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SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

Introduction

The games industry has
enormous potential to act as a
source of good mental wellbeing.

Mental health problems are a leading cause of
ill-health in the UK. One in six adults in England
report experiencing a common mental health
problem (like anxiety or depression) in any given
week.? This unacceptably high level of mental ill-

health is our biggest public health challenge.

By tackling risk factors to our mental health and
maximising protective factors that enhance it, we
can reduce the level and severity of mental health
problems and improve our resilience to difficult

life events.
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SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

We are increasingly recognising that this isn't

just a task for the health sector. More and more,
cultural institutions are considering the role they
play in shaping social norms and behaviours —
particularly brands that customers spend lots of
time with.

IMAGE SOURCE

The games industry has a huge role in
reaching people who need to protect their
mental health. The industry has enormous
potential to act as a source for good in helping
to promote mental wellbeing.

What's more, our study shows that players are
expecting the games industry to take action on
this. Players are asking you to do more: not
because you have to, but because you have
the opportunity and power to make a positive
difference to their lives.
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video games anc

mental wellbeing

O TurIFY
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Jingle Jam 2020 raised funds to INGLE JAM
support a range of charities. The Mentall i
. onate to help charities hit their goal
Health Foundation pledged to produce receive the Jingle Jam 2020 B% df and
£ nale

an exciting new piece of research that £2f;;;,3§§99

helps support the wellbeing of players.

We committed to taking a nuanced view
that looks at the different ways that video

games might influence wellbeing.

Most importantly, we made a

commitment to co-design solutions with

players themselves.

IMAGE SOURCE 7
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Xecutive

There has been little research on the link between
video games and mental wellbeing from the
perspective and lived experience of players
themselves. Our work followed 24 UK adults
(console and PC gamers) aged 18-60 over three
weeks, asking them to track their gameplay and

mental wellbeing in their own words.

Players told us that games have a lot of benefits for
their mental wellbeing, helping them manage worry
or anxiety, de-stress and relax, and connect with
other people (both in-person and online). Games
also provide an outlet for creative expression and
healthy escape. However, players also told us about
some downsides: harmful behaviour from other
players online, feelings of frustration or anger, and
feeling like games can interfere with other priorities
including self-care. When players described these

downsides, one common feeling was a lack of

control. For example, they would play for longer
than intended or ‘on autopilot” without really
knowing why.

Players didn't initially make
the connection between
video games and their
mental wellbeing

Players didn't initially make the connection
between video games and their mental wellbeing.
However, tracking how they felt when they played
made them more aware of the link between their
gameplay and their mood. This awareness helped
players to articulate (both to themselves and to
friends and family) why gaming was important to
them and, in some cases, to be more deliberate in

their choices around when, what and why they play.

Change can only come after awareness. Pausing
to notice how gaming makes them feel is an

important first step to empowering players to

SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

better manage their wellbeing. We recommend
players make a conscious effort to pause and be
curious about their own gameplay habits. How
do they feel before, during, and after playing
games? What does gaming bring to their life
and how does it affect their wellbeing? Regular
reflection can help players understand the
connection between gaming and their mental
wellbeing, and identify where they may want

to change their habits and where gaming is a

positive resource for their wellbeing.

Given that gaming is different for everyone,
there’s unlikely to be a single universal solution
for everyone. However, players told us they see
a role for industry in supporting consumers to
manage their own wellbeing in the context of

gameplay. Players co-created solutions based
e
-

Bk

around five ways the
industry can make
an impact on their
mental wellbeing -
see p.73
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Around 86% of the UK adult population have We set out to better understand how UK
played a video game in the past year. Players are far ~ players feel gaming relates to their mental
more diverse than common stereotypes suggest. ~ Wwellbeing. Much of the research about gaming
Half of frequent adult players are women, and more  is focused on measuring and quantifying

than half are over 30.3 Understanding how gaming ~ people’s gameplay. For example, it might
interacts with mental wellbeing therefore isn't a compare how long people play for to how they
niche topic: it's an important factor in the livesand  rate their thoughts, feelings, and behaviour.

leisure time of millions of people. While this is valuable, it can't tell us as much

about how people feel about gameplay, and

SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

how they understand and articulate their

own relationship between gaming and

mental wellbeing.

Answering these questions is an important way to
understand the potential avenues for promoting

good mental wellbeing while gaming.
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Specincally, we
wantea to KNow:

How do players
understand mental
wellbeing when it

comes to gaming?

How do players

currently manage their
mental wellbeing when
it comes to gaming?

What do players feel are
the positive and negative
impacts of gaming on
their mental wellbeing?

SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

How is the relationship
between mental wellbeing and
gaming affected by people’s
motivations to play and their
individual characteristics?
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VWe Ttocused on plavers own

STOories ana experiences o

namore na

ViidaY ural context

We asked a diverse group of 24 UK players (of
console or PC games) aged 18-60 to keep an
audio-visual ‘gaming log’. Over the course of three
weeks, players uploaded short clips telling us how
they felt before, during, and after playing a game.
They also answered additional questions about
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours around
gaming. We followed this up with an in-depth
interview to understand people’s experiences

in more detail. We then looked for trends and
patterns in what people shared and pulled together
some key themes.

While this can't tell us if playing games causes or
is statistically linked to wellbeing, it can tell us a lot
about how players understand their own mental
health and wellbeing in relation to gaming, and the

different roles that gaming plays in people’s lives.

We also took a closer look at trends in

online searches for gaming and mental
wellbeing. We explored Google search trends and
communities on Twitter and Reddit to see how, and
how frequently, people were talking about gaming
and mental wellbeing.

GAYMERS

m‘_n'fgavmers o«

SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

0 black girls who play video games @5

m Disabled Gar
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% gaming makes me

gaming makes me depressed
gaming makes me feel sick
gaming makes me angry
gaming makes me happy
gaming makes me nauseous
% gaming makes me tired
gaming makes me anxious
gaming makes me hungry
gaming makes me depressed reddit
gaming makes me happy shirt
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A 2020 survey reported that 79% of video
game players in the UK are highly aware of
the importance of good mental health in

general.4 However, for most of our participants, “It's probably
this was the first time they had really considered something I'd never
the connection between their mental wellbeing actua"y put two and two
and their personal gaming behaviours. together, never put gaming and
Their observations and insights about gaming mental health...and put either...
o ® and mental wellbeing only arose after exploring whether they have an adverse
« the topic in depth. Taking part in interviews and a impact or whether they don’t

‘gaming log’ exercise encouraged players to pause have an impact.”
and notice how their gaming affected their mood

’ This suggests that while people might be aware

of the importance of mental health in general,
they are not necessarily aware of how their own

gaming habits impact their mental wellbeing

(and vice versa). l

13.
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ange begins with awareness: active retlection

unaerstanc € IINKS petween

r

elr personal gaming boenaviours

eir mental wellbeing

ancC

Simply noticing that game and behaviours. Players told us they found this
play affects their mental wellbeing, and interesting and empowering.
that mental wellbeing might drive their

Th ing | d [ t
choice of game play, is an important first step in © 8aming fog encouraged some piayers to

R L be more intentional in their gaming ch'0|ces.

It prompted some to have a constructive
Structured reflection exercises (a ‘gaming conversation with friends or family about
log’ recorded via a voice or video clip on their why they game, fostering connections and a
smartphone) helped players better understand  positive ‘self-narrative’.

themselves and their gaming decisions

14.
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“It was interesting to be asked questions about this, because I'd never really.. |
subconsciouly | knew what [ was doing ...escapitsm and just to de-stress, but I'd never
thought about it in those terms... that was the interesting thing - that little bit of self-
analysis making me think about, in hindsight, what I'd done and how I'd changed.”

5
ey

Promote and support
players to develop

“..a lot of time as humans, we just

awareness around the do things and it becomes automatic “It was nice to be able to explain to
interplav of saming and and then you forget what it is that my husband exactly how | feel. After
mental we em - a : | like [about] this, or what it is that doing the gaming diary | could talk
= I'm getting from this. So | think that to him about what they asked and
oute to empowering was good, to understand some of what | said... and | could talk about
ea choices: my behaviours...” being an introvert.”
"romote more N h

35 |
:

o g

o

(7]

0

[ ]

(7;]

0

1

ntentional gaming*

15.
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Table 1

Compared to general searches for Mental Health keywords, Mental Health x
Gaming volumes are low

Keyword ‘ Average P1Y Monthly Search Volume

T

The search volume for keywords related to StressirelotEE “
mental health and gaming is very low, especially Games to help with anxiety

Searches for Gaming x Mental Health also have comparatively lower
Google Search volumes to other areas of mental health concerns

o% 20% 40% 60%

@ Social media and mental health
or because they aren’t seeking information ® TV and mental health

when compared to search volumes for general
mental health keywords over the same time
or searches for the mental health effects of

other technologies.

This suggests the wider
public also isn’t making a connection
between mental wellbeing and gaming. It

80% 100%

may be because this isn't a concern for them,

or support via these channels. @ Gaming and mental health

16.
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Table 1

'Benefits' and 'shadows' are loosely categorised into themes (or ‘needs’) from 'Self
Determination Theory' - Social Connection, Autonomy, Competence and Flow.®” This
framework has previously been used to help understand links between gaming and
wellbeing, and there is evidence to suggest that they act as key motivations for play.®
More generally, research suggests that satisfying these needs is associated with
improved wellbeing.®”

Benefits ‘ Shadows

Social connection Bonding time with friends and family Online bullying, abuse, or harassment
Sense of belonging to a community Feeling unable to be oneself online due to
discrimination or harassment
A shared interest and cultural experience Feeling ashamed, guilty or embarrassed
of hobby or gameplay habits

Way to socialise on one’s own terms Avoiding in-person socialising

(o LULIEUCI  Feeling a sense of control over the
Autonomy in-game environment

Feeling out-of-control of own gaming
habits, sometimes playing excessively to
the detriment of other responsibilities
(eg. work, sleep)

JNLEVIELTEL . Having freedom and variety of choice
(METTYVAl  over what and how to play
Satisfaction from in-game achievements Feeling frustrated or angry with
in-game challenges
Pride from mastering a particularly
challenging part of the game

G Active nature of gaming helping to keep
brain occupied from feelings of anxiety,

Gaming distracting from other goals or
responsibilities
worry or stress

Feeling immersed in different worlds or
stories as a form of escapism

[{EWA  Positive nostalgia and sense of play from Stigma / shame about gaming as a hobby
beloved childhood games

KEY FINDINGS

Players describe many positive aspects
of gaming for their mental wellbeing.

However, these positive aspects
sometimes have a ‘shadow side’

Players felt gaming mostly had a positive impact
on their mental wellbeing. This is supported by
survey data: three in five gamers (60%) say that
gaming improves their mental health (a further
15% say 'significantly improves’) and just 2% say

it worsens it.°

Gaming was described as a way to manage
feelings of worry or anxiety, an accessible method
of relaxing and socialising with others, and an
immersive way to explore creativity and in-game

experiences.

However, players also described some

downsides to gaming. These included abuse or
harassment online, feeling frustrated or angry,
and occasionally feeling out of control with their
play habits. This could make them feel worse
about themselves.

17.
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Jverview:
[ ®

Online search trends suggest people more
commonly search for the positive benefits of
gaming than the ‘shadow sides’, suggesting
they may be actively seeking out games that
might provide these benefits.

The most common gaming and mental
health-related search was for games to

‘relax and unwind’.

Help players more easi
nind types of games tha
bene eir mood and

mental wellbeing in a

|

Relax and unwind

Online games

Parenting concerns

Social gaming

Esports

Corporate team building games
Sad and emotional

Excessive gameplay
Challenging games

Stress and anxiety reduction
Benefits of gaming

Immersive

Depression

Effects of gaming on mental health symptoms
Toxic community

Anxiety*

Anger and frustration

Bullying

Emotional crisis

I -0
—
T =990 @ +214%

T 250 @ 8%

T 242003 -63%

O 220 727

| 1490 0 -58%
I 1370 [ +13.8%
| 1280 O3 -66.7%
940 [ +20.2%
680 [ +329%
s70 (3 -397%

s70 [ -269%

sso B -71.9%

s00 [ +103.2%

230 [ +387.6%

200 —

140

40

Growth data not available
due to low search volumes
for keywords belonging to
this theme

When people do
search MH x gaming,
top queries show

gamers ask about
the positive impacts
of gaming

Key search terms clustered by
themes (shown). Data represents
UK-based google searches directly
linked to gaming

Data note: Numbers at the end of each bar show the P1Y

Average Monthly Search Volume (Jun 2020-May 2021)
for search terms that belong to each theme.

vTD @B % Change in Google Search Index (Weighted
by Average Monthly Search Volume) is for Jan to Jul
2020 vs Jan to Jul 2021

*Anxiety is a subtheme of Stress and Anxiety Reduction.

18.
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The relationship between gaming and wellbeing

is highly individual and complex with many
contextual and environmental factors. This means
that developing a one-size-fits-all ‘solution’ for

improving mental wellbeing is a challenge.

Players in our study suggested direct and indirect
ways the games industry could better support
players’ mental wellbeing. These ranged from
design tweaks to help players control how long
they played to doing more to tackle toxic online
communities.

Additionally, a workshop with a new sample of
players co-created solutions for gaming and
mental wellbeing. Five themes were identified as
important to them (p.73 for details):

A
RAEUTE FALSE
‘RepoaTs
Eoed

4
:
3

|
i

see p.73

. Meaningful representation and

inclusive gaming

. Dealing effectively with harmful or

abusive players (toxic communities)

Increasing players’ awareness of
the relationship between mental
health and videogames

. Embedding mental health support

and resources within games

Helping players recognise and avoid
using games in unhealthy ways

for more players recommendations
19.
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20.
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xploring the benefits and shadow

1. Vital social connection vs. 2. Meaningful representation matters
harmful community behaviour enormously for mental wellbeing
3. Games as a reliable source of 4. Immersion + escapism
stress relief and managing anxiety! vs. loss of control
6. The value of prompted reflection 7. The guilt and stigma
5. Redefining excessive play for playing with intention attached to adult forms of play
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Gaming provides players with a
unique way to connect with others,
greatly benefiting their mental health
- but harmful behaviour online can
threaten this.

BENEFITS AND SHADOWS

22.
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n contrast to the stereotype o
the ‘lone isolated gamer, players
primari ouna gaming a vita
source or soclal connection

IMAGE SOURCE

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

Players told us that games were a valued way
of connecting with others, especially during
COVID-19 restrictions. Games were an

easy, enjoyable way to bond with others.

However, the positives of social gaming mostly
came from strengthening existing relationships
- playing with friends and family.

Players described routines of playing games with
younger relatives or their children and spoke about
gaming online as a way to keep in touch with
friends who lived far away. Playing together was a
way to have healthy competition with others and
softened the blow of particularly challenging or

frustrating game experiences.

This is supported by existing research and

polling. Over a third of players in a recent

poll said ‘spending time with family and friends’
was a reason for playing games,5 and the

concept of ‘intergenerational play’ (gameplay in
physical proximity to parents or grandparents)
has been suggested to help facilitate conversation

between family members?

23.
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“We all still get online quite a bit,
we kind of make a conscious effort
to get on, all of us, at least once of
week... bizarrely, | think it’s made
our friendship stronger in a way.
‘Cause we make a commitment to
actually meet up online. | think it’s
made us a lot more solid, kind of, as
a unit. Which... to people who don’t
game probably sounds really weird,
but to us, you know, it’s worked”

“I suppose with my younger
brother.. it’s fun... it’s like our
bonding time kind of thing. So it's
nice in that way, and it’s definitely
because of COVID and that game
kind of brought us together...”

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

“[Playing games] is that together
time, when you can have
conversations and you can have
talks about how school’s going...

you make use of that time to speak
about anything and everything
because that might be your one go,
and once that window has gone you
don’t know when the next window of
opportunity arises”

24.
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Players in our study described using games as a valuable

U OVID-1¢ 0
peopie searcnead ror new
ways to connect wi
3-Month moving average of weighted search
o e rs Vla ° am ING. O r interest over they P5Y (source: Google Trends)

some, It was a lireline ror -

way to connect online when in-person connection was limited.

Polling has estimated that the overall gaming population in the
UK increased by 63% over lockdown.®

r N
eiIr mental welipeing * / \
“I live alone, so basically at one point [during COVID 2 / / \
lockdowns] it was my only sort of socialisation outside of going A \ /

to work, doing my job, and coming home... living by yourself, it

did get really lonely for a while and so gaming online was the

only socialisation | could have for quite a bit of the time” A y
AN~

I i

Jull-2016  Jan 2017 Jul 2017 Jan 2018 Jul 2018 Jan 2019 Jul2019  Jan2020 Jul2020  Jan2021 Jul2021

25.
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space 1o ta

abOUT menta

The more distanced nature of online play meant
some people found it easier to discuss sensitive
topics (such as mental wellbeing) more openly
than in person.

Players said talking in this way increased their
mental wellbeing and their bonds with friends,
and helped them talk about more serious or
stigmatised topics such as mental health.

Social support networks are crucial to
supporting positive mental wellbeing. Existing
research suggests that games with social
components give players a sense of belonging
and improved wellbeing partly because of how
they foster connection, community and social
support!on

In our workshops, players asked for more
opportunities and spaces for mental

wellbeing discussion in gaming — informally with
friends, and more formally with professionals.

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

26.
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Understand more about whic

types of game, and game

tunction, this might be suited to:

Promote opportunities such as
this In gaming spaces:

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

“..it was quite nice he felt safe in
opening up to us, but he did say

it’s because, you know, he couldn’t
see us, he felt he could just say it.
Which he probably wouldn’t have if
we were all still socialising in normal
ways at the time... | think it’s ‘cause
you can't see each other. You can
hear, but you can’t see each other.
So I think there is that, sort of, weird
anonymity to it”

27.
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“the community has a lot of problems
with toxicity. | mean, like any online

IT alSO exposed some pliavers game does. Basically you're never
' gonna find an online game where you
O narmtul oniine penaviour

don’t get people throwing slurs around

While gaming creates connection,

— especia nlavers Trrom in voice chat... even the nicest people in
it will completely lose their minds going
mar = Inalisecg = roups on rants, swearing at people and stuff

like that, and, | personally just can’t
tolerate that sort of thing”

Players, particularly female or non-binary Unfortunately, existing research suggests these

ones, described online harassment that experiences are not isolated to players in our

negatively impacted their mental wellbeing and study. Surveys have found that one in five players
Players spoke of negative experiences their experience of play. This commonly happened  believe racism and homophobia are problems in

predominantly related to harmful behaviour from  when gaming with anonymous players rather than  the gaming community, and one in ten believe that

other players online. with friends or family. sexism is a problem.?

IMAGE SOURCE 28.
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oeing
[_J

“..gaming can gloss this up as much as
Research suggests that exposure to it wants, but it’s bullying... it’s horrible,
‘cause you watch it, you just watch them
pick on somebodly... and [ just think, if |
was that person and if my mental health
wasn’t good and somebody is picking on

me all the time... it’s going to affect you”

harmful conduct in gaming spaces, however
brief, can cause psychological harm™In a
survey of players who reported being harassed
online, one in five felt uncomfortable or upset
after playing, one in seven felt isolated or
alone and one in ten had depressive or suicidal

thoughts.™ For players from minority groups,

being exposed to harassment and hate online
could amplify the detrimental effects of minority

stress they experienced in the offline world™*

IMAGE SOURCE 29.


https://www.pexels.com/photo/photo-of-person-typing-on-computer-keyboard-735911/

MIND GAMING

penaviour

Players had ways to manage harmful online
behaviour, but these didn't always help.

Players described strategies for managing
harassment and other harmful interactions

(e.g. playing as a male character, avoiding voice
chat, ignoring or confronting the behaviour).
However, none of these fully mitigated their
distress or challenging emotions. Some players
felt the best strategy was to avoid certain games

entirely.

This is not uncommon. Research from the Fair
Play Alliance found that among players who
were harassed online, over one in three changed
how they played, more than one in four avoided
certain games and more than one in five quit
playing certain games entirely

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

..I've created a male version of me
rather than a female version because
it’s just easier... | come home from work; |
can'’t be bothered with more hassle... this
is something I've never really properly
talked about until | did this studly. |
generally feel like quite a coward...

30.
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» Of the nine prioritised themes,
ayers are toxic community is the fastest

r rising concern

Data note: 1) Date range for Google Search Index Line Chart is from Jul 2016
to Jul 2021, specifying searches originating from the UK only. Y-axis shows
the 3-quarter moving average of Google Search Index (weighted by average
monthly search volumes). 2) YTD % Change in Google earch Index (Weighted
by Average Monthly Search Volume) for Jan to Jul 2020 vs Jan to Jul 2021

20

SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

Amongst searches for concerns, toxic community has

the fastest growth. This concern is linked to the rise in
popularity of multiplayer & battle royale games like Fortnite
and League of Legends.

Top URLs for this search space reveal people are seeking
community support for this social concern, and are referred
to forums (such as Reddit, Quora) rather than a game's official

support page, or mental health resources and professionals.

Depression :
Excessive gameplay
Toxic community B

10

B +103.2%

0 269%
B +138%

Online search trends suggest that HOWGVGF', searches fOI" ’social gaming’ Stl” vastly
e AT e Fres e e e T outnumber those for "toxic communities”.

H : H We recognise that ‘toxicity’ has a wide range of
is growing and may be linked to g y 8
the rising popularity e colloquial uses that can sometimes unhelpfully

multiplayer online (MMO) games.

conflate varied types of online behaviour. However,

2020 2021

we chose to use keywords related to ‘toxic” in this
context to help us capture the ways that harmful
and disruptive behaviours are often organically
discussed online.

31.
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SOCIAL CONNECTION VS. HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR

diverse range o

..l just think, it shouldn’t be down
to me, you know. That’s why | get
angry — that’s why | get annoyed
with like, the gaming developers
and the companies because it
should come from them. You know,
gaming should be a safe place.

pDeopie

oniine spaces sarer anad more weicoming ror a

..l don’t think the way you can
report someone for their bullying
or their behaviour, | don’t think
it’s robust enough. And | think
that is their responsibility... It's
their game. It’s their platform.
And if they’re not responsible for
that then who is?

ackie harmtrul penhaviours,
especia ose Impacting
marginaliseac communities®

Game developers have argued that moderating
toxicity is unfeasible and unrealistic. However,
businesses have an ethical responsibility to
consider the safety and wellbeing of their
customers. The Fair Play Alliance has provided
an in-depth and practical framework for
addressing harmful behaviour.®

Additionally, players attending our co-design
workshop suggested solutions they would like to
see the industry take up (see p.73).

32.
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For players from underrepresented groups, seeing
themselves represented on screen was a powerful
way to feel a sense of belonging to the wider

gaming community.

Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Meaningtul
representation o
various etnnicities,

nationailities,
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mental wellbeing

This is mirrored in existing polling, where 46%
of players say they feel ‘accepted in the gaming

world'®

MEANINGFUL REPRESENTATION

“..it makes me feel like | exist in the
world... to see people like myself, non-
binary, or people who struggle with
the same problems that I've had in my
life, or like with my mental health...”

34.
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“I'll play as myself, but it’s kind of nice
to just take the good aspects of me...
so | don’t put that I’'m anxious, I'll put
that I’'m a bookworm or something
and it highlights the good things that |
like about myself...”

MEANINGFUL REPRESENTATION

avatars improve
mental wellbeing b
allowing control over
self-image, boosting
self-esteem

Some research suggests that letting players
customise their character to match particular
aspects of themselves may help to counteract
any negative self-image and improve mental
wellbeing®1

We saw this experience in our study, where players
valued the ability to customise their characters.
Some chose to ‘put their own personality’ into their
characters and have them embody things they saw
as their positive qualities such as their hobbies and
their positive attitude.

35.
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-lowever, when games
get representation

o, players can
Teel excluded anc
Isolated from the

s
(@]
>

Players were clear that meaningful
representation matters. Without it, it can feel
like they're not welcome in a particular game or

in the wider community.

This extended to the culture of companies
themselves. Attempts at in-game
representation from companies with
exclusionary working cultures were seen as

tokenistic and insincere.

Players suggested that true representation
comes from developers hiring more diverse staff
to work on game design and creative decisions.

“If you constantly don’t see people who
are like you, eventually it starts to go into
your head that there might be something
wrong about you, and you almost always
feel like you're on the edge of something,
at the edge of an acceptable community”

4

-
—

oo
&,

-

“.. it turns out five minutes later that
every single woman that’s ever worked
for them [game developer] has been
harassed or abused in some way.

Like, I’'m not gonna feel good because
you've put a token lesbian character
in your video game, if you're gonna

tell me that these horrible things are
happening behind closed doors.”

b

HR o

-

£,

MEANINGFUL REPRESENTATION

Help to get representation

voices early In the creative

E

36.
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MIND GAMING STRESS RELIEF AND MANAGING WORRY

All players, no matter wha elr
mental hea needs, used games

xplore tfurther the specific

to distract rrom worries

Players in our study told us that de-stressing and
relaxing was one of the main benefits of gameplay.
Different players found different genres gave
them this benefit. They were able to identify,

and consciously select, titles they turn to for this
de-stressing effect.

Existing polling suggests this is a widespread
reason players enjoy gaming, with 48% of players
agreeing that gaming helps them reduce stress.®
Stress, particularly chronic stress, is linked to
poorer mental health and wellbeing. Strategies to
mitigate and ‘recover’ from stress are important in
promoting and protecting good mental wellbeing”

mechanisms, across genres
nd titles that may provide
stress reliet™

(0]

“If I've had a stressful day, in
terms of things not going well,
or maybe 've had to tell people
their work isn’t up to standard...
then | would [select] a more
kind of first-person shooter
type game, to just sort of de-
stress, really”

38.
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MIND GAMING

'A While other leisure activities also provided stress

> relief and relaxation, players said the specifically

active nature of gaming was uniquely suited to
ma ér wha eir distract them from nagging worries. It was often
mentcta ea described as a way to 'keep the mind occupied".

needs. used gcames This is supported by academic research which
’ -

suggests that gaming may act as a coping

W strategy by providing an activity to focus on that

isn't related to current life difficulties, helping
to disrupt negative thought processes.® It may

“..it’s a puzzle to work out, it just uses more parts of your brain,
so that it’s more time distracted from other things that were
occupying your mind... because sometimes you need to take
that break in order to feel like you’re not overwhelmed... the
game can interrupt that, and bring you back down to earth...”

STRESS RELIEF AND MANAGING WORRY

do this by alternating feelings of relaxation with
more challenging tasks that push players to
feel ‘in the zone'. This deeply immersed state

is often referred to as ‘low’ and can prompt

feelings of relaxation and wellbeing”

39.
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MIND GAMING

STRESS RELIEF AND MANAGING WORRY

“| suppose gaming is one of
those things that | can lean on
at times.... | have an overactive
mind, and it [gaming], sort of,
flatlines, neutralises my mind. It’s
a distraction point for me where
I can just... tide things over. So I'll
use it to just let the wave return

to neutral”

“..I do get quite stressed about
stuff, and I'll worry about things. |
get into a dark mood, and I think it
[gaming] just helps that. It just kind
of creates a firebreak between
whatever ['ve been thinking about,
and | do that for a half an hour

or whatever, and then at the end
of that, [it's] not that my brain’s
moved on, but it’s had that time

to kind of sort things out in the
background maybe...”

“..the positive thing from gaming

is, whenever you have anxiety you
kind of need to really switch off
your brain, because your brain

will not allow you to switch it off,

it just keeps going and going and
going. So whenever a game that’s
good, that’s creative and forces
you to think, it pulls away from the
resources the anxiety has... you
can start to breathe normally and
your thoughts can slow down a
wee bit because your thoughts are
kind of within the game”

“For me, | don’t think it
necessarily solves whatever
issue | might have had, but it
puts it aside for a time period
that I’'m playing and that can
help because it gives you a bit
of space, a bit of perspective,
so you can come back to it later
and deal with it a bit later.”
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“..you can sit down and spend “..in an RPG* you're controlling
ome piayers time with yourself and do absolutely everything, and it
ere arawhn to exactly what you want to do, satisfies that need to control,

not what others are expecting and it eases my anxiety. It’s

ere e you to do, or what society wants similar to how it functions in
r you to do, and that certain areaq, my general life, if | don’t have
you're just by yourself, doing control over something it’ll freak
environment. IS exactly what you want and you me out a lot and the control in
' have complete control” gaming just helps that a lot.”
elt good tor their
I J

mental wellbeing

Players valued the control afforded by open-

world games. They could influence the in-game

environment in a satisfying way that they may not

experience in their daily lives.

This sense of control was often articulated as = - - - -
a way of coping with stress or anxiety. Existing

research supports this: a sense of autonomy is

linked to increased wellbeing.”



MIND GAMING STRESS RELIEF AND MANAGING WORRY

“..it’s just a small thing, but all the small

ompietin = smalier things add up to big things... whether it's a

asKs

Nn-game re o-1an[eiVIF1g computer or a person - someone or
= something tells you that you‘ve done
menta satistying and, 1or something which gets a little reward, it

makes you feel that literally you’ve done
something, that you‘ve achieved something,
you've hit a milestone.”

some, prie easecC elr anxiety

a - u
Small in-game accomplishments provided This supports existing evidence that gaming satisfaction at feeling in control and competent
a sense of productivity that could be can make people feel competent, which in the game and times when this may slip into
difficult to gain in real life. Players described enhances their psychological wellbeing and dependency or behaviour that is more difficult
the satisfaction and mental lift associated post-play mood.'42° to control.

with completing simple tasks within games, .
. . , L However, it is important to acknowledge the
particularly more routine and calming activities , .
: : . difficulty in distinguishing between a healthy
such as gardening, fishing and doing chores.

42.



MIND GAMING IMMERSION, ESCAPE AND CONTROL

4. Flayers enjo e

can also contribute to
Immersion ana escapism R G e TG
that comes with olay that can make
olayers feel worse

abou emselives

43.



MIND GAMING IMMERSION, ESCAPE AND CONTROL

aming atrords man Des
of ‘escape, which players -
described as positive Tor
their mental wellbeing

Surveys suggest that escapism may be a it appeared similar to a flow state, where there is  main story. Some research suggests that when
common reason why people enjoy games.?! a satisfying balance between skill and challenge.  escapism is sought out for positive reasons (i.e.
Players in our study described games as a for the benefits it can bring), it can be good for

Players found enjoyment not just in storylines
form of escapism that lets them explore 4 ) 1oy ) J ) 4 someone’s mood and overall wellbeing.?22°
) . but also in the freedom to interact with the

new experiences, stories and characters.

game in their own way. For example, they
Players felt this immersion was beneficial to enjoyed choosing to ride a horse, go fishing

their wellbeing. With some players and games or simply explore rather than following the



MIND GAMING IMMERSION, ESCAPE AND CONTROL

“That’s where gaming helps

“... role playing games probably me, because [of] the escapism.

“..you can sort of sit on top of a enhance my mood the most, That’s why escapism is really

mountain and watch the sunrise because you just put yourself in

and think ‘wow, this is actually the shoes of a completely created “..it’s not something you have to because it really helps me to ...

quite beautiful’. It's that kind oerson, you don’t have to be organise with someone else, you just to distract me and take my

of level of immersion. It doesn’t yourself, and you can go around in can just do it on your own. For mind off things... | like to escape,
necessarily have to be a real some virtual world and do all sorts me, it was always the case where I like to imagine. So, | guess
place, an Earth place, but it is of things... that’s why [ play video | could play a game and then | it stems from that, even from
really... the ability to suspend games like that, because it's an would be in this whole new world, being a child, I've always been
disbelief, it’s that reality” escape...” and that was really enjoyable” really imaginative”
k| k| b b
5F o &R o
# #
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|
owever, Tor some,

escapism may

ead to avoiagant or
maladaptive coping
methods.
The relationship between escapism and wellbeing
is complex. While it can be positive, there is also
research to suggest that seeking escapism to
suppress challenging emotions or avoid thinking

about oneself is linked to problematic gaming and

lower wellbeing 2224

While some players in our study often spoke
positively about how games, and the escapism
they provided, could affect their mood and
wellbeing, other players reported times where this
balance was off. This resulted in games interfering
with other goals or responsibilities in a way that

left them feeling guilty or lacking control.

Some players in our study described the positive
benefits of using escapism in games to avoid or
distract from anxious thoughts. However, it's not
clear what the consequences of this avoidance
may be if the underlying causes of their anxiety
are suppressed but not addressed.

STRESS RELIEF AND MANAGING WORRY

Uupport players wno mig
relying on games to avolid reali
r

ght be
ncourage players to check in
Nd De CUrious about w e
are gaming today? Doing so
o

m elp peopie spot patterns

[0)

N thelr Moods ana emaotions.
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MIND GAMING REDEFINING EXCESSIVE PLAY

These responses were characterised by a sense
of being immersed and losing track of time,
often described as closer to an undesirable

state sometimes called ‘junk flow".?®

This type of play made players feel uneasy and
could lead to them neglecting important tasks

or responsibilities and not feeling in control of

their choices.

Players who were unhappy with their
gaming in this way commonly spoke about
playing unintentionally and losing control —

without being aware of how gaming impacted
their mood.

Gamers who believed that playing games
worsened their mental health said this was
because they felt unproductive or ‘lazy’ and found
themselves gaming instead of being physically
active or spending time with loved ones.®

48.
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REDEFINING EXCESSIVE PLA

or players who struggled
with anxiety, gaming was
seen as a way to cope wi

rumination and overwhelming

i

“..You can sort of immerse

yourself and forget what

you're doing. A bit obsessive or “I definitely have the case where “I'd just graduated so | didn’t
something... | was playing that like  sometimes I'll get so hyper-focused  “..it almost feels like playing more have anything going on in

hours at night and like until two on playing a game, especially when  to appease someone else inside my — my life, and obviously had no

or three in the morning because a new game comes out, and that brain, you know, something in the direction, so | would play like
there was no reason to get up can mess up my whole schedule for  back of my head wants to play... so seven hours a day instead of like
early the next day or anything” doing everything else” I guess that’s what I’'m doing” looking for a job...”

49.
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VWWhat counts as ‘excessive play Is

Oours, put ratner by wnetner players

Telt In control or how long they playec

There was no consistent amount of time players Losing track of play is a relative common

in our survey described as too long’. Instead, the experience for players. One study found
issue was playing for longer than intended. This that 26% of male players and 30% of female
was connected to losing a sense of autonomy and players reported playing a game for longer

control over their choices and behaviours followed  than intended?®, and more than one in ten players
by feelings of guilt or lethargy. had been told they ‘play too much’3

“You notice that it’s now half-one in the morning or 2am and you’ve lacked the
discipline of what you allocated initially... | like to have discipline over things like
that, and when | feel | don’t have that control, it makes me feel worse about myself.
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Players wanteco e
industry o help

design features

Players have ways to stay in control of their
own play habits but saw ways the industry
could support them to manage their play.

Players took responsibility for how long they
played - but wanted the industry’s help in
doing this with design features that gave them
greater awareness of and autonomy over

their session length.

Image: Lukas Blazek

REDEFINING EXCESSIVE PLAY

Help players, via design for
wellbeing, play more intentiona
and regain a sense or control*

Promote better digital wellbeing
overall, helping players look atter
their physical wellbeing as muc

as mental welibeing:

SN
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MIND GAMING

refiection and

A key finding of our study was
that prompted self-reflection
about game play and mental
wellbeing improved players’
relationship with gaming by:

« empowering players by
giving them an opportunity
to understand their
motivations, experiences,
emotions and triggers (both
positive and negative)

« connecting them meaningfully to
others - and let them explain why
they game — which was important
for their self-esteem and identity

« helping them reflect on why
they game and allowing them
to ‘self-construe’ (tell their story
about themselves) in positive
and empowering ways.

VALUE OF REFLECTION

However, players didn't intuitively or
spontaneously link their game play behaviours
with their mental wellbeing until the study
invited them to. This suggests an opportunity
to promote greater awareness of this link

and encourage players to ‘pause and check in’
on their game play. The industry could support
this via in-game design (features or content)

and/or communications via other channels.

A key feature of ‘excessive’ gaming was the
feeling of gaming ‘on autopilot’. The opposite
of this is gaming more mindfully with greater
awareness and intention.

Reflecting on game play and mental wellbeing
isn't a silver bullet solution to mental wellbeing
issues. But it may be an accessible first step that
anyone can take to help to manage their habits
positively.

53.
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€ power o

reflections

| became more aware of when |
was playing and how | was playing,
it was easier to be, like, well, ‘do |
want to switch that out for maybe
a better hobby or something...?

It’s quite weird ‘cause | don’t think
I'd ever paid attention to how
much | was playing a game or
what games | was playing most
and most importantly, I'd never
really thought, how am | feeling
before, during and after, it’s just
something...l just played the game.

”

promptedc

“I feel really struck by realising that
I need to feel, like, positive and

I need to feel good and healthy

to do my gaming. That thought
didn’t really crystalise prior

to this session and the way

I now associate with the

treat element, or the reward,

has been really really interesting
to me. And it helps me to

slightly adjust and slightly

amend my thinking and

my behaviours. That comes with
being armed with the information
in the first place, like, realising it”

“I just thought, do | play too much?
And | know the first lockdown, | was
playing far too much. But | didn’t
have anything else, you know, that
was literally my socialisation and
everything else. So | justified...I
think I've got a better balance now
and [ think it made me look at that
and go, no actually you're alright
‘cause you're only...I generally only
go online for, like, an hour or so at
a time. So generally I'm not like
one of these people that sits there
for, like, five hours. Even when I'm
online with my mates, it’s only, like...
it's only, like, a couple of hours. So
it made me think. Which is never a
bad thing.”

VALUE OF REFLECTION

“It was interesting to be asked
questions about this, because
I'd never really... | suppose
subconsciously | knew what |
was doing in terms of it being
escapism and just to de-stress
and all that. But I'd never
thought about it in those terms...
| think that was the interesting
thing really, just that little bit of
self-analysis making me think
about, in hindsight, what I'd
done and how I'd changed”

54.
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MIND GAMING PLAYFULNESS VS. STIGMA

“..you can get that feeling, that warm
J o °Je ° nostalgic feeling about things you've

[ _J (_J .
done when you were younger, or in

: ames e oveq as your past, or you were playing the

game for the first time, and it was at a
) ° r °® certain time in your life”

warm teelings anc ‘ i
memories tha "
Improved players

(] @
-
For players in our study who had been gaming Though play is often associated with childhood, MISSILE COMMAND ™
since childhood, revisiting these games (and research suggests that play and playfulness are
sometimes introducing them to younger relatives) linked to happiness and mental wellbeing across —
was a joyful experience. Games were linked our lives.?¢?” Games may offer some people an _PHC'MHN
to fond memories of play in adolescence, and avenue for playfulness in adult life.

people reported benefits from revisiting these

familiar games in adulthood.

IMAGE SOURCE 56.


https://www.pexels.com/photo/game-cartridges-1373100/

MIND GAMING

PLAYFULNESS VS. STIGMA

However, players were often reluctant to identi
themselves as ‘gamers’ or talk about their hobk

WITh NOoN-players s

Players’ thoughts about gaming revealed a
common theme: a sense of guilt or shame based
on a perception that society doesn't see their
hobby as worthwhile. Players believed others
saw gaming as unproductive, a waste of time, for
isolated young men or nerds, bad for your health

or ultimately something you should grow out of.

Photo by Kevin Bidwell

|: EEE :|
—

It's not just the players in our study who are

uncomfortable with the label of ‘gamer’ and
gaming as a hobby. Surveys suggest that though
many UK adults report playing video games, far
fewer identify gaming as a hobby.> Among those
who do, between one in five and one in four say
they feel judged for it.°

“I think my perception of a gaming is
quite similar to a lot of other peoples’,
like, when | think of a “gamer” | think of
like a boy or a man in a room playing
games like 10 hours straight, shouting
at someone down the microphone and
like blowing things up.”

57.



MIND GAMING PLAYFULNESS VS. STIGMA

There was a disconnect between how players felt

» a ers nea Ive ee Ins about gaming, and what they felt others thought

of it. Players spoke of their reluctance to talk to

aroun (] : amln : o I Y n come friends, family or community about gaming for

fear of being judged negatively.

Trom gaming Itselr bu e
perception of being judgec
DY hoh-gamers or socie

Does guilt around time spent
gaming tap into our societal

Igma mean ror preoccupation with leisure time
. the wellbeing o needing to be ‘productive’?
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MIND GAMING PROMOTING WELLBEING
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“layers had a range o
acks to manage their

wellbeing while gaming

Players were partly aware of their mental
wellbeing needs and mitigated them to
some extent.

Strategies ranged from consciously
choosing a game to fit their current
mood to structuring play to ensure they

remained in control of their gaming habits.

Other strategies included:

Only playing at specific times of
the day or week to avoid distracting

themselves from other responsibilities

Taking regular breaks to do activities

they saw as more productive

Keeping track of how

long they'd been playing and setting
a time limit or game progress-related
limit (e.g. one match in FIFA) for
when they would stop

Using play as a ‘treat’ for completing
other chores or responsibilities

PROMOTING WELLBEING

Avoiding any frustrating games
if they'd already had a challenging day

Selecting specific game genres

to make them feel relaxed or de-
stressed (e.g, picking a puzzle game
over a first-person shooter)

Playing as a male avatar or turning off
voice chat to reduce the likelihood of

online harassment

Turning off a game entirely if
they found it made them feel

negatively about themselves.

60.
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PROMOTING WELLBEING

-ilowever, these wellbeing

awareness or a prooiem anc e
motivation, seiT-control Oor socCla
support to solve It

Players who were aware of their wellbeing needs

didn’t just use gaming to manage how they were
feeling: they also played with pets, went outside

or saw friends, for example.

Many were aware they needed a range of

tools to manage their mental wellbeing, but
commented that things such as meeting friends
in person or exercising had higher barriers

to completion than gaming.
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One game that used experiential learning

was described as particularly effective. The

main character in the game experiences a panic
attack and the player must complete a task which
mirrors a breathing exercise to help them through
it. This was described as a particularly useful way
to learn a new coping technique they could use

outside of the game.

Image: ‘Celeste’ game breathing exercise

Players don't see mental wellbeing support

in the context of gaming as a substitute for
accessible, well-funded mental health support
in general. Those with lived experience of
mental health problems want support from
established mental health channels, not from
gaming. However, the active nature of gaming
presents a unique opportunity for experiential

and embodied learning.

PROMOTING WELLBEING

“I've tried it since, and it is extremely
helpful for coping with panic attacks,
and I've never ever in my life had a
game help in that direct way, in a way
that nothing else possibly could.”

Just breathe slow and steady, in and out. _

62.
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Many of the strategies tor hea
are similar to

wellbeling strategies

Physical wellbeing in gaming

Participants often discussed ways that gaming
could affect their physical wellbeing: eye strain
from looking at a screen for a long time, aches
from poor or awkward posture, and an awareness

of needing to spend more time outside.

Some commented on how this could impact their
mood, but they didn't automatically make the link
between physical wellbeing and mental wellbeing.

PROMOTING WELLBEING

How might we...”
[ ]
nvest in digital wellbeing

across different types o

media’

People who use other forms

of digital media also encounter

issues with physical wellbeing, toxic
communities and lack of diversity

and representation. Promoting

increased understanding of how digital
behaviours impact mental wellbeing
across all technologies is therefore an
important goal for tech and public sector
organisations beyond the games industry.



Conclusion
and Solutions
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ommenaations
from players

neea rrom

industry

Players felt gaming mostly had a positive impact on
their mental wellbeing. This is supported by survey
data: three in five gamers (60%) say that gaming
improves their mental health (a further 15% say ‘sig-
nificantly improves’) and just 2% say it worsens it.®

But deeper exploration revealed ‘shadow sides’

to gaming, such as feeling out of control over the
length of playtime and harmful interactions with
toxic communities. Some of the downsides of
gaming seem to be more commonly experienced in
more vulnerable players such as those with

mental health difficulties or fewer support

structures, or from marginalised groups.

It's important to note that some negative
aspects of gaming, such as losing control over
length of use, are also key features of research
and discussions about social media. Gaming
healthily may be part of a broader conversation
about overall ‘digital wellbeing’ design

across platforms.

Players who had active strategies to manage the
type and length of game play seemed to report a

CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

Ultimately, the relationship
between gaming and
wellbeing is highly
individual and complex.

better relationship with gaming. Being intentional
about how and when they played helped to
balance gaming with other responsibilities such

as work, relationships and self-care. Players

felt game design sometimes worked against

their better judgement to keep them playing longer
than they would intended. In these instances,
playing ‘on autopilot’ often led to feelings of loss

of control and dissatisfaction.

Ultimately, the relationship between gaming and
wellbeing is highly individual and complex with

many contextual and environmental factors.

Developing one-size-fits-all ‘solutions’ for improving
mental wellbeing are challenging. However,

there are many ways the games industry can act to
improve the wellbeing of its customers.
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CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

Three channels for supporting players’ mental wellbeing

1. Player-led solutions
(Individual, bottom up)

2. Games Industry-led solutions (top down)
(Structural / infrastructural / cultural)

3. Mental Health Sector-led solutions

(Social / Environmental)

Increased understanding of
personal relationship between
gaming and mental wellbeing.

Awareness as the first step
towards building healthy habits

and gaming with intention.

Campaign for game design to
better promote and support
mental wellbeing

See our resources for players
- afilm and reflection

template here

Integrating design for wellbeing:
« Design for greater autonomyover play time
« Design for rest breaks andprompted reflection

« Tackling toxic communities

Content:
» More meaningful co-created representation
(of identities and mental health issues

within game narratives)

Culture:
« Commit to increased representation,

diversity and inclusion within industry

Comms

» Encouraging awareness of mental wellbeing in
video games

« More inclusive communications with better

diversity and representation

Increased understanding amongst
mental health professionals of the
nuances of gaming and mental

wellbeing both positives and negatives

Efforts to work with not against existing
behaviours eg. collaborations to embed

support features within games

Increased support for digital wellbeing
across social media, gaming and other

technology

Increased availability of mental health

services for those who need it

Tackling structural inequalities that
may help prevent poor mental health
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MIND GAMING CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

The study found some evidence that prompted However, players didn’t intuitively or
reflection about game play and mental wellbeing spontaneously link their game play behaviours with

improved players relationship with gaming by: their mental wellbeing.

empowering players by giving them
the opportunity to understand their
own motivations, experiences,
emotions and triggers (both positive

and negative)

connecting them meaningfully to
others - and letting them explain why
they game — which was important for

their self-esteem and identity

helping them reflect on why

they game and allowing them

to ‘self-construe’ (tell their story
about themselves) in positive and

empowering ways.

This suggests an opportunity to promote greater
awareness of this link and encourage players to
‘pause and check in’ to reflect on their game play.
The industry could support this via in-game design
(features or content) and/or communications via
other channels,

Reflecting on game play and mental wellbeing is
not a solution to mental wellbeing issues. But it may
be an accessible first step towards helping people
manage their habits positively.
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MIND GAMING CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

The Mental Health Foundation created

W resources to share directly with players - a film

and a reflection template - that helps them
ea sec o r better understand how their gaming uniquely
impacts their mood and wellbeing.

an ® e ames The industry might also consider ways to prompt

players to pause and check in on how they are

feeling pre- and post-play, such as:

« in-build design features to label

and record their mood at various ELF T

O
stage (for example, Calm App) ® $; > LE ﬂ

« community discussion reflection

prompts

e messaging to raise awareness of the

power of pressing pause to reflect.
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2. Games Industry-
led solutions
€ potential TOr

r
° o

to make an impac

Is huge

Games reach people directly in their homes
and build engagement and trust over hours of
play time.

The games industry reaches more adults than
mental health services can. Games reach adults
who may not engage with traditional public

mental health services or information.

Consumers, including those in our study, are
increasingly looking to purchase from ethical
brands with a strong sense of social purpose.
This could act as motive for the games
industry to consider the long-term mental

wellbeing of customers.

CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

“... one of my favourite indie developers,
they make games because they care
about the stories that they're telling with
them, and they care about interesting
ways that you can tell those stories.
Playing a 6-hour game that they have
made is gonna sit in the back of my
head for years and years and years
longer than like, spending 200 hours on
something that [has] been put out for
the sake of making money that day”

-
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Embedding more time management

features and organic rest points
into games to help them play more

intentionally — not on autopilot

Better moderation of harmful and

abusive online behaviour

Including in-game content warnings
about potentially upsetting topics
and signposting to resources

where appropriate

Exploring mental health support

within games

CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS: PROMOTING WELLBEING

Improving meaningful diversity and

representation in games

Addressing industry-wide issues

around sexism and racism

Facilitating a more open discussion

of gaming's positives and negatives

Working with the third sector to
provide mental health guidance and

resources to consumers.
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amers are

ena creative
product..

w W -

]

“the ideas of representing marginalised
communities, people of colour, Igbt
people, disabled people, and like,
stigmatised mental health, you know
bringing those things to the fore is good.
But, ideally, | would want those to be
completely removed from the profit
mechanism.” // “If you don’t have those
people leading the creative directions,
what you make is worthless and it
always will be worthless, because you
need people with those experiences to
draw upon.”

CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS: 2. GAMES INDUSTRY-LED SOLUTIONS

“l read that within their [games
company] office environment, the
female staff were just treated abysmally.
And this is known. And | think it just...
well if they can do that and they create
the game, then I’'m going to tell a
woman gamer that she needs to go
back to the kitchen because they do
that so that’s okay.” “Because they...it
was news as to how they treated their
staff, their female staff. And, you know,
gamers read gaming stuff so they’re
going to read about that. And then
think that'’s okay.”
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Our study shows the relationship between
gaming and mental wellbeing is complex. On
the negative side, some evidence suggests that
for some players, games can be associated
with behaviour that damages their wellbeing.?®
However, the link isn't so clear cut: it may also
be the case that those with poorer mental
wellbeing are at a higher risk of developing
‘oroblematic’ play habits.?? And on the positive
side, there is evidence that casual gaming

may be linked to improvements in symptoms of

anxiety and low mood.3©

Players told us they sometimes felt stigmatised
or judged for their interest in video games,
which could impact their wellbeing. To improve
their relationship with gamers who have mental
health needs, we recommend mental health
professionals explore the nuances of how

gaming (like other forms of social media and

CONCLUSION AND SOLUTIONS

digital entertainment) can provide benefits as

well as risks, depending on individual factors.

Players often turned to gaming to relieve stress
and anxiety and to escape from the increasing
uncertainties of the offline world. We can help
more vulnerable players avoid over-relying on
gaming as a distraction technique by helping
to tackle the structural inequalities that
contribute to these pressures for those without
good support systems.

While players described the benefits of gaming
to their mental wellbeing, supporting mental
wellbeing in the context of gaming is not a
substitute for accessible, well-funded

mental health support. Players with
experience of mental health problems wanted
to see more support from established mental
health and public health channels.
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MIND GAMING PLAYER RECOMMENDATIONS

- . Dealing effectively with
Players” T E

(toxic communities)
recommenaations

to you, the games

[ )
m 3. Increasing players

4. Embedding mental health
n November . ayers age -40 spentada : : O

. Aesaaite F - relationship between ithin games
workshopping solutions for mental wellbeing in gaming. -
mental health and

They identified five topics as most important to their

_ video games
mental wellbeing:
Write three words to describe how you feel
about gaming
— T : nise
5T suEs §i§ P i and avoid using games in
— :" w 1w .,. ﬁéﬁ;):sm
55 __ 3am % Z ‘ unhealthy ways
Ses ®EEv Smml : = TUE B,
= = E mE i |
~— E=E
-8
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GAME COMPANIES
SHOULD SHARE A

(J
s
2
§

[ BANNING THEIR
ACCOUNT OVERALL
OR THEIR IP
ABILITY TO ADDRESS
APPEAL OR

REFUTE FALSE
REPORTS

HARDER PUNISHMENTS

w.A‘rD'FoA
penaviours persISTENT orsenoeRs sXsrer

BETTER W
SYSTEM -

MORE RECORDS
EV[DPREM-EOO:_NJTH MNEED TO BE IN PLACE,
SUCH AS PRCOVIDING
VOICE CHAT OR VIDEO

TO SHOW ABUSE

ACTIVELY CULTIVATE A
HEALTHY PLAYER BASE
AMD POSITIVE
COMMUNITY - DON'T
RELY ON THE PLAYERS
TO DO IT THEMSELVES

AMNALYSE WHAT
MILAR

g DIFFERENTIATING
COMMUNITIES, SO el Bl ield
DIFFERENT IN LEVELS

OF TOXICITY WHAT IS ABUSE
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COSMETIC AND
MECHAMNIC AL
CHOICES

DESIGN FOR

INSTEAD,

PLAYER RECOMMENDATIONS

EXTERMNAL BODY
TO KEEP EYES ON

CO-CREATION - CREATE

REPRE:
INCLUSIVITY FOR AMINORITY

GROUPS

FORUMS (GAME
PLAYERS, INDUST &Y
EXPERT S, DIALOGUE
TO PROGRESS
FORWARD

REPRESENTATION
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Within games
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PLAYER RECOMMENDATIONS

Vi

IN-BUILT SELF-
REFLECTION PROMPTS
awareness FoR pkoeis 70 clci
AWARENESS OF TIME
SLOGAN - TIME
AWARENESS, LIKE
'DRINK AWARE'
SLOGANS OR '"WHEN
THE FUN STOPS,
STOP.

N
g

TAKING A LOT OF
INDUSTRY-WIDE SLOGAN TO
HELP GET ACROSS
CONMNECTION BETWEEN
NG AND Wi
'BE TIME-WARE'

ABOUT MENTAL HEALTH
MN"I T HAVE TO BE -EG HOW
CAN WE SUPPORT
NEGATIVE You,
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MAKE TIME-LIMITED
EVENTS LONGER TO

RELIEVE PRESSURE TO CHECKPOINTS,
PLAY INTENSELY FOR TAKE A
SHORT PERIOD OF TIME BREAK

CHECK-IMN, QUESTIONS AT THE
START OF A GAME MIGHT
SHOW A PLAYER IF THEY ARE
. [ ) ENJOYING OR NOT ENJOYING

IT, LIKKE THE GAMING LOG IN
[ J THIS PROJECT

STOP FORCING
PLAYERS TO KEEP
UP WITH EVENTS

AND SPEND
PMOMNEY

SHOW PECPLE IF THEY
ARE PLAYING A GAME
OR BUYING IN GAME
PURCHASES TO KEEP UP
WITH SOCIAL PRESSURE
OR IF THEY ARE
PLANING OUT OF
EMNJOYMENT RAISE MORE

AWAREMESS
ARQUND
RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN AMENTAL
HEALTH AND
GAMING
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Vlethodolog

detalls

The present study was granted ethical approval
from Queen'’s University Belfast School of Social
Sciences, Education and Social Work (REF:
149_2021). It used qualitative methods, focused on
rich experiential information gathered as players
game, which were then explored in greater depth
through semi-structured interviews.

A total of 24 participants were recruited using
purposive sampling through an AQR/MRS
accredited research recruitment agency. Eligible
participants were limited to UK residents aged 18-
60, from a diverse range of ethnicity and gender
identity, who reported playing games “weekly”

or more frequently, and who did not self-report
frequent in-game spending or concerns with
their in-game spending behaviour. There was an
even mix of those with lived experience of mental
health problems and those without.

Over three weeks in July 2021, participants
recorded regular video/audio diaries reflecting
on their mood and wellbeing upon finishing

a session of gameplay (using a secure app
designed for qualitative research called
“FieldNotes"). Based on themes emerging from
this initial data, a subsample of 15 players were
approached in August 2021 for semi-structured
interviews further exploring views of gaming and
mental wellbeing. Interviews were conducted

remotely via Zoom by a trained researcher.

Data were analysed using a mixed inductive and
deductive approach, using thematic analysis
building on a set of themes from existing
theoretical frameworks, with additional themes
emerging from the data. Data were coded by

a team of three peer researchers (supervised
and supported by a research officer). After
initial coding, the team met to discuss and
refine codes which were then synthesized into

overarching themes.

A follow-up workshop was held with a group
of players to generate player-led ideas for the

APPENDIX

promotion of mental wellbeing in the gaming
community. This workshop built on the findings
from the audio/visual diaries and interviews.

Our work throughout was informed by three
advisory panels, each bringing a unique
perspective to the project. Panels met at key
stages to a) help shape and inform the initial
direction of the work, and b) to help interpret
and place our emerging findings into context.

Our three advisory panels were:

An ‘expert’ panel composed of professionals in
the fields of academia, third sector, healthcare
and/or the gaming industry working on the topic

of gaming and mental health

A lived experience panel composed of players
who were passionate about gaming and were
experts-by-experience in mental health

A subgroup of the Mental Health Foundation’s
Young Leaders panel who were aged 16+ and

were passionate about gaming and mental health.
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APPENDIX

ppendix: supporting gamers’ mental wellbeing at the individual,
organisational and social level
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