of social network games as the actual core
gﬂn-.r:]ﬂﬂ_\'. We crave the distinetly rews rling fc*e|i|u_; we get from a good game
when we soundly beat, or are beaten, by people we really like. More impor-
tantly, we crave the experience of teasing each other about it. in private and
in public.

Consider, for example, the [Ul]l:m"lllg public status updates from Lexulous
players. These statements are visible to all members of their social network
(including, no doubt, the people they are playing against), and sometimes to

the whole world (which is how I happened to see them:

“Playing Lexulous on Facebook with my mom. I'm winning. Hee

hee hee!™'*
“1'so pwnd my mom!""
If you've never pwned your mom, you're clearlv missing out.

To pwn someone — pronounced “pone” or “pawn,” though most people just

type it—means to achieve such a major victory you can't help but gloat after-
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Dacher Kelner, a Jcading researcher of pmsocml emolions at the | J"i"cn.h
aC ’

of California, has conducted experiments on the psychological benef (,'

. [
ves that teasing plays an invaluable role in |,

teasing, and he belie lpmg i

form and maintain positive relationships."”

“The tease is like a social vaccine,” Keltmer explains. “It stimulates e recip.
ent's emotional system.” Teasingly trash-talking allows us to provoke eacl, other
negative emotions in a very mild way—we stimulate a very small amount of anger
or hurt or embarrassment. This tiny provocation has two powerful effects, inst
it confirms trust: the person doing the teasing is demonstrating the capacity g
hurt. but simultaneously showing that the intention is not to hurt. Just like 2 dog
might play-bite another dog to show that it wants to be friends, we bare our teeth
to each other in order to remind each other that we could, but never really would
hurt each other. Conversely, by allowing someone else to tease us, we confin
our willingness to be in a vulnerable position. We are actively demonstrating our
trust in the other person’s regard for our emotional well-being.

By letting someone tease us, we're also helping them feel powerful. We're
giving them a moment to enjoy higher status in our social relationship—and
humans are intensely attuned to shifts in social status. By letting someone else
experience higher status, we intensify their positive feelings for us. Why? Be
cause we naturally like people more when they enhance our own social status

This is the essence of happy embarrassment and, according to Keltners
research, we're hardwired to feel it. He has documented the physi"logi"“l
basis for this complicated social effect in studies of face-to-face playful teasing

and trash-talking, According to Keltner's findings, the recipient of the teast

_
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almost invariably showed signs of lowered status, followed by an effort at rec-
onciliation: gaze aversion, bowed head, nervous smile, hand touching the
face, and so on. All of this is followed by flecting smile, a microexpression
that indicates we actually enjoy being teased by people we trust. Mcanwhile,
the more obvious the display of lowered status, the more the teasers reported
liking the teased afterward.

None of this is a conscious process, Keltner's research shows. We mostly
tease and let ourselves be teased because it feels good. But the reason why
it feels good is that it builds trust and makes us more likable. Most of s
might not realize exactly why it enhances our social connection. but we defi-
nitely feel the emotional net positive after 2 teasing exchange. And this emo-
tional reward encourages us to practice and repeat the behavior,

With all the pwnage and trash-talking happening in our favorite social
networking games, it’s clear that they are giving us a perfect and much needed
space to practice and perform the good tease. Competitive games in particular
give us an excuse to adopt playful postures of superiority, and to let our friends
and family get away with the same.

We can also lower our status to strengthen our relationships by acting silly.
This helps explain the appeal of the popular video game genre known as
“party games.” A party game is a game that's meant to be played socially, face-
to-face, and is easy to pick up the first time you try. Rock Band is one of the
most popular party games, and performing like a rock star—not to mention
failing a set—in front of friends and family definitely qualifies as a status-
raising or potentially happy-embarrassing moment.

Or consider WarioWare: Smooth Moves for the Wii, a game that is even
more physical than Rock Band. (The Wii remote controller has an acceler-
ometer that detects hand movements, as well as optical sensors to know where
you're pointing the device.) Like most party games for the Wii, to play it vou
have to perform it. Smooth Moves consists of more than two hundred different
“microgames” that require you to do a silly physical movement quickly: flap
your arms like a bird’s wing, mime twirling a hula hoop, shove virtual dentures

into a virtual grandma’s mouth. You have five seconds to figure out what
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, . images on the screen. Trying to ;..
you're supposed to do. based on the imag 810 think g

move that quickly asually results n flailing around, goofy-looking £esture

and occasionally falling over.

Promotion screenshot and gameplay image of WarioWare: Smooth Moves.
[Nintendo Corporation, 2007)

One reviewer reasonably asks: “Games this crazy shouldn’t be this popular,
should they?™ But they are hugely popular. Smooth Moves has sold more
than 2 million copies. They are easy to learn and quick to deliver emotional
rewards—if vou're willing to pick your virtual nose by shoving your game

controller up and down, you really do trust the people around you.

Vicarious Pride

In a recent major study of more than one thousand gamers, a little-knowt

prosocial emotion called “naches” ranked number eight on the top ten list of
emotions that gamers say they want to feel while playing their favorite game>

i
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Naches, a Yiddish word for the bursting pride we feel when somcone we've

taught or mentored succeeds, ranked just below surprise and fiero.”

The term "naches™ hasn't canght on i the gamer world the way “pwn” or

“fiero” has. But players in the study frcqucnlly described a kind of vicarions

pride from playing over someonc clse’s shonlder, and giving advice and en-

couragement—especially on games they themselves had already mastered.

The author of the study, Christopher Bateman, an expert in both cognitive

psychology and game design, adopted the term “naches” to describe this phe-

nomenon, reporting, “Players seem to really enjoy training their friends and

family to play games, with 2 whopping 53 4 percent saving it enhances their
enjovment.”*?
It's no surprise that mentoring our friends and family in gameplay makes us

happy and brings us closer together. Paul kman, a pioneering emotions re-
searcher and an expert on the phenomenon of naches, explains that this par-
ticular emotion is also likely an evolved mechanism, designed to enhance
group survival. The happiness we get from cheering on friends and family
ensures our personal investment in other people’s growth and achievements.
It encourages us to contribute to someone else’s success, and as a result we
form networks of support from which everyone involved benefits.> And be-
cause naches is so strongly correlated with survival, Ekman says, we feel it
intensely. We don't describe ourselves as “bursting with pride” over our own
success, but we do for others; this language suggests that the feeling of naches
is even more explosive than personal fiero.

However, we don’t naturally explode with pride at someone else’s success
if we haven't helped and encouraged them; too often, we feel jealousy or re-
sentment. If we aren’t actively contributing to the achievement with our sup-
port, then our emotional systems don't register vicarious pride. To generate
the emotional reward of naches, we have to throw ourselves into the act of
mentoring.

Most parents live in an almost constant state of naches. Unfortunately,
outside of parenthood, we aren’t always alert to opportunities for naches —
among friends, between husband and wife, or from children toward their
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parents— because we don't have significant incentive or NCoNrage,,

mentor cach other in everyday school or work. For the most pary .. I
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live in takes the pleasures and pains, the successes and failure of e
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vidual with unprecedented seriousness. And when we see siceegg g fail

as an entirely individual affair, we don't bother to invest ime or regey, i
someonc else’s achievements. -

We need more naches, which helps explain the rise in single-playe, e
being plaved with two or more people in the same room. Game regey, |".r:
who study industry trends report that, increasingly, one person will play ,
game while another, or others, watch, encourage, and advise W], iakes
this scenario attractive —and here is a big difference between ordinan Iife and
games—is that computer and video games are perfectly replicable obstaclec
we know in advance that our support will be useful, and we know exactly what
our friends and family members are getting themselves in for,

The notoriously difficult puzzle game Braid, by independent game devel.
oper Jonathan Blow. is a perfect example of this phenomenon. Players iy
work their wav through thirtv-seven monster-filled puzzle rooms in order to
rescue a princess. Early reviews of the single-player game were raves, but
manv reviewers worried that the reliance on puzzles would limit the replay
value of the game. Once vou'd solved a puzzle, one reviewer wrote, “there is
little incentive to come back for seconds.””

But a large amount of anecdotal evidence from gamer blogs and forums sug-
gests that gamers are revisiting Braid—in order to generate naches. Players scem
absolutelv tickled to watch friends and family work out the a-ha moments for
each puzzle, lending their advice and positive morale in the face of the gamess
frustrating mental challenges. “Just finished the game, now I'm watching my wife
work through it and it's a delight,” one husband-turned-mentor writes.” Another
savs. | finished the game last night and only needed help from my kids on bvo
of the very final puzzle pieces. | think they were very proud of their mom!™’
Games give us the opportunity to learn and master new challenges, and usually

we leam skills that we can pass on to the other gamers in our lives.

______—‘
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Not all the social rewards we get from playing games arc about strengthen-
ing bonds with people we already know. Social contact with strangers can
offer different kinds of emotional reward, at the right times. One of these re-

wards that is unique to massively multiplayer online game environmenls is

something rescarchers call “ambicent sociability.” It's the experience of plaving

alone mﬂc“’”- and it's a kind of social mterachion that even the most intro-

verted among us can enjoy.

Ambient Sociability

Sometimes we want company, but we don’'t want to actively interact with
anybody. That's where the idea of plaving alone together comes in.

MMO:s are famous for their collaborative quests and group raids. But it
turns out that a majority of players prefer to play the game solo. An eight-
month study of more than 150,000 World of Warcraft plavers discovered that
players were spending on average 70 percent of their time pursuing individual
missions, barely interacting with other players.™ The rescarchers, based at
Stanford University and Palo Alto Research Center (PARC), found this sur-
prising and counterintuitive. Why bother paying a monthly subscription to
participate in a massively multiplayer game world if you are going to ignore
the masses?

The researchers conducted interviews to explore these findings and found
that players enjoyed sharing the virtual environment, even if there was little
to no direct interaction. They were experiencing a high degree of “social pres-
ence,” a communications theory term for the sensation of sharing the same
space with other people.’’ Although the players were not fighting each other
or questing together, they still considered each other virtual company. The
Stanford and PARC research team dubbed this phenomenon “playing alone
together.”*

One World of Warcraft player explains on her blog why she prefers to play
alone together: “It's the feeling of not being alone in the world. [ love being

around other real players in the game. | enjoy seeing what they're doing, what
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nd running across them out in the world ‘doing
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they've achieved, a th;,
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of social presence: a presence enhanced by sharing goals a1 eng,
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the same activities. The players can recognize cach other becanse they

comimon undcrsl’ln{hl‘lgnhmlmi Ihm [ L’imﬂg and "'"r|“ Their ac Mo ire
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telligible and meaningful to cach other.

Ambient sociability is a very casual form of social interaction. ns
create direct bonds. but it does satisfy our eraving to feel connected Oy,
It creates a kind of social expansiveness im our lives —a feeling of iy, Iisien, i
a social scene, and access to other people if we want it. The Stanforg Ml
PARC rescarchers f'"""““l that introverted pl-,u-cr!-; were more Likely g, &iion
plaving alone together, and recent cognitive science studies suppaort 1)y, e
orv. The best explanation scienhsts have for why some people are extron Ctlod
while others are introverted has to do with two differences in brain aclivihy

First. introverts in general tend to be more sensitive 1o extermnal sepgn
stimulus: the cortical region of the brain, which processes the external wey
nf{:hjf;pth‘ spaces, and }:u:'{'}p]l':_ reacts ‘.ilTﬂl’Iglj' in the presence of any '-.|:1'1|||-|]||1,._

“xtroverts, on the other hand, have lower cortical arousal. They require more
stimulus to feel engaged with the external world. This makes extroverts more
likely to seek higher levels of social stimulation, while introverts are more likely
to feel mentallv exhausted after lower levels of social engagement.

Meanwhile. extroverts tend to produce more dopamine in response to so-
cial rewards —smiling faces, laughter, conversation, and touch, for example.
Introverts, in turn, are less sensitive to these social reward systems but highly
sensitive to mental activity, such as problem solving and puzzling and solo
exploration. Researchers say this explains why extroverts seem happier around
other people and in stimulating environments: they are feeling significantly
more intense positive emotions than introverted people.

But some game researchers, including Nicole Lazzaro, believe that ambi-
ent sociability and lightweight social interaction can actually train the brain
to experience social interaction as more rewarding. Lazzaro proposes that
since introverts are so sensitive to the rewards of mental activity, which gaming

Pl‘ﬂ'r'idES, dDiTlg these activities in online social 5clling.‘s can create new, pus

4__-d
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tive associations for introverts about social experience. In other words, games
like WoW may make introverts fecl more comfortable with social interaction
in general.

Studies have yet to be conducted 1o offer conerete support to this theory, but
initial interviews and ancedotal evidence suggest it is worth further mvestiga-
tion. Our solo WoW player describes how she can be drawn into hightweight
social interaction even as she makes her own way in the online world: “Chuck
a heal there, apply a buff here, kill that thing that's about to kill that plaver, ask
for some quick help or information, join up for a spontancous quick group.™™
She remains open to these umexpected social interactions. and they are an es-
sential part of why she likes to play alone together. She craves the possibility of
“the spontancons adventures that erupt between real people.”

Why does this matter? Why is it a good thing for introverts to be open to
more social interaction, and to find shared experiences more rewarding?

In study after study, positive-psychology researchers have shown that extro-
version is highly correlated with greater happiness and life satisfaction. Extro-
verts are simply more likely to seek out the experiences that create social
bonding and affection. As a result, they are better liked and better supported
than introverts, two measures that factor heavily into quality of life. Introverts
want to be liked and appreciated, and they need help just as much as anyone
else; they're just not as motivated to seck out opportunities to build up that
kind of positive social fecling and exchange.”

Fortunately, as many gamers are discovering, ambient sociability can play
a key role in building up a desire for social interaction in the most introverted
of people. Ambient sociability is hardly a substitute for real-world social inter-
action. But it can serve as a gateway to real-world socializing—and therefore
greater quality of life—by helping introverts learn to view social engagement

as more intrinsically rewarding than they are naturally predisposed to do.

GAME DESIGNER Daniel Cookman writes that when gamers decide to play
with strangers or with people they know in real life, they're effectively choos-

ing between “forging new relationships or strengthening old ones. . . . We
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¢ stronger draw is: SITONg, safe relationships wiy), Cxisi

can ask which th g
onships with new people.” Cookman says i1, '
vs tha i,

friends, or weak, ‘Tisky relati

most circumstances, he (and mosl gamers) prefers to strengthen existyy, -

tionships. The payoff is simply greater, and more clearly connected o

everyday lives.
Gookman is right that, on the w
1ships-—incrcasing|y. online gamers report that they prefer y,

know in real life. This is truer the younge ,

hole, gamers make the choice to strengthen

existing relation
play online with people they

gamer you are. A recent three-year study of Internet use by young peaple i

the United States revealed that gamers under eighteen spend 61 percent of
their game time playing with real-life friends and family, rather than alone o
with strangers.*

But Cookman acknowledges that there is another factor to consider. Play
with strangers or play with friends? “In order to answer this question in any
meaningful fashion,” he writes, “you first need to answer a more personal
question. ‘Are you lonely?”™"'

We can't discuss the social rewards of gaming without mentioning the
positive role they play in helping us combat our feelings of loneliness. As a
general rule, we'd rather play with friends. But if that isn't possible, we'll take
strangers anv day over playing alone. Cookman sums up the prevailing senti-
ment: “I'm not sure if having a stranger yell at me in [a first-person shooter

game | will result in any long-lasting friendships, but it is certainly better than

38

being alone.”

The gamer website Pwn or Die, popular with an audience of teenagers and
voung adults, has a short manifesto on “Ways Video Games Actually Benefit
‘Real Life.” At the top of the list is simply staving off loneliness. “When ther¢
are no kids in the neighborhood, it is late at night, or your best friend is miles

away, video games give you an opportunity to interact with other people and

be social."*

Would it be more rewarding to have a real-world space in whicl 10 have
face-toface interaction? Probably—there is significant evidence to suggest

that social rewards are intensified by things like eye contact and touch. B!

‘
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face-to-face contact isn't always possible. Morcover, if we're feeling depressed
or loncly, we might not have the emotional reserves to get up and get out, or
to contact a real-life friend or family member. Playing a game online, like
ambient sociability, can be a stepping-stone to a more positive emotional state

and, with it, more positive social experiences.

EIFTEEN YEARS AGO, political scientist Robert Putnam famously worried that
the United States was tuming into a nation of people who go “bowling alone.”
In his hugely influential book about the collapse of extended community, he
documented a worrying trend: that we are increasingly likely to hunker down
and prefer the company of just a few people rather than participate in civic
organizations or in a larger social context in general.

Putnam considered the collapse of extended community in our everyday
lives to be a major threat to our quality of life, and he made this point so per-
suasively that, for years since, experts have debated the best ways to reverse it.
Public institutions have also tried everything possible to rebuild the traditional
community infrastructure. But, as gamers are finding out, rebuilding tradi-
tional ways of connecting might not be the solution —reinvention might work
better.

Gamers, without a doubt, are reinventing what we think of as our daily
community infrastructure. They're experimenting with new ways to create so-
cial capital, and they're developing habits that provide more social bonding
and connectivity than any bowling league ever could.

As a society, we may feel increasingly disconnected from family, friends,
and neighbors— but, as gamers, we are adopting strategies to reverse the phe-
nomenon. Games are increasingly a crucial social thread woven throughout
our everyday lives. We're using asynchronous social interaction in games like
Lexulous and FarmVille to build stronger, stickier social connections. We're
spending more time teasing and mentoring each other in games like Smooth
Moves and Braid, in order to build trust and intensify our social commitments.

And we're creating worlds of ambient sociability, as in World of Warcraft,
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where even the most introverted among us have opportunities 1, devel
0
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social stamina and get more social conmectivity in their lives.
Gamers, emphatically, are nof gaming alone.
And the more we game together, the more we get the sense Hhat e

ating a global community with a purpose. Gamers aren't jyq) ""Hg '
()

games anymore. They have a bigger mission.

They're on a mission to be a part of something epie.
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