View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by Open Research Online

iversity

The Open

Un

Open Research Online

The Open University's repository of research publications
and other research outputs

What role can videogames play in the COVID-19
pandemic?

Journal ltem

How to cite:

Marston, Hannah and Kowert, Rachel What role can videogames play in the COVID-19 pandemic? Emerald
Open Research, 2(34) (Early access).

For guidance on citations see FAQs!

(© 2020 Marston HR and Kowert R
Version: Accepted Manuscript

Link(s) to article on publisher’s website:
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.35241 /emeraldopenres.13727.1

Copyright and Moral Rights for the articles on this site are retained by the individual authors and/or other copyright
owners. For more information on Open Research Online's data |policy on reuse of materials please consult the policies

page.

oro.open.ac.uk


https://core.ac.uk/display/326244877?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://oro.open.ac.uk/help/helpfaq.html
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.35241/emeraldopenres.13727.1
http://oro.open.ac.uk/policies.html

Emerald Open Research

Emerald Open Research 2020, 2:34 Last updated: 02 JUN 2020

OPINION ARTICLE

'.) Check for updates

What role can videogames play in the COVID-19 pandemic?
[version 1; peer review: awaiting peer review]

Hannah R. Marston “*'1, Rachel Kowert?

THealth and Wellbeing Strategic Research Area, Open University, UK, Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire, MK7 6AA, UK

2Take This, Seattle, WA, USA

First published: 02 Jun 2020, 2:34
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.13727.1

Latest published: 02 Jun 2020, 2:34
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.13727.1

vi

Abstract

Video games are often thought of as trite activities for younger generations.
However, research in game studies over the last few decades have
revealed that games can be valuable tools for growth and connection,
particularly among older generations. Exploring the ways digital games can
be used as tools for connection has gained increased attention in recent
months with global quarantines as a result of COVID-19. This article
reviews the research that has examined the utility of digital games for older
adults, focusing specifically on the ways in which games can be tools for
social connectedness and psychological healing for older adults and
intergenerationally. Special focus will be placed on the role games can play
for post-traumatic stress among first responders.
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Introduction

Videogames have become a phenomenal form of entertainment
over the last 60 years and their history has been documented
through various texts (Forster, 2005; Herman, 2001; Kent,
2000). Scholarly activity and research have illustrated this
growing interest from academe, with many scholars focusing
on the impact, user experience and design of videogame, as
illustrated by Marston & del Carmen (2020) in their recent
scoping review that focuses on the Generation X cohort.
This cohort has to date received little attention from academe
(Brown & Marston, 2018), unlike the Baby Boomer cohort,
which has received substantial interest from scholars across
the fields of gerontology, gerontechnology, media and
communications.

One sub-domain of the Game Studies discipline has garnered
interest: the Games for Health (G4H) movement. G4H actively
facilitates interdisciplinary research in a bid to achieve the
primary aims and objectives of this domain, and to date
scholarly activity has shown how videogames can be designed,
developed and used for a myriad of health conditions. For
example, obesity (Lu er al, 2013), fall prevention (Marston
et al., 2015), dementia (Cutler er al., 2016), and social
connectedness (Schell er al, 2016). Since 2010, there has
been several scholarly reviews published, with the focus on
the benefits of videogames over the last decade (Bleakley
et al., 2015; Hall et al., 2012; Marston et al., 2016; Marston
& Smith, 2012; Miller et al., 2014).

The purpose of this opinion piece is to discuss the contempo-
rary landscape of videogames and the relationship that they can
and do play from the standpoint of COVID-19.

Intergenerational, social connectedness and
loneliness

From the standpoint of intergenerational gaming, over the
last decade there has been a growing interest in videogames
from this perspective. Contemporary literature illustrates this
growth, with a systematic review published in 2017 (De la
Hera et al., 2017), which comprised of 16 papers. This review
highlighted four categories: (1) reinforcing family bond,
(2) enhancing reciprocal learning, (3) increasing understanding
of the other generation, and finally (4) reducing social anxi-
ety. In addition, research conducted by Voida & Greenberg
(2010); Voida & Greenberg (2009) purport positive design
challenges by fostering intergenerational gaming practices.
Similarly, De la Hera & colleagues’ (2017) research aligns with
the notions of Voida & Greenberg (2012), and also reason the
positive relations between intergenerational gaming and design
by understanding the barrier and enablers to existing game
console design.

There has been a swathe of contemporary research associated
with social connectedness and loneliness by scholars in the field
of Gerontology, positing various social factors relating to the
experience of social and emotional loneliness, and a disconnect
with members of the community and society (Drennan et al.,
2008; Heylen, 2010).
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De Jong Giervel (1998) defines loneliness as an unpleasant
and negative feeling, especially when there is a perception of
disconnection between achieving and desiring the quality and/or
quantity of social connections. Additionally, Wenger & Burholt
(2004) have noted that social isolation is an objective measure
associated to the dearth of social contact/connections. Markers
and experiences in our lives, such as retirement, bereavement,
illness, disability or caring responsibilities, can be triggers to
loneliness. With this in mind, the COVID-19 pandemic has exac-
erbated loneliness and social isolation amongst society, not only
amongst older populations (Drennan er al., 2008; Ejlskov et al.,
2019; Marston & Morgan, Forthcoming 2020; Yang & Victor,
2011), but also younger cohorts (Ejlskov er al., 2019), young
disabled adults (Morris, 2001), men (Ratcliffe er al. (2019) and
childless adults who in/voluntary experience childlessness (Hadley,
2020; Hadley, 2018a/b; Hadley, 2019). Hadley (2018b) argues,

“While many age related issues such as isolation,
loneliness and dementia have recently gathered extensive
attention (and funding) people ageing without children
is a subject that remains unreported, under-researched
and under-represented at all levels” (Hadley, 2018b, p. 76-77).

Furthermore, a tri-country study (Kendig et al., 2007) ascer-
tained associations between childless men and poor health,
such as depression, excessive smoking, drinking and difficulty
sleeping. Dykstra & Hagestad (2007) state,

“The childless ‘are vulnerable - a group at risk of social
isolation, loneliness, depression, ill health and increased
mortality’” (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007, p. 1288).

In recent weeks, contemporary research posits the potential
benefits of technology for all citizens during the COVID-19
pandemic (Marston et al., 2020; Sheerman et al., 2020; White
et al., 2020). In addition to existing narratives and discourse,
technology is playing a pivotal role in various ecosystems as
a means of continuing and enhancing social connections, be it
amongst young gamers and/or from an intergenerational
standpoint (De la Hera et al., 2017; Voida & Greenberg, 2010;
Voida & Greenberg, 2009; Wang et al., 2018).

Conversely, does technology and videogames play a greater
significant role in the lives of childless middle-and-older adults?
To date, there is an absence in the Game Studies, Gerontology
and Gerontechnology literature surrounding the benefits and
barriers to using technology by adults who are childless.

Health and wellbeing for emergency responders and
frontline workers

There has been growing scholarly activity surrounding the
health, wellbeing and post-traumatic stress (PTSD) of emergency
services personnel (ESP) in the UK. Contemporary research
suggests PTSD is greater in ESPs than in the general population
(Arble & Arnetz, 2017; Brooks et al., 2019; Counson et al., 2019;
Mildenhall, 2019; Varker et al., 2018).

Currently, research is starting to illustrate and clarify how
ESPs are becoming more disproportionately exposed to
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specific experiences/situations in conjunction to a more overall
general working environment. In the context of COVID-19,
Mildenhall (2020) offers guidance in the area of psychosocial
and mental wellbeing, primarily aimed at paramedics, personnel
and managers, while from a policing perspective, Hesketh et al.
(2018) offers guidance associated to PTSD, targeting police
personnel across the UK.

In a forthcoming scoping review, Marston et al. (Marston
et al., 2020) demonstrate the paucity in contemporary literature
surrounding the design, use and deployment of specific
technologies, such as mobile health (mHealth) apps, targeting
ESPs, specifically police personnel and support staff. Conversely,
the Blue Light Wellbeing Framework (Hesketh & Williams, 2017)
has been designed with the objectives of health and wellbeing
provision for both uniformed and support staff. A web portal —
Oscar Kilo (OK), deployed for the National Police Wellbeing
Service (NPWS) — comprises of a set of independent standards,
aimed at police personnel and ESPs, and affords organisations
and police forces the opportunity to audit and benchmark
themselves against this framework.

The OK framework was co-designed by a myriad of actors
(e.g. practitioners (all levels), professionals and academics),
and includes five areas: (1) strategic and tactical planning
templates, (2) psychological risk management guidance
(Hesketh et al., 2017), (3) responding to trauma guidance
(Hesketh & Tehrani, 2019), (4) the GAIN pyramid (Hesketh
et al., 2017), and (5) a series of real stories presented in anima-
tions. Whilst there is a growing body of evidence, there is still
little scholarly evidence to understanding how technologies, such
as mHealth apps and/or videogames, can facilitate health,
wellbeing and PTSD to front line ESPs and support staff.

The use of videogames to facilitate support and offer treatment
for PTSD (Holloway & Reger, 2013; Macleod & Sloan, 2017)
has garnered greater attention in recent years, with the use of
videogames and online virtual environments. While the online
virtual environment — Second Life (https://secondlife.com/)
has previously been used as a tool to offer support to military
personnel and their families in an attempt to alleviate PTSD
(Hemmerly-Brown, 2019). From a US military personnel
perspective, a study by Colder Carras er al. (2018) has been
performed, comprising of 20 participants who engaged with
videogames as a means of understanding mood and stress
levels. Overall, this qualitative study reported positive results
by veterans associated with behavioural recovery and PTSD
health. The respective authors suggested videogames can
act as a form of personal medication, as a way of promoting
recovery (Colder er al., 2018, pg. 2). While a systematic
review (Callejas-Cuervo et al., 2017) conducted in 2017 and
comprising of 15 articles also ascertained positive directions
to rehabilitation for PTSD treatment, relating to emotional
recognition and videogames.

The videogame Terris has been used in the environment of an
emergency department as an approach of reducing trauma after a
traffic accident. Using a randomized control trial (RCT) design,
Iyadurai er al. (2018) conducted an intervention that occurred
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within six hours of the incident. The control group were required
to write an activity log for 20 minutes, and the intervention group
were required to play Tetris for 20 minutes. Over a period of one
week, the aim of the RCT was to compare the number of
intrusive trauma memories. Although findings from this
proof-of-concept study showed positive benefits at one week,
the respective authors suggest a larger and longer trial is needed
to understand the benefits at one month.

Gaming in a time of COVID-19

Videogames have become a feature in the homes of many
citizens old and young over the last several decades, trans-
forming the home to one which now accepts the videogame
console as a feature. Flynn (2003) describes the domestication
of thehome and states,

“The home is once again framed as ‘a machine for
living in’ with the user most ‘at home’ when playing
the game console” (Flynn 2003, pg. 558).

The history of the videogames is long documented (Forster
2005; Herman, 2001; Kent, 2000), detailing the move of
videogames from public space into private — the home. Flynn
(2003) purports how the videogame consoles over the decades
has been implemented into the living space — of the digital hearth
to feature and sit alongside the additional pieces of furniture
in this physical space. At the time of writing this specific piece
(21* Century), Flynn pontificates and narrates the perceptions
and portrayals of digital consumption 100 years earlier, describ-
ing the difference between a country house environment and
prospective future housing environmental design. Whereby over
the decades, one’s lifestyle, gender and media influences has led
to redefining how key pieces of technology are represented and
identified specifically by women (Massey, 2000). For example,

“From this examination of the contemporary ideal
home, it would appear that for the middle-class female
readership of lifestyle magazines, the video console is
still an alien machine in relation to narratives of identity
associated with domesticity and family togetherness.”
(Flynn, 2003, pg. 565).

The notion of videogames portrayed in magazines illustrated the
alternative physical space or third place (e.g. the bedroom) to
game playing, rather than the living room or the digital hearth
as previously described by Flynn (2003). Whereas, the previous
notion of the living room as the familial space — or the suburban
living room — as the gaming/meeting place was been replaced
by such advertisements purported by games industry companies
(McGuire, 2003).

Existing research (De la Hera et al., 2017; Voida & Greenberg,
2010; Voida & Greenberg, 2009; Wang et al., 2018) and the
work presented by Flynn (2003), illustrates how videogames
can enhance interaction within the physical space(s) with
other gamers, and adults alike. During this unprecedented time
in society, COVID-19 is impacting many physical spaces and
ecosystems (Marston et al, 2020; Sheerman et al., 2020;
White et al., 2020), be it a community group, a family, middle-
aged or older adults living on their own, or a keyworker. Yet,
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videogames and their peripheral technologies can and do have
a role to play in continuing and enhancing social connections,
relationships and engagements, from within the ecosystem
and/or across WiFi communications.

It is important to note the unique contribution that games
provide to mediated socialization. The fact that games are
playful, fun, interactive spaces differentiates them from other
forms of mediated communication, such as text messaging
or social media (Kowert, 2015). They allow individuals to
connect through play, which is an important facet of psycho-
logical well-being throughout the lifespan (Connell & Dunlap,
2020). Play in and of itself is associated with reduced
stress and depression, as well as a releasing of endorphins
(Robinson et al., 2019). Combined with the various benefits of
in-game socialization (i.e., reduced stress, depression, and sense
of loneliness; see Kowert, 2015) makes games a useful tool for
mitigating some of the negative impacts of COVID-19 for adults.

Taking a different route in this discussion and turning our
attention to the growth of evidence positively supporting and
facilitating health, wellbeing and PTSD in different popula-
tions, in addition to enhancing intergenerational relationships,
further considerations are needed. For example, in this opinion
piece, we have explored contemporary literature surrounding
intergenerational gaming. However, for those citizens who are
ageing without children or grandchildren, how can videogames
facilitate positive health and wellbeing, social connections
and reduce a sense of loneliness? We suggest here that future
research should explore how videogames are used as a means
of understanding social connections and reducing loneli-
ness by middle-age and older adults. As previously noted by
Hadley (2018b), scholarly research is underrepresented in the
field of people ageing without children. Given the situation(s)
that this pandemic has placed on citizens, for those who
perceive themselves as gamers, and who may not have
children or grandchildren, they may have already chosen to use
videogames as a means of socially connecting with friends
in an online environment. Using videogames as a means of
socially connecting with un/known gamers may afford a person
a sense of positive feeling.

From the standpoint of ESPs, evidence is growing that

illustrates the need for identifying appropriate solutions for
treatment of PTSD and for continuing positive health and
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wellbeing practices within the workforce. As noted in their
forthcoming review, Marston e al. (under review, 2020) purport
the paucity of existing literature surrounding technology use
and deployment for ESPs in association with health, wellbeing
and PTSD. Furthermore, they provide a series of recommenda-
tions in an attempt to move this interdisciplinary work forward,
and given the current situation within society (associated to
COVID-19), there is the likelihood that health practitioners,
and social care keyworkers may require health, wellbeing and
PTSD rehabilitation/recovering in the future. For instance,
keyworkers such as those who are working in our hospitals are
witnessing multiple deaths throughout their shifts, and days,
and in some instance of their colleagues. Furthermore, deaths of
citizens are also been reported from care/nursing homes, and
many health and social care workers have chosen to ‘live in’ and
shield the residents from COVID-19.

Conclusions

In this opinion piece, we have demonstrated how videogames
can play a pivotal role in various societal ecosystems from the
individual/digital hearth to the larger ecosystem surrounding
ESPs, health practitioners, and social care workers, who at
present are exposed to various situations and trauma.

Moving this debate forward, interdisciplinary research is
needed to focus on two landscapes. Firstly, from the standpoint
of social sciences and how videogames can impact the lives
of middle-and-older adults who are ageing without children.
As previously noted, there is a paucity of research specifically
focusing on adults who are ageing without children. Social
connectedness and loneliness are key experiences, and more
information and understanding are required to offer solutions to
reduce these risks.

Secondly, more research is required from the standpoint of
videogames and ESPs and the role in which videogames
can be a means of reducing trauma, offering positive health,
wellbeing and PTSD solutions. This would require efforts from
a myriad of actors, forming a co-designed and co-produced
approach to ensure all key information and take-up is
included.

Data availability
No data is associated with this article.
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