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Abstract

In order to gain insight into how to create a successful game, a developer should learn about
the end user of the product, the player. For this exact reason, there must be a deeper
understanding of the effects games can have on the one who plays them. The main question
addressed in this paper is “How can the games positively affect the player on a psychological
and emotional level?”. This question has been divided into 3 different sub-question. To
answer them, a combination of thematic analysis and literature study was used. Multiple
studies have been previously made on the relationship between video games and the human
mind, either focusing on the negative or on the positive effects. This paper has a new
approach, consisting of dividing the benefits into categories determined by the main reason a
player chooses to play games. The main 6 categories were established empirically, and 200
answers were arranged under the category most fitting for each. A total of 14 benefits were
found for the previously mentioned categories. Additionally, 5 less noticeable benefits have
been included into a new category.
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1 Introduction

For creating a successful game, a developer needs to know more than just how to
program it. In order to make a game enjoyable, one needs in-depth knowledge about
its audience, the player. Therefore, they must be informed about the influence that
playing games can have on a person. This begs the question: How can games
positively affect the player on a psychological and emotional level?

Since a game can impact a person in various ways, during game development, one
should be aware of how to use different techniques in order to make the player’s
experience better. In this day and age, it has become increasingly easy to create a
game. Despite the multitude of tools developers are presented with today, many of the
newer games lack a certain level of quality that made some of the older games stand
out. This proves that there are different elements that make players resonate with
games, for reasons much more complex than visual appeal.

To answer the main question (How can games positively affect the player on a
psychological and emotional level?), a closer look has to be taken at what this
question entails: What are the reasons people play video games? How is the mind of
the player affected by video gaming? What are the less noticeable ways in which
games affect the mind?
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2 Background

The influence of video games on the human mind has been previously studied by
numerous researchers in the past. Some of the studies are focused on the positive
effects, some on the negatives. This paper uses a new approach on this subject,
splitting the beneficial influence of gaming into categories determined by the reasons
people choose to play games.

One of the most relevant studies providing information about the benefits of playing
video games are found in the article with the same title [1]. It states that “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”.
Whether if it’s watching theater plays, going to the cinema, or playing video games,
entertainment determines people to enter a state of satisfaction. Doing it regularly
improves one’s mental and even physical health. Excitement or relaxation, as well as
the multitude of emotions provided by entertainment in any form, will improve an
individual’s everyday life [2].

Social interaction with other individuals constitutes a vital factor for well-being [3].
Furthermore, studies indicated that socializing can perceivably improve health [4].
Other researchers state that socializing counters the deterioration of Theory-of-Mind
abilities [5].

Medical studies on playing video games prove the following effects: the decrease of
withdrawal and depressive type behaviors and the stimulation of excitement and
euphoric behaviors [6]. It’s been concluded that casual video games are comparable in
effect with mindfulness-meditation, helping with decreasing blood pressure and the
heart rate, while also provoking “decreases in an individual’s reactivity towards a
negative emotional stimulus” [7].

Some studies pinpoint further benefits such as the improvement of spatial skills [1],
coordination, the improvement of selective attention [8]. What is more, they can
improve the efficiency of one’s social, cognitive, and motor skills [9].

3 Methods

Multiple methods have been used with the purpose of answering the research
questions. These methods are comprised of thematic analysis and literature study.

For answering the first sub-question (What are the reasons people play video games?),
a thematic analysis has been conducted. Using Reddit, an internet platform suited to
inquire about people’s opinions and experiences, data has been collected from a
popular, existing entry. The question “Why do you play video games?” is addressed to
the average person [10]. Two hundred responses have been selected and arranged into
categories. The data has been put into a percentage graph for a better visualization,
revealing which are the desired effects of playing games, as well as which of them are
favored by the majority.

The results acquired previously serve as reference points for the next step. Using the
existing research available in different published works, such as books and articles,
data has been gathered regarding the desired benefits that have been previously listed.
The information consists of the positive impacts they have on the human mind and
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one’s emotional state of being. The results have been viewed in a table that is
comprised by the desired elements and the way they influence the brain in a beneficial
way.

With the utilization of literature study, further information has been acquired in regard
to the impact of games that is not noticeable by the average person. The information
that was concluded by said studies has been collected together and regarded under the
category of further benefits. The new information will be added to the table, in order
to better visualize all the encountered benefits that have been found.

4 Results

In order to acquire information about the positive impact of games on players, average
players were enquired about what makes playing games appealing. Further research
has been made for understanding how these reasons affect the brain, using available
articles and books. Additional literature has been used to gather information about the
less noticeable effects of playing games.

4.1 Why do people play video games?

The raw data was obtained from an online inquiry regarding the reason the
respondents play games [10]. From the total of 947 answers, 200 responses have been
selected, based on their popularity which is dictated by the number of upvotes. The
answers that convey a similar reason to one another have been grouped together under
one category, using an excel sheet (Appendix 1). The categories have been
determined empirically based on the provided answers, as described in Table 1.

Table 1 - Description of categories

Category Name Description

e “An activity, a form of entertainment, etc. that helps you avoid

Escapism or forget unpleasant or boring things” (Oxford, Oxford
Learner's Dictionaries, 2021)

e Living a preferred fictional reality

e Answers that compared video games to books, movies, theater
Entertainment plays, and other such works of fiction

¢ Intrigued by plot and characters

o Exclusively related to the story aspect of the gameplay

Accomplishment | ¢  The rewarding feeling of achievement

e "Light-hearted pleasure, enjoyment, or amusement;
Fun boisterous joviality or merrymaking; entertainment™ (Oxford,
2021)

It also includes unspecified positive feelings

Staying in touch with people
Making new connections

Socializing

Lowering one’s level of stress
Initially, under the escapism category, it evolved into its own
category

Stress relief
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Survey - Why do people play video games?

m Escapism Entertainment (story) mAccomplishment = Fun mSocdalizing o Stress relief

Figure 1 - Survey results

To avoid duplicate recording of the same user, the name associated with the answer
has been used. However, since some of the accounts have been deleted, some of the
entries in the excel sheet have the same value: “[deleted]”. (Appendix 1)

The number of responses that belong to each category have been recorded and put
into a graph, showing the percentages of each, as shown in Fig. 1.

4.2 How is the mind of the player affected by video gaming?

Based on the reasons gathered previously, further research has been made using
articles and books, in order to elaborate on the ones whose effects are not directly
stated nor apparent. For the reasons that refer directly to experiencing certain feelings
or improving one’s mood, additional literature has been used to identify further
benefits and supplemental information. The results have been inserted into a table,
displaying the benefits alongside each of the six reasons.

A summary of the information gathered from the various papers mentioned in the
background section has been introduced into a table for a better visualization (Table
2).

Table 2 — Main benefits of playing games

Reason to play Benefit

Induces a sense of control
Allows people to work out negative emotions in safe contexts
Can offer a feeling of deep satisfaction

Escapism

Enriches a person’s daily life by inducing a range of emotions
Maintains or even improves problem solving and enhances
perceptual skills

Entertainment

Accomplishment | ¢ Represents one of the pillars of well-being, as illustrated by
Seligman’s PERMA model [13]

Fun e Lowers instances of withdrawal and depressive type behaviors
e Stimulates excitement and euphoric behaviors
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e Constitute one of the most important factors necessary for
living a happy life

Socializing e Improves physical and mental health
e Counters the deterioration of Theory-of-Mind abilities that are
caused by ageing
e Reduced blood pressure
Stress relief ¢ Reduced heart rate
e Allows one to cope better when faced with negative emotional
stimulus

4.3 What are the less noticeable ways in which games affect the
mind?

Using the research provided by already existing literature, information has been
sought regarding the benefits of video games that are not apparent to the average
player. The main benefits, summarized by a statement, have been inserted into a table
for the sake of consistency.

The articles from which the additional benefits of playing games were gathered are
also presented in the Background section.

Table 3 — Additional benefits of playing games

Improves spatial skills (playing shooting games)
Further Enhances a person’s coordination
benefits Improves selective attention

Improves reading speed and accuracy
Increases efficiency of social, cognitive and motor skills

5 Discussion and Conclusion

The main aim of this paper was determining the positive effects of video games on the
human mind. This has been attempted by answering three sub-questions regarding the
reason people play games, the benefits that are offered by these motivators, and
information about less noticeable positive effects of playing games. For the research,
different methods have been used.

Thematic analysis has been applied to a Reddit forum of 947 responses, selecting 200
relevant answers which were later classified into 6 clusters. In the background section
some similar studies are presented, whose results were used in sections 4.2 and 4.3 as
literature study.

The answer to the first sub-question can be described by Figure 1.

It can be concluded that the main reason the player chooses to spend their time
playing is Escapism, with 38%. The next one is Entertainment (17%), closely
followed by Accomplishment (14%) and Fun (14%). The last two are Socializing
(10%) and Stress-relief (7%). The fact that the percentage of people that chose
Escapism is more than 5 times bigger than the ones who chose stress-relief might
seem counterintuitive. However, it is important to consider the possibility that some
respondents regarded stress-relief as an element naturally provided by Escapism, Fun,
or Socializing. Similarly, it is possible some people might regard Fun as an extension
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of Entertainment. Nevertheless, these categories have been kept separate because of
the way the answers were structured: some clearly specified solely liking the Fun
aspect, while others acknowledging an entertaining story is not always fun.

The next question was answered using an extensive literature study, from which 14
emotional and psychological benefits have been found. The selection of articles has
been aided by the usage of keywords taken from the 6 previously mentioned
categories. Combining the results of the first two answers, by arranging the benefits
into the 6 categories, it can be concluded that the main benefits sought by players are:
a sense of control, working out negative emotions in safe contexts, and feelings of
deep satisfaction.

Answering the last question that was focused on the less noticeable benefits of playing
games, 5 further positive effects have been found. It is to be noted that these 5
benefits are of psychological nature rather than most of the previous effects which
impact one’s emotional state.

Finally, the answer to the main question: “How can the games positively affect the
player on a psychological and emotional level?” can be concluded by combining the
results of all 3 sub-questions. Ultimately, 19 benefits of playing video games have
been gathered, each grouped into 6 main categories and a secondary one.

The research has some limitations given by the subjective nature of choosing the
categories in which the answers were grouped in. What is more, there was a lack of
information about respondents, such as gender, age, or occupation. Additionally, the
information was taken exclusively from people whose answer was written, which are
possibly of a more extroverted nature, as opposed to the ones that might simply
upvote the answers they identify with most. Contrastingly, these answers were taken
from a website that is mostly used by introverts. Therefore, there is a possibility of the
results being biased.

Further direction of research can consist of studying the way in which the gameplay
might trigger those desired, beneficial responses in people.
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Appendix 1 — List of respondents
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