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Abstract. The COVID-19 pandemic led to dramatic changes in people’s lives. The Human-Computer 

Interaction (HCI) community widely investigated technology use during crises. However, commercial video 

games received minor attention. In this article, we describe how video game play impacted the life 

transformations engendered by the pandemic. We administered a qualitative online survey to 330 video game 

players who were living in Italy during the lockdown measures. We found that the COVID-19 pandemic 

altered the participants’ sense of time and space, reshaped both their intimate and wider social interactions, 

and elicited a wide spectrum of disturbing emotions. Players escaped from this unsatisfying reality into video 

game worlds, searching for a new normality that could compensate for the unpredictability and 

dangerousness of the pandemic life, as well as seeking uncertainty in the game environments to balance the 

flatness of the lockdown everydayness. In doing so, they “appropriated” the gaming technologies, which also 

led to several unexpected outcomes. Starting from these findings, we propose a model of escapism that 

points out four ways to escape from reality into video game worlds. Moreover, we outline some design 

implications that might inspire future strands of research in the field of crisis technologies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Despite the development of a variety of vaccines for COVID-19 and the administration of billions of doses 

across dozens of countries, the world is still facing a public health crisis that is unprecedented in the 

contemporary era. Since its first clinical, epidemiological and microbiological identification, which took 

place between December 2019 and January 2020 in the People’s Republic of China (Wu et al., 2020), the 

disease has rapidly spread, crossing geographical borders (Chun et al., 2020). Clinical manifestations of 

COVID-19, when present, are heterogeneous, ranging from mild flu-like symptoms to a severe respiratory 

and/or multiorgan failure syndrome which may be fatal (Rodriguez-Morales et al., 2020). Asymptomatic 

individuals or those in the early stages of the disease can be contagious (WHO, 2020), so that many countries 

adopted containment strategies such as social distancing, mandatory sanitary measures (e.g., wearing 

surgical masks), and mass testing, even enforcing lockdowns of every social activity and limiting the 

personal freedom (Kraaijeveld, 2020) during the peaks of the pandemic (Fazeli et al., 2020). 

Italy was affected early by COVID-19, being considered the epicentre of the European outbreak (Schnirring, 

2020). The Italian government imposed an extremely strict lockdown on the whole country from 8 March to 

3 May 2020 (Government, 2020). Many industrial and most commercial activities were suspended, while 

sporting, recreational and restaurant businesses were straightforwardly shut down; online teaching was 

enforced in schools of every order and degree and in universities, and remote working became mandatory in 

every context where the worker’s physical presence was not considered essential, as in logistics or medical 

services. People had to remain at home except for satisfying basic needs like buying food, whereas both 

infected people and their strict contacts were forced to stay in complete isolation (Iorio et al., 2020). 

In this scenario, digital technologies appeared to offer a relief. They allowed individuals to work, learn and 

communicate from a distance, substituting for the loss of physical contact and social life in the “real” world. 

Bastoni et al. (2021) emphasized that during the pandemic people living in Italy relied even more on digital 

communication tools to maintain social connection in a safe way, as well as to ward off feelings of 

loneliness, anger, and irritability (Gabbiadini et al., 2020).  

By and large, technology has been shown to help in many “crises” (e.g., Qu et al., 2009; Kannan et al., 

2019), enabling people to deal with some of their negative impacts. In this perspective, the Human-Computer 



Interaction (HCI) community has researched how digital technologies are used by people affected by natural 

and man-made disasters, as well as how novel devices can be designed to support both citizens and formal 

responders in managing the consequences of crises. To this aim, commercial video games are certainly 

relevant, because they represent an immediately available resource when people have to cope with the 

negative consequences of a crisis, also given their increasing popularity among the general population 

(Williams, 2006; Juul, 2009) and the fact that the number of video gamers across the world is expected to 

rise to 3.07 billion by 2023 (Clement, 2021). However, this kind of games has received scarce attention in 

previous work on technology and crises, which has focused more on the design of novel games with a 

serious purpose (e.g., Chittaro & Buttussi, 2015). Recently, some research has paid attention to commercial 

video game usage during the COVID-19 crisis. On the one hand, psychology scholars studied the evolution 

and possible worsening of gaming disorders (Fazeli et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2021; King et al., 2020; Ko & 

Yen, 2020), or hypothesized that certain games may promote individuals’ wellbeing (e.g., Viana & De Lira, 

2020). However, the hypotheses about the positive role of video games were not put to test through empirical 

studies. On the other hand, HCI researchers mainly designed novel digital games specifically addressed to 

support social connection and stress management (Haqq & McCrickard, 2020; Ji & Nishino, 2020). 

These contributions are certainly valuable in showing the possible dark sides of gaming technologies from a 

psychological perspective or in building novel “gameful” tools for managing the impact of a pandemic. Our 

aim instead was to explore how commercial video games are entangled in people’s activities and the wider 

role they may have during a public health crisis. These video games have been shown to provide players with 

real-world benefits (e.g., Granic et al., 2014). Research has also emphasized that they may give people help 

during difficult personal life experiences, especially on the emotional and social levels (Iacovides & Mekler, 

2019). Therefore, it is reasonable to hypothesize that they may also be helpful during a collective crisis. 

Commercial video games are deeply intertwined with the players’ everyday practices (Muriel & Crawford, 

2018), so that they can be a significant indicator for understanding collective phenomena like crises: these 

events may affect or even disrupt such practices (Brand, 2010) thus provoking a reconfiguration of the ways 

of playing. In these complex transformations, video games may become a helpful resource to deal with the 

negative consequences of the changes induced by the crisis. 



In this article, we want to precisely explore the role that commercial video games played during the Italian 

COVID-19 lockdown, which may be emblematic of the pandemic crisis, given the strictness of the Italian 

measures to contain the virus. To this aim, we asked 330 video game players to report on their experience of 

play using a qualitative online survey with open-ended questions. Since we conducted our study in real time, 

during the actual months of lockdown, the answers and the considerations that the participants offered were 

those that they explored in the actual unfolding of the events. This research is important because it shows 

how people may find in the technologies that they already have at their disposal a ready-to-use tool to cope 

with the impact of a health disaster. Moreover, it may provide useful insights on how to design novel ad hoc 

technologies for helping people during the spread of a contagious disease. 

In sum, we attempted to answer two different research questions: How were commercial video games used 

during the pandemic and how did they impact the life transformations engendered by the crisis? What kinds 

of suggestions can be drawn to design novel technologies for crises? 

Our contribution to the HCI community is twofold. First, we describe the complex interplay between video 

games and people’s everyday practices and experiences, highlighting that video games allowed players to 

escape from the crisis temporally, emotionally, socially, and spatially. These findings may advance our 

knowledge on the positive impacts of video games during crises or difficult life moments and might possibly 

be generalized to all the situations that yield a sudden change in people’s lives, disrupting their daily routines 

and increasing the unpredictability of the everyday life, or establishing an extremely “certain” and unvarying 

lifestyle. Moreover, these study findings may widen our understanding of how players may “escape” from 

unsatisfying aspects of their everydayness into video game worlds. Second, we show that people are able to 

“appropriate” a given technology to deal with unexpected critical events, adapting the malleability of video 

games to the needs arising from a novel world. This may contribute to research on technology and crises by 

emphasizing that a ready-to-use and widespread technology like commercial video games can be effectively 

employed by people to autonomously cope with the negative consequences of a crisis. 

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a picture of previous research related to technology 

and crises. Section 3 outlines the method we used, whereas Section 4 describes the findings of our study. 

Section 5 discusses the results introducing themes relevant for the management of crises through technology. 

Finally, Section 6 proposes a series of suggestions for design, while Section 7 concludes the article. 



2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 Technology and crisis  

The employment of digital technologies in the context of man-made and natural disasters has a long history. 

Initially, it was confined to authorities and organizations involved in crisis management (Stephenson et al., 

1997). However, in the last twenty years, research on disaster management has widened its focus, leading to 

the creation of an interdisciplinary body of work called crisis informatics (Hagar, 2006). These works take 

into account informational, technical and social aspects of emergencies (Hagar, 2010), even exploring 

practices where Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are used by the general public in 

response to crises.  

Similarly, HCI has contributed to the study of technology during catastrophic events by first focusing on how 

existing technologies may support practitioners (Kristensen et al., 2006; Hellman et al., 2016), the so-called 

digital volunteers (Cobb et al., 2014; Dittus et al., 2016), and authorities (Goggins et al., 2012; Alcaidinho et 

al., 2017) before, during and after an emergency (Reuter et al., 2017; Hughes et al., 2014; Denef et al., 2013; 

St. Denis et al., 2012).  

More recently, the HCI community has paid more attention to the involvement of the general public in 

emergencies (e.g., Gui et al., 2018; Palen et al., 2010), by studying their response to the crisis and their usage 

of technology to gather or spread information (Qu et al., 2011; Vieweg et al., 2008), self-coordinate (Qu et 

al., 2009), re-establish connections with others (Mark et al., 2009), or support recovery from the event 

(Semaan & Mark, 2012). In particular, social media have been considered an ideal lens to explore how 

people cope with a crisis (De Choudhury et al., 2014), as they enable individuals to generate, distribute, and 

discuss information (Starbird & Palen, 2011). Even during an epidemic, they can be used to e.g., understand 

how a contagious disease is spreading (Kogan et al., 2015; Goolsby, 2010; Gomide et al., 2011), obtain 

information on the disease (Kannan et al., 2019; Shahid et al., 2020; Pine et al., 2021), take decisions (Gui et 

al., 2017), or self-disclose during moments of distress (Zhang et al., 2021).  

Although less explored than social media by the HCI community, video games also appear to play a relevant 

role in affecting or informing about the evolution of a crisis. In fact, HCI researchers mostly designed and 

developed ad-hoc “serious” video games to e.g., support the staff that is institutionally involved in an 



emergency intervention (e.g., Estrada et al., 2017; Stiso et al., 2015; LaLone et al., 2019; Wuertz et al., 

2018), train formal responders (Alharthi et al., 2017; Toups et al., 2015; Aldunate et al., 2019; Herrera et al., 

2014; Sharma et al., 2017; Warmelink et al., 2017), educate citizens about crises (Shohieb, 2018; Gampell et 

al., 2020b; Kafai, 2008; Tsai et al., 2015; Seddighi et al., 2020; Sanders & Rhodes, 2007), or improve their 

ability to act properly in specific emergency contexts (Chittaro & Buttussi, 2015; Gampell et al., 2020a; 

Chittaro & Sioni, 2015). By building a culture of resilience (Caroca et al., 2016), these games aim to protect 

individuals from threats to their physical and mental health (Sudarmilah et al., 2019). For example, if not 

adequately shielded during and after a disaster, people may develop a Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD): under such circumstances, gaming technologies may be a resource to treat their mental condition 

(Saltzman et al., 2017).  

In sum, previous HCI literature has recognized technology as a resource for dealing with crises mainly 

focusing on social media platforms. In the area of video games, instead, research has focused mostly on ad-

hoc “serious” designs, while the role of ready-to-use commercial video games has remained unexplored. 

However, the positive impacts of video games have been studied in other domains than crisis management, 

which may yield insights for exploring their role during a health crisis. In this sense, inspiration may come 

from research that investigated how games are used by people experiencing difficult life moments. 

 

2.2 Positive impacts of video games 

The benefits of play have been studied for decades. Johan Huizinga’s (1938) seminal work describes play as 

a free and meaningful activity that is central in flourishing societies and plays an important role in the 

formation of culture. Roger Caillois (1962) followed Huizinga in emphasizing the central role of play in 

human societies. More recently, it has been noticed that video games have shaped the digital culture that 

characterizes our contemporary world, deeply affecting how we work, learn, and relate with others (Muriel 

& Crawford, 2018). 

Beyond the societal and cultural impacts, video games have been also shown to positively affect individuals’ 

physical (Bonnechère et al., 2016) and mental health (Boldi & Rapp, 2021), as well as general wellbeing 

(Granic et al., 2014; Tyack et al., 2020). Developmental psychology has long emphasized that play allows 



children to simulate alternative emotional consequences (Erikson, 1977), reproduce real-life conflicts, and 

work out ideal resolutions (Piaget, 1951), which can have an impact even outside the play context. Gottman 

(1986), for instance, showed that children use play for emotional mastery in their real lives, while Granic et 

al. (2014) stressed that video games provide players with real-world cognitive, emotional, motivational, and 

social benefits, like the opportunity to acquire important prosocial skills, improve their own mood, cultivate 

an optimistic motivational style, and enhance creativity. Within HCI, research suggested that video games 

may constitute a meaningful activity (Mekler & Hornbæk, 2019): players may reflect on gameplay and how 

it relates to their personal everyday life, thus supporting sense-making processes (De Schutter & Vanden 

Abeele, 2012; Bopp et al., 2016; Rapp, 2018; Zhang et al., 2020).  

Given these general benefits of play, it comes as no surprise that video games have also been found to 

provide people with help during unsatisfactory life periods or difficult life experiences (Iacovides & Mekler, 

2019). More precisely, research has highlighted that in these contexts playing video games may mostly give 

players an emotional and social support. 

With reference to emotions, several studies emphasized the generally positive emotional impacts of video 

games, while others have focused on gaming as a means to deal with specific negative emotions. For 

instance, Reinecke et al. (2012) found that games may provide relief from frustration, while Bowman & 

Tamborini (2015) suggested that stressed individuals may experience mood repair by playing video games. 

Likewise, Collins and Cox (2013) highlighted that digital games may be utilized to improve post-work 

recovery and reduce work-related stress, while Russoniello et al. (2013) found that playing video games can 

facilitate a decrease in depression in both the short and the long term. 

As regards social relations, research pointed out how video games may strengthen family bonds (Durkin & 

Barber, 2002), as well as provide a complementary function to offline non-game relationships (Vella et al., 

2016). Moreover, Banks & Cole (2016) surveyed US military and veteran gamers regarding their use of 

digital games, finding that they were used to cope with the challenges of military service, giving players the 

opportunity to connect with civilians as well as to find support from other military personnel. Iacovides & 

Mekler (2019) further stressed that playing games may help people feel less alone and give them a sense of 

belonging in times when they may feel isolated. Video games also appear to be able to provide a welcome 

respite from emotional distress and negative thought processes. 



Other kinds of benefits provided by games when used during difficult life moments have been far less 

studied. An exception is Semaan et al.’s (2016) investigation into veterans’ use of ICTs during civilian re-

integration, briefly mention that some veterans played multi-player mission-style games online, like World 

of Warcraft or Call of Duty, to reconnect with former soldiers and run ‘missions’ that could maintain 

familiar aspects of their life in the military, thus granting a return to their past life. However, studies 

exploring potential usage of video games for temporally or spatially retreating from the world are extremely 

scarce. Moreover, there is a lack of research attempting to provide a multifaceted depiction of the multiple 

ways through which people may possibly deal with an extremely difficult life moment by finding refuge into 

the game worlds. 

In sum, these studies point out how video games may be able to affect people’s wellbeing by influencing 

their emotions and supporting their social interactions. However, other kinds of benefits of video games, like 

“spatial” and “temporal” ones, are still underexplored by this research, and there are still very few studies on 

the use of commercial video games as part of a player’s attempt to cope with extremely difficult life 

moments, as those happening during a collective crisis. Moreover, there have been limited efforts in 

providing explanations of the phenomena underlying such positive benefits. While most of the studies we 

reviewed in this subsection suggest that during difficult life situations video games can influence people’s 

general wellbeing through providing a sort of escape, there appears to be little investigation into the possible 

importance of “escapism” and the different ways in which it may unfold. Escapism is a term generally used 

to indicate an avoidance of the “real” (Evans, 2001; Calleja, 2010) and is mostly conceived as a unitary 

phenomenon (Warmelink et al., 2009) often with a negative connotation (Blasi et al., 2019; Deleuze et al., 

2019; Kwon et al., 2011; Liu & Chang, 2016; Snodgrass et al., 2014). A minority of studies, however, 

highlighted that escaping in video games can also lead to positive outcomes, like enjoyment and stress-relief 

(Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Hussain et al., 2021). 

In this article, we explore the multiple strategies that commercial video games may offer to deal with a life-

threatening global health crisis, highlighting the emotional, social, temporal, and spatial benefits of playing, 

thus also investigating opportunities, like the spatial and temporal ones, which received almost no attention 

in previous research on games during difficult life experiences. In so doing, we trace back these strategies to 

an underlying “escapism” that people may enact to run away from a dissatisfying reality, emphasizing the 



multifaceted nature of the phenomenon and its positive effects in the context of crises. Before heading into 

the details of the study, however, we will illustrate the peculiarities of the COVID-19 crisis. 

 

2.3 Technology, video games and COVID-19 

The coronavirus pandemic brought a dramatic change in areas as diverse as education (Sabie et al., 2020; 

Shichtman, 2020; Beltran-Sanchez et al., 2020), economics (Marino & Pariso, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020), 

technology usage (Chun et al., 2020; Pahayahay & Khalili-Mahani, 2020), health (Gabbiadini et al., 2020; 

Spinelli et al., 2020), social relationships (Balanzá-Martínez et al., 2020), and work (Thakkar et al., 2020). 

In Italy, people who happened to be far from their home at the moment of the lockdown were precluded from 

returning there, while the others were confined to their own households. Most citizens started working from 

home or became unemployed (temporarily or permanently) due to the closure of many commercial and 

industrial activities. Schools and universities were moved to remote teaching. Social life was suspended: 

leaving the house was forbidden except to those whose physical presence at work was necessary or for the 

time and distance needed to satisfy basic needs like buying food, and people could not meet their friends or 

significant others living in other households (Iorio et al., 2020). All these measures drastically altered 

people’s day-to-day life and habits (e.g., Amerio et al., 2021a; Prete et al., 2021; Di Renzo et al., 2020) and 

brought consequences on their wellness and mental health (e.g., Gualano et al., 2020; Amerio et al., 2021b). 

Of course, natural calamities and man-made disasters have always burdened mankind (Kendall-Tackett, 

2020); yet many researchers agree on the uniqueness of the COVID-19 crisis and on the role that digital 

technologies played in it (e.g., Niu et al., 2021; Pine et al., 2021): the disease spread in an extremely 

interconnected world (Wallace, 2020) where ICTs are widely accessible (Durodié, 2020; López-Cabarcos et 

al., 2020; Gabbiadini et al., 2020). Also the gaming technologies had already widely been accepted by the 

general population at the time of the outbreak, seeping into many aspects of everyday life (Muriel & 

Crawford, 2018). It comes as no surprise, therefore, that video games could play a significant role during the 

pandemic. The “stay-at-home” mandate also encouraged people to engage in online gaming: during the 

various lockdowns that were enforced across the world, the gaming industry launched a social media 

campaign (#PlayApartTogether) and, notably, even the World Health Organization (WHO) fostered video 



game playing (King et al., 2020). As a matter of fact, global video game sales increased during the 

lockdowns (Broughton, 2020; Zhu, 2020). 

Scholarly studies and technical reports quantitatively showed modifications of gaming habits during the 

pandemic, also highlighting an increase of the player population (Wannigamage et al., 2020) as well as of the 

time spent on video games (Pantling, 2020) and on streaming platforms (Stephen, 2020). However, only a 

minor quota of the academic research revolving around technology usage during the COVID-19 outbreak 

(e.g., Chun et al., 2020; Dey et al., 2020; Riva et al., 2020) focused on video games. Most of this research 

adopted a “medical” lens, where exergames were used for rehabilitation purposes (Ambrosino et al., 2020; 

Colley et al., 2020). Psychological research mostly focused on the possible negative outcomes of gaming, 

which may even result in gaming disorders (King et al., 2020; Ko & Yen, 2020), while positive effects of 

commercial video game playing have often been hypothesized but not empirically tested (Viana & De Lira, 

2020; Zhu, 2020). 

Within HCI, in line with previous research on video game and crises, particular attention has been devoted to 

the development of ad hoc designed video games, thought of as a good way to cope with stress and to 

maintain social bonds during the pandemic: Haqq & McCrickard (2020) designed a game that enables 

partners to play together while apart; likewise, Ji & Nishino (2020) developed a “healing game”, whose 

objective is to elicit a calm, relaxed emotional state. Researchers also studied how specific kinds of games 

have been adapted to the new conditions engendered by COVID-19. Yuan et al. (2021) noticed that people 

playing tabletop games set up new communicative spaces for gaming as well as socializing: however, this 

study focused on changes of the experience of play but did not explore how such changes interacted with the 

life changes induced by the pandemic. 

In this article, we aim to investigate the use of commercial video games during the pandemic to understand 

how they possibly interacted with the ongoing transformations in the players’ everyday practices and 

experiences. We point out that games brought beneficial effects to players responding to their fundamental 

desire to escape from negative changes in their everyday life. Moreover, we stress how players were able to 

“appropriate” video games, using off-the-shelf technologies to deal with an unexpected novel situation. This 

may be particularly relevant because commercial video games are a widespread and ready-to-use 



technological resource, which people may have already integrated into their daily routines and use for facing 

the consequences of the crisis, thus not requiring the development of any further design. 

In the following we explore how 330 players used common commercial video games during the pandemic 

lockdown in Italy. In doing so, we adopt a HCI lens that goes beyond the psychological impacts of playing, 

instead unraveling the complex interactions between technology and the profound transformations that 

people lived in their everyday practices and experiences during the COVID-19 crisis. 

It is worth noticing that from now on we will use the word “crisis” to refer to both the global public health 

emergency engendered by the virus and the measures that were implemented to contain its spread, namely 

the lockdown. We assume that in the people’s experience these measures were profoundly tied to the 

biological phenomenon of the disease, actually representing the peculiarity of this health emergency. In this 

perspective, we temporally circumscribed our research to the period in which the first lockdown occurred in 

Italy: this was the strictest lockdown that Italian citizens experienced during the pandemic years and one of 

the strictest in the world. In this sense, it may represent an emblematic case to study how the COVID-19 

disaster affected the individuals’ daily living. 

 

3 METHOD 

To better understand how video games were used during the Italian lockdown and how they impacted 

people’s everyday life, we conducted a qualitative online survey with video game players. As we were 

interested in players’ experiences and accounts, we administered mainly open-ended questions. The three 

authors who conducted the study have the following background. The first author is a psychologist and 

psychology researcher who has a background in both clinical and organizational psychology with an interest 

in human-computer interaction; the second author is a human-computer interaction researcher who has a 

background in computer science, social, and anthropological sciences with a focus on qualitative research; 

the third author is a psychology researcher with a background in cognitive sciences and organizational and 

work psychology. The first and the second authors have also an interest in video games. 

 

 



3.1 Procedure  

Data were collected with an online questionnaire hosted in a dedicated survey platform provided by our 

University: the survey was active for one month, namely from one month after the beginning of the 

lockdown (1 April 2020) to the day when the strictest measures were lifted (3 May 2020). The survey was 

launched when the lockdown had already become part of people’s new normal and most of the responses 

were collected during the first two weeks of the survey (70.6%, N=233). People did not learn that the 

lockdown would be eased until one week before it happened, on 3 May, and in that week only 11 individuals 

participated to the study. Despite possible slight changes in the perception of these latter participants due to 

the hope of a gradual regaining of freedom (which, by the way, was almost fully reacquired only on 11 June 

2020), we did not observe any relevant evolution among the submitted responses. 

We recruited participants from several forums dedicated to video games, namely Everyeye 

(https://forum.everyeye.it/invision/), IGN Italia (https://it.ign.com/forum/) and SpazioGames Forum 

(forum.spaziogames.it). We chose these web sites because they are popular amongst Italian players, 

engaging a high number of members in their communities, with Everyeye counting 337,522 registered users, 

IGN Italia 17,476, and SpazioGames Forum 64,239. The administrators agreed to publish the link to the 

survey as a new post in the relevant sections of the forums. From these sources, we expected to recruit 

people that were passionate in video game playing. 

Beyond that, we also shared the survey link on different social networks and social media (viz. Facebook, 

LinkedIn, Instagram) and via e-mail: by following a snowball sampling technique, we asked people to 

forward the link to their contacts. In this way, we expected to capture more casual gamers than in dedicated 

forums. 

By clicking on the survey link, participants were introduced to the survey and asked to provide their 

informed consent if they so decided. A welcome message briefly introduced the survey highlighting that 

there were no answers that were better than others or preferable and that we were interested in understanding 

how people behaved and played during the lockdown. 

The survey consisted of four sections. In the first (Playing habits prior to the entry into force of the 

lockdown), participants were asked about their gaming habits before the national lockdown (To answer these 

https://it.ign.com/forum/


questions, please think of the six months prior to March 8, 2020), concerning the frequency of play and the 

amount of time they used to spend playing, the game platform they used, the number of playing sessions per 

day and their duration, the moment of the day in which they played the most, and their favored game genres. 

The closed-ended single-answer questions were: Before the lockdown went into effect, how often did you 

play video games? On average, how many hours a week did you play video games? How many gaming 

sessions did you have on average during a day? How long was each play session? Who did you usually play 

with?). Three multiple-choice questions were addressed to capture the video game platforms that the 

participants used, their preferred video game genres, and their preferred playing times (Before the lockdown 

went into effect, what type of platform did you usually play on? What kinds of games did you usually play? 

What time of day did you usually play?). As for the video game platforms, we did not include any Virtual 

Reality (VR) technology among the possible answer options, because we preferred to focus on the most 

popular ones. 

An open-ended question was designed to capture their motivations for playing (i.e., For what reason(s) did 

you play before the lockdown?). In the same section, they were also asked to describe the reasons why they 

usually played single-player or multi-player through an open-ended question (i.e., For what reason(s) did 

you usually play alone? or For what reason(s) did you usually play with other people?, depending on the 

response given to the closed-ended question on “social play”, i.e., Who did you usually play with?). 

In the second section (Current daily life), participants found a list of questions about their everyday life 

during the lockdown (i.e., from 8 March 2020 onwards): for instance, where they were living (e.g., type of 

dwelling), with whom, or if they had been separated from their significant others. They were also explicitly 

asked if they perceived a change in their lifestyle since the beginning of the enforced restrictions, as well as 

to describe the impact of the legislative measures on both their work and their leisure activities.  

The third section (Current playing habits) replicated the questions about the gaming habits of the first 

section (e.g., about the video game platforms used, the preferred playing times, etc.), this time relative to the 

period starting 8 March 2020. The participants were asked to focus on their personal experience of the 

lockdown and how they used video games during this period: they were asked to specify and describe any 

changing/unchanging elements that they noticed in their daily gaming/non-gaming activities and to provide 

specific episodes as examples, when possible, to ground their responses. All the questions were displayed 



sequentially, each in a stand-alone dedicated page, so to minimize the possibility that an advance reading of 

the subsequent questions could influence the response to the previous ones. Two open questions were aimed 

to check whether participants generally perceived a change in their motivations of play during the lockdown 

(For what reason(s) do you currently play video games?; and Do you think that the changes produced by the 

lockdown measures in your life have also affected the way you play video games? If so, in what ways?). 

Then, we also asked the reasons why they usually played alone or with others: For what reason(s) do you 

usually play alone in this period? or For what reason(s) do you usually play with other people in this 

period? depending on the response given to the closed-ended question about “social play” during this period. 

Finally, we asked participants to focus on certain aspects of their experience and use of video games: How 

have your daily activities changed (if they have) during this period? What role (if any) has playing video 

games for you in relation to this aspect? Please explain in what way: you can also refer to examples that 

come from your concrete gaming experiences; How do you feel in this period? What role (if any) has playing 

video games for you in relation to this aspect? Please explain in what way: you can also refer to examples 

that come from your concrete gaming experiences; Think about your everyday freedom during this period. 

What role (if any) has playing video games for you in relation to this aspect? Please explain in what way: 

you can also refer to examples that come from your own experiences with gaming. 

In the last section of the survey (Demographic data) demographic information were collected (e.g., age 

range, gender, education, profession).  

Participants did not receive any monetary compensation for participating in the survey. The ethical board of 

our University approved the study and participants had to give their informed consent before having access 

to the survey. Participants had as much time as they wanted to complete the survey. On average, it took 

about 20 minutes for it to be completed. 

 

3.2 Participants 

As we were interested in recruiting people that were affected by the measures of the Italian Government, we 

only included players who were living in Italy at the moment of the questionnaire completion. The 

participants also had to be video game players, playing (no matter how much) both before and during the 



pandemic, and be of age (18 years and older). In total, 614 people accessed the online survey: 175 

participants did not fill any data and were considered as dropouts. Moreover, since the data collection was 

computerized, thus facilitating anonymity (Godinho et al., 2016), the probability to include careless 

respondents, i.e., participants who provide inaccurate or inattentive answers (Bowling et al., 2016; Ward & 

Meade, 2018), was higher than in offline surveys (Johnson, 2005; Crede, 2010). Therefore, as the 

questionnaire included mostly open-ended questions, we built on the works of Holland and Christian (2009) 

and Smyth et al. (2009) to identify careless participants (N=109) on the basis of the “substantive response” 

criterion, i.e., whether the participant’s answers thematically correspond to the subject matter (Brühlmann et 

al., 2020, p.11): copy-paste phrases and meaningless sequences of letters (e.g., “A”, “hashgha”, “test”) were 

excluded, as in Brühlmann et al. (2020).  

The final sample consisted of 330 respondents (completion rate, 53.7%; 257 males, 69 females, 4 non-

binary). Age ranged from 18 to more than 65 years and the largest part of the sample (37.9%, N=125) was 

aged between 27 and 35 years old. The largest part of the respondents had a remunerated employment 

(63.6%, N=210), 8 were housekeepers (2,4%), 81 were students (24.5%) and only a minor part was 

unemployed (9.4%, N=31). As for their education, a few participants stopped studying at middle school 

(9.1%, N=30), most had a high school diploma (39.1%, N=129) or a bachelor/master’s degree (40%, 

N=132), while a minority had a post-graduate education (11.8%, N=39). More than half of the participants 

(58.2%, N=192) lived in inland cities, while the remaining ones were located in small towns (39.4%, N=130) 

or lived in isolated dwellings (2.4%, N=8). 

Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 display data about the participants’ playing times. Figure 4 and Figure 5 

depict the number of gaming sessions per day and their duration respectively. Figure 6 reports on the usual 

modality of social playing, while Figure 7 and Figure 8 display the platforms used by the participants and 

their preferred video game genres. All the graphs report data referring to both before and during the 

pandemic. 
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3.3 Data analysis 

We performed a thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2012; Saldaña, 2013) to identify recurrent themes and to 

link the data collected to the research questions. This method is widely used in HCI studies: it is highly 



flexible and can be applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches (Braun & Clark, 

2006). 

We initially adopted an inductive, rather than hypothetical-deductive, stance (Patton, 1990). In other words, 

top-down analysis with pre-existing conceptualizations and theory was inhibited in the initial coding phases 

where we emphasized a bottom-up approach (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). However, it would be naïve to think 

that all the preconceived beliefs and perspectives could be left out of the analysis: in this sense, the 

researchers’ reflexivity brought preconceived beliefs into the dialogue during the iterative process of the 

analysis, discussing them rather than seeking to omit or ignore them (Harry et al., 2005). 

First, the first and the second authors familiarized themselves with the data independently reading through 

the entire data set twice to identify initial ideas and possible patterns. In this phase, we adopted a descriptive 

approach, where patterns were identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data, and the analysts 

were not looking for anything beyond what the participants had written (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

Then, the data were coded independently by the first and the second authors, who defined the initial open 

codes: the data were broken down by extracting relevant sentences and labeling them with codes like “all 

days look the same” or “overthinking”. Here we started moving towards a more interpretative approach, 

which entails an attempt to theorize on the significance of the patterns found and their broader implications 

and meanings (Patton, 1990). The two researchers, who had partially different backgrounds, one with a focus 

on psychological sciences, and the other one with a focus on computer science and social and 

anthropological sciences, were looking for the elements that could identify the changes in daily life 

experienced by the participants during the lockdown and the different kinds of video game usage in this 

context. We analyzed the whole dataset (the responses given by the participants to all the open-ended 

questions in the survey) giving full and equal attention to each data item. 

Then, the same researchers reviewed the generated codes and their application to assess consistency 

(MacQueen et al. 2008). This process entailed a constant comparison between the open codes developed by 

the two researchers applied to each data point. Inconsistencies were mainly related to discrepancies in 

labeling the same concepts (e.g., “laziness” for one coder and “boredom” for the other, which resulted in 

keeping the latter as better describing the underlying concept). In a minority of cases, two codes were 



condensed into one or new codes were developed, when the discussion between the two researchers led to 

identify clearer commonalities or distinctions among the meanings of the data points. This process went 

through the whole data set. As is common in qualitative research adopting an interpretative approach (e.g., 

Yardley, 2000; Harry et al., 2005; Braun & Clark, 2013) as well as within HCI (e.g., Jun et al., 2018; Yang 

& Neustaedter, 2018), no numerical reliability rating is reported, because our goal was to reach an 

intersubjective consensus, where each point of difference was debated and clarified until the coders agreed 

on appropriate usage of the set of codes (Harry et al., 2005). In total, 90 open codes were identified. 

In the second phase, the codes were grouped into conceptual categories through axial coding by each coder 

separately. In this stage, we attempted to go deeper into the latent content of the data, starting to identify and 

examine the ideas and conceptualizations informing the semantic content of the data (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun 

& Clark, 2006). We sought to pinpoint the kinds of strategies that the participants attempted to enact through 

playing to deal with the unsatisfying aspects of their lockdown life, also identifying the underlying needs that 

originated such attempts, as well as the video game aspects that could address them. The two researchers 

then discussed the categories identified resolving discrepancies, also using a graphical map displaying the 

relationships among the open codes and between the open codes and the emerging axial categories. Again, 

the goal of this phase was to reach consensus on a shared intersubjective interpretation. This eventually 

yielded 12 axial categories (temporal acceleration, temporal meaningfulness, temporal regulation, time 

traveling, emotional relief, emotional safeness, emotional enhancement, social reworking, self-isolation, safe 

sociality, spatial traveling, spatial safeness).  

The axial coding categories were then amalgamated to create a more defined hierarchy forming key related 

categories. The resultant four selective codes correspond to the central themes emerging from the answers to 

the survey, which capture the most important elements that may give a response to our research questions. 

Finally, we explored how the extant literature (especially on escapism and on the usage of video games 

during difficult life moments) could help us in further interpreting our themes, using it as leverage for insight 

that can bring new perspectives (Furniss et al., 2011). On the basis of this final step, we defined a model of 

escapism that outlines how players may escape through different modalities from dissatisfying aspects of 

their own reality into video game worlds. 



 

4 FINDINGS 

We recount four themes emerging from the data analysis, namely dealing with a new temporality, managing 

“stressful” emotions, reworking social relations and interactions, and finding new “places” to inhabit. They 

are specific to the group of participants who accessed the survey and responded to the open-ended questions 

in a way that we considered qualitatively acceptable: these conditions frame the results within the context in 

which the data were gathered. All that considered, we believe that these findings may be of wider interest 

and applicability. 
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By and large, most of the participants (93.6%, N=309) experienced consistent changes in their daily routines 

and activities during the crisis. In this context, video games played a major role. Interestingly, only few 

participants (8.8%, N=29) mentioned “fun” as a reason to play video games during the pandemic, while fun 

was reported as a motivation for playing by 235 participants for the period before the lockdown (71.2%). 

Actually, during the pandemic, the participants appeared to be engaged in a variety of uses of video games, 

addressing the temporal, emotional, social, and spatial transformations occurred in their daily life. Thirty-five 



(10.6%) participants used video games to address all these kinds of change; 126 (38.2%) participants 

addressed three kinds of change; 103 (31.2%) participants addressed two kinds of change; and 49 (14.9%) 

participants addressed one kind of change. Only 17 (5.2%) participants reported that they did not use video 

games for addressing any of these changes. This shows that the majority of the participants were able to 

employ video games in multiple ways, counteracting the abrupt changes induced by the pandemic across 

different aspects of their daily life. 

Table 1 summarizes the main findings of our study. The first column (“Dimension”) refers to the main 

themes emerging from the analysis. “Life during the lockdown” describes how the participants perceived the 

transformations engendered by the pandemic. “Video game usage” illustrates how the gaming practices 

unfolded during the crisis and how participants resisted life transformations by means of video game 

technology. Finally, “Side effects” illustrates the unexpected consequences of video game usage, showing 

the complex interaction between the technology and the life changes emerging from the crisis. 

In the following, we first focus on the changes that occurred in people’s temporality during the national 

lockdown and how their daily time was affected by playing. Then, we describe the range of emotions elicited 

by the crisis and how the participants used video games to cope with and act upon them. Third, we examine 

how participants’ sociality was impacted by the government measures and how video games helped them 

redefine their social relations and interactions. Finally, we will report on how the enforced seclusion 

reframed the players’ perception of space and how this related to their gaming practices. 

 

4.1 Dealing with a new temporality 

The lockdown measures deeply affected the everyday time of most of the participants (90%, N=297), while 

only a minority (10%, N=33) could not identify any change in their experience of time. Social practice 

research has stressed that time may be seen as produced within the social practices in which people are 

situated (Orlikowski & Yates, 2002; Rapp, 2022). In this perspective, “practices” are all those routinized 

activities that people perform in their everyday life consisting of a number of interconnected elements, like 

physical and mental activities, background knowledge, norms and shared meanings (Schatzki, 2001). The 

lockdown measures impacted people’s everyday practices dramatically, and this also affected the time of 



their daily life. More precisely, they reported that their time became i) stretched, ii) repetitive, and iii) 

disrupted, entailing subjective perceptions of boredom, emptiness, and suspension. 

Many participants (43.9%, N=145) described the time of the lockdown as stretched and slow-moving, as 

their day-to-day tasks and goals suddenly disappeared. When they found themselves less employed or 

unemployed due to the shutdown of their jobs, their days grew “longer”, making them perceive the 

lockdown time as boring. Several participants (17.9%, N=59) also suggested that lockdown time was 

essentially repetitive and circular, because of the lack of engagement in work practices or other distractions, 

reporting that identical days repeated endlessly. These participants perceived the lockdown time as 

meaningless and empty, its value disappearing. Finally, a consistent number of participants (40%, N=132) 

suffered from the disruption of their daily schedules, because the lockdown reconfigured their everyday 

practices changing their duration and rhythms and blurring the boundaries, for instance, between working 

and free time, as well as between day and night times. As temporal landmarks were not available anymore, 

these participants expressed a generalized perception of being stuck in a suspended time, no longer regulated 

by established schedules. 

In sum, the majority of respondents stressed that time during the lockdown was longer, less meaningful, and 

more disrupted than the pre-pandemic time. In this context, video games were a resource for resisting the 

detrimental consequences of the pandemic time. More precisely, video games offered an alternative 

temporality where participants could find a refuge, experiencing i) faster, ii) more meaningful, and iii) 

structured times, as well as iv) a nostalgic past. 

As time became stretched, video games allowed many participants (41.2%, N=136) to fast-forward through 

the day by undertaking a digital adventure that could keep them busy for long periods of time, while any 

other task, such as “cleaning the house” (P13) or “reading, doing exercises or sunbathing in the garden” 

(P249) did not work to this aim. In other words, video games enabled players to contrast the excessive length 

of the pandemic days by acting directly upon their perception of time: “Video games allow me to have a false 

perception of time, so that it seems to pass faster” (P98). Participants recognized that playing has distinct 

features, compared with other media. The interactive experience that video games offer, which enables 

players to change the course of action within the digital world – “differently from TV shows and movies” 



(P284), provided them with new objectives and reestablished their sense of agency, hastening their time 

perception and pushing away their sense of boredom. 

In addition, the emptiness of the lockdown time was partially filled by the mental stimulation elicited by 

those games that encouraged several participants (13%, N=43) to “learn something new, providing some 

creative space” (P228). Video games partially compensated for the shortness of stimuli and the loss of 

meaning that characterized the lockdown time. These players, for instance, enjoyed being engaged in mental 

effort and having their “attention focused on something” (P278): this moved them beyond the flatness of 

those days, introducing difference in the “repetition of the same”. Time spent in video games, for them, was 

much more meaningful than the time spent in dealing with daily matters, because games provided diversified 

experiences that could attract their attention. However, a few participants (1.8%, N=6) acknowledged that 

the attempt to give sense to meaningless days by playing was illusory, merely filling their sense of void by 

making them believe to be engaged in a productive activity. This sensation usually emerged when 

participants spent too much time playing: for instance, P330 reported that “I have spent whole nights 

changing parameters, modding games, joining Discord1 and other communities to fix bugs, and downloading 

new games... And then one morning I felt that I was tired, as if I had been working, but in fact I just swamped 

with problem solving… and I realized how all that had been absolutely useless […]. I'm probably looking for 

a way to be productive…”. 

It is worth to notice that video games also helped some participants (7.6%, N=25) adapt to the disruptiveness 

of the new temporality: “when I play, I also do it to recover normality, the sense of time, with respect to both 

the week (working days and non-working days) and the day (time for work, time for relax)" (P1). For these 

participants playing is “a definite activity, in a definite time” (P195), which helps “create partitions in their 

lives” (P136), acting as a landmark between different practices. Playing supported them in managing the 

temporal messiness introduced by the lockdown, bringing the agency upon time back into their hands: “The 

game marks the end of the day, helps me push away work-related thoughts and recover the dimension of the 

home. It helps to transition from the professional to the domestic environment” (P76). In other words, the 

activity of playing provided players with a sort of structure that they had lost during their everyday life. 

                                                           
1 Discord is a platform that allows users to communicate by using voice- and video-chats, video calls or text messaging.  



Finally, a fair number of participants (17.3%, N=57) reported that playing video games entailed the loss of 

the sense of time, allowing them to be virtually carried away from the present time (e.g., P258). These 

players were transferred into their own yesteryears: “I have been living it as a kind of late-adolescence 

transgression to the daily home routine” (P305), as if the participants were “young again” (P190); P303 

noted that “It is a new experience which brings me back to adolescence”. For them, this “time travelling” 

was positive because it helped them shy away from the current crisis: “It makes me lose track of time and 

also of space; I totally put myself into the game and, suddenly, I am no longer quarantined during the 

greatest crisis of the 21st century” (P288).  

To summarize, playing video games enabled most of the participants to partially resist the temporal 

transformations of the lockdown, speeding up a time that had become stretched, filling up its voidness, 

providing means for managing a new temporal order, or carrying them far away from the present. By and 

large, video games acted as a “temporal refuge”, where many participants could find an alternative 

temporality with respect to that experienced during the lockdown: a time that was faster, more meaningful, 

and structured than the “real” time, and could even point to a more serene past. 

The temporal relief offered by video games was also connected with an increase of the frequency and 

duration of play. By and large, a general rise of the play frequency can be observed during the lockdown, 

since 85.5% of the participants (N=282) declared to play every day or almost every day (with respect to 

64.8% before the lockdown) and 69.4% (N=229) played between 7 and more than 20 hours per week (with 

respect to 51.8%, N=171 before the lockdown). Moreover, while before the pandemic the majority of the 

participants (53.9%, N=178) played during only one, specific, moment of the day, during the lockdown the 

largest group of participants comprised those who played in different moments of the day (67%, N=221). 

Some participants (3.9%, N=13) explicitly described these new gaming times in a positive and often 

nostalgic way: they finally had the opportunity to indulge in their interests, without the usual limits imposed 

by everyday duties. As they perceived to have fewer work and social responsibilities, they were more able to 

cope with the sense of guilt that was previously associated with intensive playing. By contrast, other 

participants (2.1%, N=7) saw this reallocation of the playing times in a negative light: they considered that a 

serious investment in playing was “a waste of time” (P140), preferring instead to do something “more 

constructive” (P59). Others (2.4%, N=8), declared to be aware of the risks of a prolonged evasion into a 



virtual world and recounted their efforts to let not things get out of their hands by constantly monitoring their 

time of play. When these endeavors were not pursued, detrimental effects of gaming could emerge. For 

several respondents (5.8%, N=19) playing resulted in an overall dysregulation of the times of their daily 

living, whereby gaming became an “entity” which “crosses the legitimate borders, taking possession of that 

time that should be allocated to do other things” (P186), like working and sleeping (e.g., P60, P122, P154, 

P172). 

 

4.2 Managing “stressful” emotions 

The majority of respondents (88.2%, N=291) reported that they experienced disturbing emotions during the 

lockdown due to the abrupt transformations in their daily lives: such emotions were mostly conceptualized 

and termed as “stress”. In these participants’ eyes, stress is a multifaceted feeling that encompasses i) states 

of tension and alert characterized by mental rumination and overthinking, ii) states of uncertainty, 

characterized by fears and worries, as well as iii) states of gloominess, characterized by lack of energy, 

sadness, and feelings of numbness.  

The first meaning of stress, which revolves around tension-related emotions, was reported by 58.8% of the 

participants (N=194): they experienced difficulties in the regulation of their sleep-wake rhythms; they found 

it hard to focus their attention and had recurrent and persistent negative thoughts; or they lived various forms 

of “existential inquietude” (P148). The second meaning of stress, which was related to emotions of fear and 

the sensation of being isolated and exposed to danger, was reported by 20.9% of the participants (N=69): 

these emotions were traced back mainly to the perceived risk of contagion, which compromised their sense 

of security, replacing it with uncertainty. Finally, stress was also connected with gloomy feelings by 47.6% 

of the participants (N=157). Being deprived of external stimuli, these participants described a certain 

emotional flatness, namely the perception of being bereft of energy and numb, as well as reported states of 

sadness. 

Faced with these negative emotions, many participants showed to have a residual and well-tested resource at 

their disposal to cope with the perceived adversities, that is playing. Most people (81.5%, N=269) reported 

that playing helped them fight distressing emotions, replacing coping strategies that were no longer available 



due to the lockdown measures (e.g., hanging out with friends). In this sense, video games were employed as 

a means to escape from the current negative emotions and find a shelter into an alternative “emotional 

world”, by i) refocusing players’ attention and making them feel lighter emotions, ii) producing a sense of 

control, or iii) enhancing specific feelings. 

To the participants who experienced tension-related emotions, playing was a resource for removing 

themselves from the negative thoughts that intrusively creeped into their daily life, moving away from the 

pandemic and diving into a different environment on which to focus their wandering mind (54.2%, N=179). 

P263, for instance, said, “I love games that depict immersive stories, such as Mass Effect, so that it feels like 

watching a movie but without the same inaction. I also love strategy and management games, as my mind 

always runs, and these types of game allow me to focus.” In other words, playing counteracted overthinking 

by providing players with a “precise objective to reach”, thus temporarily filling in the mental space which 

was previously occupied by the crisis. When players’ attention was focused on the game, their mind 

wandering was minimized. These participants also reported that games allowed them to run away from the 

pressures of the present towards different worlds where the emotions experienced were lighter, more 

positive: the healing side of this escape consisted in making them feel as if they were “free from 

responsibilities” (P292), shielded from the troubles engendered by the pandemic. Devoting time to their 

passion also turned out to be a good way to recover a sense of normality, which had been disrupted by the 

lockdown. Playing connected these participants mentally to the emotional states experienced before the 

outbreak, when gaming represented a moment of calm in between the everyday routines: “Playing has a 

relaxing effect on me because it is one of the daily activities that I perform that reminds me of the previous 

normality, so I enjoy carrying it out, even for a little time” (P131).  

As for the fear-related emotions, video games appeared to act on the participants’ sense of insecurity (14.2%, 

N=47). Through playing, they could partially recover their feeling of control over a world that had rapidly 

become unsafe and unpredictable, finding comfort in a virtual environment where “rules are clear and there 

are no surprises” (P72). On this note, an emblematic description is offered by P291, who wrote: “While I 

play, I don't think. I am in control of the situation. That is why I prefer strategic management games like 

Stellaris, Crusader Kings 2, Europa Universalis 4. […] if something goes wrong, I can always reload a 

previous saving.” In contrast to the new vulnerability engendered by the pandemic, video games for these 



people could convey a sense of tranquility and security: sometimes, the simple fact of “holding the joystick 

in hand” (P168) had a soothing, calming influence on these players. 

Finally, for several participants (27.6%, N=91), who perceived stress in terms of low-spirited mood, feelings 

of worthlessness, and even physical fatigue, video games were a source of emotional transformations and 

enhancement, allowing them to feel more active or even “more alive” (P261). These participants were not 

necessarily in search of positive feelings; they just enjoyed the diversity of the emotions arising from 

playing, as opposed to the monotony of their lockdown life: in this perspective, even post-apocalyptic theme-

based video games became an emotional aid, since they “enhance the mood” (P77), transforming their 

apathy into the willingness to fight for something (in the game). In the eyes of these participants, two main 

characteristics of playing accounted for such emotional function. First, games provided challenges, 

problems, and a series of obstacles that when overcome made them feel satisfied, “as when you tick some 

boxes of your to-do list” (P304). Second, games impacted the participants’ bodily feelings. When they felt 

tired and devoid of energy, they appreciated the physical exertion required by playing. They stressed how 

this conveyed sensations similar to those experienced in sports, like enthusiasm and excitement: “Playing 

online with my friends against other players makes me feel the same adrenaline you feel during a competitive 

game of volleyball or soccer.” (P274). From this perspective, playing offered a valuable resource of energy 

and emotions that could not be found elsewhere. 

To summarize, video games appeared to be beneficial in counteracting the “stress” that many participants 

lived. Video games offered alternative “emotional worlds” to which to escape from the stressing emotions of 

the everydayness, providing both the feeling of normality and the excitement that were lost in “real” life. It is 

worth to emphasize that this ability to emotionally escape into a virtual world was already owned by players 

who used games to face negative emotions: their recount of their gaming experiences showed a remarkable 

awareness of the emotional effects of games. This competence is particularly evident when these participants 

explicitly described how specific game genres were able to elicit certain desirable emotional states. As a 

matter of fact, the data about game genre preferences before and after the outbreak are consistent (see Figure 

8). This may signal that people kept playing with their preferred games, exploiting what they already knew 

about their emotional impact. Interestingly, the possibility of using games to fight distressing emotions was 

mentioned by several participants (17.6%, N=58) also with reference to the period before the pandemic. This 



may indicate that video games were already used to deal with undesired emotional states and during the 

pandemic the need to take shelter into another emotional world became more urgent. Moreover, 48 (14.6%) 

participants were able to use video games to address two different kinds of emotions during the lockdown 

(e.g., tension-related emotions and fear-related emotions), which shows their ability to use video games in 

different ways for addressing the various emotional states that they were experiencing. 

Nevertheless, side effects of this use also emerged: for several participants it was impossible to foresee all 

the emotional consequences of video game playing in this novel scenario, and the practice of getting away 

from current emotions went beyond their expectations. A few participants either experienced physical 

exhaustion and the sensation to be drained of energy (2.4%, N=8), or overreacted to in-game events (1.5%, 

N=5), such as wins and losses, expressing emotions of anger: for instance, P181 highlighted that playing 

“heavily changes my mood, if I lose, I get really really mad and I stay in a very bad mood for a long time. 

[…] However, it does not control my anxiety and tension; if anything, it is all the way around.” In this sense, 

the “tension” that they had attempted to get rid of came into the foreground again, as exemplified by P48: “If 

I play a little it relaxes me, by temporarily alienating from reality. Playing for longer stresses me as if it 

were a job.” For other participants (1.5%, N=5), prolonged playing made the initial emotional enhancement 

evolve into a sense of worthlessness: “It usually helps me with stress, but if I play for more than half an hour 

I have the opposite effect. I feel caged, chained, I want to do something else, putting my energy into more 

useful activities. I pay more attention to this aspect than before: I don’t want to feel useless and helpless” 

(P140). 

 

4.3 Reworking social relations and interactions 

During the lockdown, some people became separated from their significant others: the 13.9% of the sample 

(N=46) lived alone during the lockdown and felt isolated or frustrated by the impossibility of meeting their 

loved ones. The remaining participants (86.1%, N=284) lived with one or more housemates (7%, N=23) or 

with their own family (79.1%, N=261), that is parents, partners, or children. However, even the majority of 

the participants who lived with someone (64.8% of 284, N=184) emphasized that they were separated from 



other parents, siblings, or friends, reporting a feeling of loneliness, sometimes feeling forced instead into a 

cohabitation with other people 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

In this context, video games offered a way to escape from either the monotone and constrictive sociality of 

the household or the loneliness coming from the lockdown restrictions, as they i) encouraged the formation 

of new social patterns, ii) provided means to isolate from the household members and the outer world, or iii) 

gave opportunities to regain a sense of normalcy and stability. 

Some of the participants who lived with family or other housemates (6.4%, N=21) found in video games a 

means to bring together the household members (e.g., partner, children/parents, siblings), possibly creating 

novel social patterns. In a context where the possibilities of encountering people outside of the household 

were nullified and the opportunities for sharing engaging experiences within the home were scarce, gaming 

introduced a diversified activity to be enjoyed together, livening up interactions that would have been 

monotone otherwise. Some of these participants (3%, N=10), for instance, played with other household 

members games specifically designed to encourage collocated interactions (e.g., party games like Just 

Dance); others (1.5%, N=5) played alone with their preferred single-player game but sitting next to their 

partner, or reported that they engaged their family members as observers of their most difficult gaming 

sessions, so as to exhibit their mastery in overcoming difficult in-game obstacles; still others (0.9%, N=3) 

discovered that they had certain gaming interests in common with some housemates, thus sharing opinions 

about game-related topics. As these participants started to involve their household in this passion, they also 

felt less alone in facing the difficulties brought by the crisis: “Playing keeps me company, sometimes we play 

all together: it actually helps me get close to the people I share the quarantine with and to feel the burden of 

this period less heavy” (P45). Nevertheless, when the household members were not interested in playing, a 

few participants (0.9%, N=3) rearranged their gaming practices not to leave them alone. For example, they 

moved their gaming sessions to a different moment of the day: “Playing likely isolates me from the people I 

live with, that is why I have been trying to play at night, so that I don’t have to give less room to my social 

relations” (P246). This, nonetheless, negatively impacted their schedules, making them wake up later in the 

morning and resulting into further “temporal disorders”. 

This said, isolation was not always viewed in negative terms by the participants. The pressure coming from 

enforced cohabitation was frequently reported as a cause for conflicts in the household. In these 



circumstances, several participants (17.6%, N=59) expressed the need to isolate themselves and regain a 

control over their private space, getting away from the intrusiveness of the other household members: this 

space was found in the game worlds, as P61 exemplifies: “Had the situation been different, I would have 

separated from my wife. Since this is not possible, I play with video games so that I can fill that time that 

would otherwise be free, with the chance of quarrelling with her, which I don’t want to happen again.” At 

times, isolation also took a physical form, as players secluded themselves in a separate room, where the 

gaming platform was placed: “Being in a different room, separated from the rest of the house, the console 

isolates me from my family: I can play in peace, without being disturbed by them” (P58). Nonetheless, for a 

few participants (0.9%, N=3) this isolation went beyond their intention, fostering a further deterioration of 

their in-house relations. For instance, P226 reported: “I do not have any social interactions at the moment, 

except for those with my partner and, maybe, playing is actually worsening the relationship with her”. 

In the eyes of some of these participants (5.2%, N=17), however, isolation assumed even a wider meaning. 

As the health crisis unavoidably creeped into their homes through mass and social media that incessantly 

reported events related to the pandemic, which soon also dominated the small talk of everyday life, these 

participants felt the need to be isolated not only from the inner (i.e., the household) but also from the outer 

world (i.e., the society, the global health emergency). They thus kept themselves apart from discussions 

about the pandemic and from the flow of news that permeated the domestic environment. These players 

found refuge in video games, either playing alone or with other online friends. A few of these respondents 

(0.9%, N=3), for instance, particularly appreciated the possibility to have alternative, more game-oriented, 

topics to discuss: “When I play with my friends, I am used to talk with them while we are playing or right 

after the session, to exchange views about in-game strategies. It is a good topic for conversing, when there is 

not so much else to recount or share” (P174). 

Of course, the lockdown measures also dramatically impacted the participants’ wider social networks. 

Moreover, because the “other” was viewed as a potential carrier of the disease, face-to-face social relations 

began to feel intrinsically uncertain. Nonetheless, many respondents (26.7%, N=88) found an element of 

stability in video games, something that helped them counterbalance the detrimental social consequences of 

the lockdown by allowing them to reconnect with their lost sociality. Since they were already used to meet 

their friends within the game worlds, these worked as a bridge between their social life before and after the 



COVID-19 outbreak. While the world was going through dramatical transformations, something in their life 

remained the same: they could continue meeting their distant friends safely in the gaming world. “There is 

something different from the way I played before the pandemic: I play much more often online with my 

friends. Staying in touch with them makes me feel safer”, reported P299. To this aim, these participants 

combined a series of applications that are specifically designed for the gamers’ community, such as Discord, 

with other technologies (mobile phones, social media, and in-game chats). Still, in these respondents’ view, 

playing online was seen as something different and more intimate than a mere chat with friends. Rather, they 

could do something together, sharing meaningful and emotional experiences within the game environments: 

“I often play with friends. We meet in arenas, lost cities, we parachute into the mountains... you can almost 

breathe the experience” (P175). Actually, a few of these participants (1.5%, N=5) also attempted to expand 

their social networks within the game world: while opportunities for meeting new people in the offline world 

were hindered by the lockdown, video games allowed them to recover old bonds (like childhood friends) or 

to look for new encounters around the world. 

Nevertheless, these online interactions did not always involve significant others. Several respondents (9.4%, 

N=31) reported that they were looking for a generic, social presence in games, something that could act as a 

social window on the world: for instance, in video games, “I can speak with other people who are outside my 

working and family inner circles”, said P297. 

In sum, during the lockdown, most participants were deprived of the possibility of regulating processes of 

separation and closeness, as they either were not able to safeguard their private sphere or were isolated from 

their wider social networks. Video games helped many of them escape from their current unsatisfying 

sociality, by redefining the bonds they had with their family members, recovering their private space, or 

connecting with old and new friends. It is worth to notice that some participants (2.7%, N=9) reported that 

they were using games both to self-isolate and to reconnect with their pre-pandemic social relations: this may 

indicate that, for them, self-isolation did not entail an absolute withdrawal from social interactions; instead, 

video games were a means for replacing the sociality of their household, which they considered oppressive, 

with a more desirable one. 

All these game-supported social practices may explain why the number of participants declaring to usually 

play alone decreased during the lockdown (50.3%, N=166 vs. 60.3%, N=199 before the lockdown).  



Participants who reported to mostly play alone gave as a reason e.g., their gaming preferences (“I usually 

play alone”, P95), personal characteristics (e.g., “I was not a social person before, I am not now”, P80), or 

technological equipment (“My Internet connection is too slow to play online”, P304). However, a consistent 

number of these participants (9.4%, N=31) still emphasized that they sought in games some form of 

“connection”, agreeing on the fact that the mere act of playing kept them company. They appreciated that 

they could just “interact with something” (P284) within a populated world, in which Non-Playing Characters 

(NPCs), could give a sense of social presence. 

 

4.4 Finding new “places” to inhabit 

Before the pandemic, daily life was normally scattered among different places that constituted the physical 

and psychological landmarks of people’s daily routines. A routine is a form of repetitive behavior that 

becomes wired in the people’s daily practices as it recurs over time (Giddens, 1984) and is enacted in a 

particular place (Casey, 2001). In this perspective, to inhabit a “place” not only means to “dwell” in a 

particular “space”, meant as a three-dimensional environment in which objects are situated and events occur 

(Harrison & Dourish, 1996). Rather, it means to create, adopt, and maintain the routines that are rooted in 

that space. While interacting with spaces, people build internal representations of them (Tuan, 1980): in this 

way, they develop a sense of “place”, that is a space enriched of cultural and social meanings, expectations, 

pattern of behaviors, and cognitive representations (Harrison & Dourish, 1996). 

During the lockdown, routines were confined within one single space, namely the house. Most of the 

participants started working remotely or became unemployed (88.5%, N=292), thus spending most of their 

time in there. Still, a house is not automatically a home and all those elements that represent “home” to an 

individual (emotions, relations, affections) may extend beyond the household in other places (Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006). Therefore, when all the different places of their daily routines were narrowed to the house, 

these participants were also estranged from those pieces of habitation that they had actively built over the 

course of their lives. “Staying at home” could then become an oppressive and alienating, rather than 

comforting and ensuring, experience. In this novel scenario, video games represented a means to escape into 

either i) distant environments or ii) safer, more meaningful, “places”. 



Several participants (15.8%, N=52) recounted their explorations of new worlds that were far removed from 

the places of their everyday life, both in space and time: “I recently bought AC Odyssey: venturing to the 

various islands of Ancient Greece and being so close to the sea makes me feel as if I were there, even if only 

for a short time” (P288). The illusion of being elsewhere, albeit only virtually, of “traveling” and exploring, 

was highly appreciated by these participants. They loved to dive into virtual spaces strongly resemblant of 

real-world landscapes, like huge cities and natural environments, such as woods, deserts, or seashores: “I was 

lucky enough to play The Witcher, a game where you have the chance to live in a boundless environment. As 

I traveled across a realistic continent, I forgot to be locked down within four walls” (P258). Another 

example is given by P77, who wrote: “Before [the Covid-19 outbreak] I mostly played to take my mind off 

things and relax. Now, playing is a real method of evasion. Currently, the game activity that most helps me 

feel free despite the restrictions consists in traveling between different islands and then moving across open 

spaces.” In some cases, the sensation of being in a “real” environment was conveyed by the possibility to 

trace a gaming experience back to the real-world travels the participants made before the outbreak: “It 

partially compensates for the impossibility of traveling, which is very important to me. For example, two 

days ago I was playing Horizon Zero Dawn and, suddenly, I stopped watching a sunset in the game. It 

reminded me of a sunset when I was in China, last summer. For a moment it was as if I were transported 

somewhere else. I think it is pretty important right now to travel in this way” (P2). These virtual journeys 

constituted a means to get away from the lockdown that prevented them from traveling to faraway places. 

Other participants (9.1%, N=30) played games with the aim to extend their existence beyond their houses, so 

as to substitute for the meaningful places that used to ground their daily routines but were no longer 

available: “The main function [of playing] is to act as a refuge from the home environment, both physically (I 

play with headphones), and for the sensation of being transported into another place that I experience when 

I play” (P186). These participants played to “get out of the house” and find a “spatial shelter” in the game 

world: for instance, P110 played an edition of The Sims series, a video game that simulates the real life by 

allowing players to manage real-life-like characters, that is the Sims. Gameplay usually takes place at the 

Sims’ house, but these characters may also explore public spaces like bars, gyms, pools, or beaches. In 

P110’s case, this meant that she could make her Sims enjoy a dinner at a restaurant or visit a museum, all 

activities that were prohibited during the lockdown. 



This may be interpreted in the light of the opposition between the notions of space and place we mentioned 

above (Harrison & Dourish, 1996). During the pandemic, the exploration of the “world” was perceived as 

extremely dangerous due to the spreading of the virus. Game worlds, of course, had no such fate, as P25 

ironically suggested: “I can put my hands on the bad guys without having to respect the rule of one meter 

away.” More importantly, they provided a sort of “virgin” structure – namely a space – to which players 

could ascribe new meanings while playing, defining more certain rules and enacting routines that could 

partially substitute for those disrupted by the crisis. While the world became a far less secure place, game 

spaces could be transformed into comfortable places, novel pieces of habitation where many participants 

could find a sense of “ontological security” (Giddens, 1991; Dupuis & Thorns, 1996), i.e., perceive a 

continuity between the space and their identity, and thus feel in control of the environment.  

In sum, during the lockdown a considerable number of participants found their possibilities of moving and 

travelling nullified and their homes turned into spaces in which they feel entrapped. However, many of them 

had the opportunity to escape from the narrow four walls of their houses through video games, by travelling 

to distant environments or rediscovering in the game world a sense of “place” that was partially lost. 

Notably, only 3 participants (0.3%) enacted both the strategies by using games to travel and, at the same 

time, find novel pieces of habitation. This may indicate that for the majority of the participants the desires of 

finding uncertain spaces through traveling, or safer places to inhabit appeared to be mutually exclusive. 

However, the replacement of real-world places with virtual ones was not exempt from side effects: some 

participants (2.4%, N=8) reported that the prolonged stay into the game environments made them exercise 

less, also renouncing to do physical activity in the neighborhood (which was tolerated by the authorities). 

P45, for instance, reported that “I do much less physical activity than before, and now I play sitting”. This, in 

their eyes, appeared as a visible worsening of their lifestyle, which became more sedentary. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

The first research question that drove this study was: How were commercial video games used during the 

pandemic and how did they impact the life transformations engendered by the crisis? We found that the 

COVID-19 pandemic affected the everyday practices of many participants, altering their sense of time and 



space, reshaping both their intimate and wider social interactions, and eliciting a wide spectrum of disturbing 

emotions that were commonly reported as “stress”. In those circumstances, many participants felt that they 

could not rely on the coping strategies that they usually enacted before the crisis to face the difficulties of 

daily life, like meeting friends or traveling. However, most of the respondents were able to find additional 

resources: playing video games was precisely one of the “tools” that they used to counteract the unwanted 

consequences of the crisis. However, video game use also yielded several unexpected outcomes, which 

sometimes ended up worsening their already fragile condition. 

The study findings suggest that the crisis shook the participants’ everyday life up, subverting their “taken-

for-granted world” (Gardiner, 2000). Video games were part of this participants’ everydayness way before 

the pandemic outbreak (Crawford, 2012). It is not surprising, therefore, that their gaming activities changed 

along with the transformations occurred in their other everyday practices: many participants, for instance, 

modified the timing, the frequency, and the duration of their gaming sessions, as the schedule of their daily 

activities changed. However, gaming technologies did not only fit into the participants’ new lockdown life. 

Instead, their use was actively adapted by the participants to resist and rework consistent aspects of their new 

daily life, with either positive or detrimental effects. In fact, most participants set aside the idea of playing 

games merely “for fun”, while other uses became more prominent. 

A way to further tie the findings together is to connect them with two overarching concepts that surface in all 

the four themes described above, namely normality and uncertainty, both pointing to an underlying strategy 

of escaping from the situation of the pandemic. These two concepts and the various forms of escapism we 

identify may provide evidence of the first main contribution of our study to HCI research: this refers to the 

identification of the multiple ways in which video games can address the heterogeneous dissatisfying aspects 

of the players’ reality, and a renewed understanding of escapism in the context of crises. Then, as a second 

contribution, we show that players are capable of “appropriating” the video game technology to deal with a 

critical event, adapting the malleability of video games to the needs arising from a novel world. We conclude 

this Section by highlighting that escapism is not a panacea without risks and offering a critical perspective on 

the phenomenon and possible countermeasures to deal with its potentially adverse effects. 

 



5.1 Escaping into normality and uncertainty 

As far as the first contribution is concerned, we found that video games allowed many players to escape from 

unsatisfying aspects of their lockdown life, eventually finding a refuge in worlds characterized by a greater 

sense of normality or uncertainty, as a partial compensation for the negative experiences that they were 

living.      

The first term frames the coronavirus crisis as an example of a break from “normality”, identifying in the 

escape into video game worlds a main way to partially restore the order in the lives of the participants. We 

found that the pandemic, like other crises (Boin, 2005; Smith, 2005; Semaan & Mark, 2011, 2012), disrupted 

normality in a variety of ways. The crisis was characterized by a high degree of unpredictability (Rettie & 

Daniels, 2020; Pine et al., 2021), in line with other health emergencies (e.g., Gui et al., 2017; Taha et al., 

2014). People had to retreat from their social life as interactions with others that were once part of the 

ordinary had suddenly been deemed unsafe; they lost their usual temporal landmarks and their daily 

schedules were perturbed or wholly compromised; they had no clear information about the duration of the 

lockdown, the pandemic and their own future, and started experiencing multifaceted stress-related emotions; 

their daily movements were dramatically reduced as the outdoor world had become a dangerous place. 

It is common knowledge that undesirable life changes may have detrimental consequences for the individual 

(Aldwin and Stokols, 1988). People feel protected when they can rely on the constancy and regularity of 

their routines and environment and, conversely, feel threatened when this sense of order and continuity is 

destroyed (Giddens, 1991; Soleimani & Gharehbaglou, 2021). Previous research highlighted that players 

may find refuge in video games during sensitive or stressing life experiences (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019; 

Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Kuo et al., 2016). Here, we observed that many respondents escaped into the game 

worlds to recover their lost normality.  

The second term “uncertainty” is meant to suggest that the participants, by attempting to regain this new 

normal, also used video games to balance the imposed “certainty” entailed by the lockdown measures. In 

fact, while the outer world became too dangerous and unstable, home was the only place left that could be 

considered safe and predictable, even too much so. The government measures and the participants’ efforts to 

be shielded from the virus shaped a highly steady, “certain” lifestyle. The daily life became an endless 



repetition of the same, and the “novelty” introduced by the possibility of meeting new people or visiting new 

places was erased. Most participants showed to poorly tolerate the consequences of this frozen way of living, 

experiencing boredom and emotional flatness, perceiving their time as empty and circular, and seeing both 

home and social interactions as oppressive. 

Again, many participants tried to escape from this extremely certain world to the more exciting and 

“uncertain” worlds of video games. Even though all games convey a sense of control, as they are intrinsically 

interactive (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al., 2016), they also have an element of randomness or chance (Caillois, 

1962; Schell, 2014), which contributes to create a more interesting and engaging experience. In this sense, 

this research shows that, far from merely increasing unpredictability, a health crisis like the COVID-19 

pandemic may also crack possibilities of finding relief in certainty: escape into video games allowed most 

participants to find elements of surprise and novelty that define both the game and the ordinary life but were 

disappearing due to the lockdown measures. 

 

5.2 Four ways to escape from reality: A model of escapism in the context of crises 

As we have seen, most participants attempted to deal with the consequences of the pandemic by either 

recovering a sense of normality against the sudden and unpredictable transformations of the real world or 

exposing themselves to the uncertain against the extremely certainty characterizing the lockdown life. Both 

the attempts were realized by escaping from the pandemic world into the worlds of video games. The 

resulting “escapism” may be described as a multifaceted phenomenon enabled by the video games’ 

characteristics, which allowed most participants to run away from the unsatisfying aspects of their lockdown 

life in different ways.  

Escapism, as we have pointed out in the Background Section, is mostly seen as a unitary notion, as an 

activity that moves an individual from a burdensome reality to a pleasurable “non-reality” (Evans, 2001). 

While this is often framed in a negative light (e.g., Deleuze et al., 2019; Kwon et al., 2011), it has also been 

noticed that escapism may offer relief from stress or elicit enjoyable experiences resulting in a positive 

outcome (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Hussain et al., 2021). Different facets of escapism have been mainly 

identified in the “degree” of escape, e.g., distinguishing between passive escapism, which entails a passive 



observer like when we watch television, active escapism, which requires an input from the escapist, and 

extreme escapist, which can lead to addiction (Kuo et al., 2014; Warmelink et al., 2009). 
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Instead, we argue that escapism may present different forms depending on which video games’ 

characteristics a player will exploit to run away from specific aspects of her unsatisfying reality. In Figure 9, 

we present a model depicting the diverse facets of the escapist phenomenon, which is relative to the crisis 

under exam but can also be used in other contexts. An excess of disruptive changes and unpredictability or 

an excess of certainty in the daily life may produce undesired temporality, emotions, sociality, and spatiality. 

Most of the participants in our study were unsatisfied of their temporal routines, emotional states, social 

interactions, and everyday spaces, as resulting from the transformations induced by the pandemic crisis. The 

unsatisfaction for such aspects of the current reality may motivate the desire to escape from the “real” world 

into alternative realities. Video games have been used by most of the participants precisely to this aim: in 

their eyes, playing was a meaningful activity that allowed them to get away from the negative 

transformations engendered by the pandemic. The specific characteristics of video games, such as their 

capability of speeding up the perception of time, eliciting exciting emotions, connecting to other players, or 

enabling immersion into distant worlds were exploited to enact different coping strategies addressing the 

diverse unsatisfactory aspects of their everyday life. This resulted into four different forms of escapism: 



temporal escapism, emotional escapism, social escapism, and spatial escapism. Each, or a combination 

thereof, may eventually reestablish a player’s lost normality or expose her to exciting uncertainty. 

Temporal escapism is a means for dealing with undesired temporalities. It may resemble a sort of nostalgia, 

that is a psychological retreat in the past. Through the immersion into the virtual worlds depicted in video 

games, players may be projected back to their younger days or to life periods when their normality was still 

untouched by the crisis, and they had more free time to play. Moreover, temporal escapism may allow 

players to flee the unpredictability that follows from the disintegration of their habitual routines, by 

providing an activity that can be performed in a definite time and thus restructure normal schedules. At the 

same time, this kind of escapism is a means to run away from exceedingly slow-paced and repetitive 

temporalities into game worlds full of goals, exciting stimuli, and experiences that can attract the players’ 

attention, speeding up their perception of time and allowing them to find a more “uncertain time”. 

Emotional escapism is a way to cope with emotional distress. It allows players to get away from the tension-

related emotions generated by an unpredictable and stressful situation, by diving into alternative “emotional 

worlds”, where emotions are lighter, and they may experience emotional states that characterized their past 

normal life. Moreover, emotional escapism may be a way for getting away from fear-related emotions 

engendered by a dangerous world, by providing a safer environment where rules are clearer, and thus 

allowing players to regain a sense of normalcy. Finally, emotional escapism shakes the emotional flatness 

coming from a reality that is too certain, by allowing players to be exposed to uncertainty and to feel thrilling 

emotions, no matter whether positive or negative. 

Social escapism is a means for socially retreating from the world, finding in video games an environment 

where players may continue a social life that is endangered by the crisis. Video games allow players to meet 

their significant others safely in the game worlds, sharing experiences and doing things together: there, 

interactions are not distorted by the possibility of being harmed, and people may thus regain some social 

normalcy. Moreover, social escapism represents an opportunity to live extra-ordinary experiences with 

others and encounter new people in the game worlds, as well as to escape from the monotony of the 

everyday interactions that stems from an enforced cohabitation. 



Finally, spatial escapism is enacted when the possibilities of movements become limited. It allows players to 

travel to distant places by diving into the game virtual environments or to reactivate memories of the travels 

made in the pre-crisis world, thus reconnecting to the uncertainty that real traveling usually provides. At the 

same time, spatial escapism, enabled by the “virgin” virtual spaces offered by the games, offers alternative 

environments where personal meanings can be ascribed, and a new secure “home” may be found. 

A first contribution of this work, therefore, is to show how escapism is a diversified phenomenon arising 

from the multiple and diverse kinds of dissatisfactions that people may experience in a given situation. In the 

context of a crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, such dissatisfactions can be traced back to the excess of 

sudden changes and unpredictability provoked by the crisis, as well as to the excess of certainty yielded by 

the government responses. As a result, we may observe a desire to escape into more normal or uncertain 

worlds. Commercial video games appear to work perfectly to this aim: they can be used to enact different 

strategies that correspond to the four forms of escapism we identified, eventually pointing to the 

reestablishment of the lost normality or to the exposition to an exciting uncertainty. The four forms of 

escapism we identified profoundly challenge the idea that video game escapism should be considered as an 

unhealthy behavior, rather being dependent on the context in which it is performed (Evans, 2001). The model 

we have proposed may be used to understand the escape into video game worlds in all those situations, be 

they difficult moments of individual life or collective crises, when sudden changes disrupt a person’s or a 

community’s predictable world cracking the normal ways of living and exposing people to danger and 

precariousness, and/or reduce everydayness to an extremely certain and unvarying course of life making 

individuals feel bored, deprived of stimuli, and at loss of meaning. 

This study not only advances our understanding of the escapism phenomenon and how it can be enacted 

during a crisis through play, but also contributes to research on the usage of video games during difficult life 

moments, which has mostly focused on the emotional and social benefits of games (Reinecke et al., 2012; 

Bowman & Tamborini, 2015; Collins & Cox, 2013; Russoniello et al., 2013; Banks & Cole, 2016; Iacovides 

& Mekler, 2019 Ji & Nishino, 2020; Haqq & McCrickard, 2020), by pinpointing also their positive spatial 

and temporal impacts. In other words, this research shows the “richness” and “complexity” of commercial 

video games when they are used to escape from reality and describes the complex interplay occurring 

between playing and the different unsatisfying aspects of people’s everyday life, like the sense of time and 



the daily routines, the social interactions within and outside the household, the emotions of tension, fear, and 

gloominess, and the everyday movements and sense of space. 

 

5.3 Appropriating video game technology  

A second contribution of this study is to show how people may use video games to regain agency over 

themselves and the outside world, appropriating technology that was not originally designed for this purpose. 

We showed that participants found in already available video games a precious resource for dealing with the 

negative consequences of the crisis. They adopted “ready-to-use” technologies to rework their everyday 

practices and experiences during the lockdown, tailoring their use to their emergent needs as the situation 

evolved. This process of appropriation (Dourish, 2003; Lally, 2002) refers to the users’ ability to adapt the 

use of technologies to the changing contexts, in ways that were not foreseen in their original designs 

(Quinones et al., 2013). As we have seen in the background section, most HCI research on video games and 

crises was addressed to develop novel designs for ameliorating disaster response (Chittaro & Sioni, 2015) or 

for supporting resilience and psychological recovering of people hit by the disaster (e.g., Ji & Nishino, 2020; 

Haqq & McCrickard, 2020). By contrast, the exploration of how to harness technologies that are already 

available during a crisis has been mostly limited to social media, which were used to monitor the crisis’s 

evolution (e.g., Goolsby, 2010; Gomide et al., 2011), understand how people make sense of it (Shahid et al., 

2020), or promote a more efficient crisis communication (Reuter et al., 2017). 

Compared to these works, our research underlines, instead, the fundamental role that the appropriation of 

gaming technologies could play in supporting citizens’ self-help processes during a crisis. Appropriation 

may usually take several forms, being semantic, behavioral, or technological (Muller et al., 2016). In this 

research we found that participants both adopted usage patterns and ascribed meanings to video games that 

were not inscribed in their original designs, becoming active agents during the crisis. 

On the one hand, novel video game habits, like playing in different moments of the day and for a greater 

amount of time, were performed as a response to the mutated conditions of the daily living and to achieve 

new goals (e.g., making time pass faster). We argue that this process of appropriation could occur because 



most of the participants were experienced players who could draw on their competence in using video games 

to actively counteract the detrimental effects of the lockdown. 

On the other hand, the meanings that were usually attributed to video games were reframed as the practices 

in which they were inserted changed. A crisis may reconfigure the nexus of meanings, values, norms, and 

routinized behaviors (Brand, 2010) of which a given practice consists (Schatzki, 2001). For instance, when 

the world became a far less secure place due to the pandemic and the possibilities of movement became 

limited, several participants highlighted how the meanings ascribed to the home were partially altered, which 

entailed the need to escape from the household rather than to find protection in it: they then attributed 

meanings that were previously associated with the real-world environments to the spaces of the games, 

finding in there meaningful and comfortable places. 

We cannot claim with absolute certainty that the playing practices and meanings that we described in the 

Findings Section were not already present before the pandemic, as the survey was not designed to detect this 

aspect through the systematic comparison of the playing practices before and during the lockdown: rather, it 

aimed to explore in depth the pandemic reality and how the participants counteracted the transformations 

induced by the crisis through the usage of gaming technologies. Nonetheless, we may say that the relative 

importance of certain video game uses and of certain meanings ascribed to games changed in the 

participants’ eyes during the pandemic. For instance, we observed that the “fun” element of playing, which 

normally qualifies the gaming activity as part of the leisure time, was overshadowed during the lockdown, 

when the participants found that playing could instead be a good way to get rid of tension, improve their 

household relationships, manage their daytime, or travel to distant places. Moreover, even though the 

questions that investigated the pre-pandemic situation went less in depth in exploring the usage of video 

games than those that investigated the lockdown period, the emotional use of video games had more 

importance in the participants’ recounts of their motivation to play during the lockdown than in those 

referred to before the pandemic. Likewise, the spatial and temporal uses of video games were not even 

mentioned in the participants’ answers to the questions about the motivations to play in the pre-pandemic 

world. 

In this perspective, the insights offered by this work could encourage HCI research to keep exploring the 

processes of appropriation that are enacted during a personal or collective crisis, in order to identify the 



already available tools that people could exploit to cope with a sudden change in their daily life. Research 

could also support people’s agency during a crisis, encouraging technology appropriation and providing 

suggestions on how to make the best use of them. 

 

5.4 A critical perspective on the usage of video games during a crisis  

The multiple and complex impacts that video games had on the participants’ lives also entailed a variety of 

unexpected, and sometimes unwanted side effects, which affected their everydayness negatively. For 

instance, participants’ attempts to seek emotional refuge in the game could result in the sensation of being 

worthless and drained of energy, while spending an excessive amount of time playing could turn into an 

overall dysregulation of their already unstable schedules. In these cases, participants’ competence in using 

games was not sufficient, and rather than counteracting the negative effects of the lockdown, playing 

reinforced some of them. In other words, the participants were not always able to effectively adapt the 

technology to the new “world” produced by the pandemic: their initial expectations about the possibility of 

gaining a positive effect from playing actually turned into a worsening of their condition.  

This also means that the different forms of escapism we identified can slip from the players’ hands producing 

unexpected negative outcomes, which is in line with previous research stressing that escapism has a 

relationship with depression, time wastage, negative mood, social anxiety, and loneliness (Blasi et al., 2019; 

Deleuze et al., 2019; Kwon et al., 2011; Liu & Chang, 2016; Snodgrass et al., 2014). Escapism, even in the 

context of a global health crisis when the “real” world becomes a very uncomfortable place, is thus not 

exempt from serious risks. In the participants’ recounts, the negative side-effects of escapism appeared to be 

more prominent when players overindulged in such an escape by exceeding in the time spent on playing.  

Possible countermeasures may be represented by design solutions that make the time of play more visible 

and players more aware of the “amount of escapism” enacted during a day. In particular, “seeing” or 

“feeling” time is important to become aware of whether the escapist strategies are getting out of control. To 

this aim, a research line that could be explored refers to lifelogging technologies, which continuously collect 

a variety of data about people’s life (Rapp & Tirassa, 2017) and could be used to support people in detecting 

their own time of play. Users could be made aware of the time spent playing by designs that “materialize” 



such time: for instance, designs embedded in the player’s environment, like environmental lights that could 

constantly highlight the amount of the individual’s playing time. Moreover, systems could prompt 

comparisons between data referred to the game world and the “real” world, further contextualized within the 

life circumstances in which they were collected, e.g., by pairing playing data with data about the “outside 

game world” interactions, to make people understand whether they are isolating too much from their “real-

life” contacts. The issue here should not be to suggest or impose predefined, one-size-fits-all limitations of 

the playing time, but to make the player aware of how the game interacts with her life. 

By and large, ethical issues when designing (or recommending) games that are extremely engaging and can 

thus support massive amounts of escapism should be always taken into account. Previous research, for 

instance, highlighted that games leveraging “alternative temporalities”, like those that encourage the 

formation of shared times of play among players such as massively multiplayer online role-playing games, 

may dramatically increase players’ retention within the game (Rapp, 2020; Rapp, 2022). This may lead to 

states of dependency on the game (Liu & Chang, 2016). HCI researchers should then always acknowledge 

and account for the potential dark sides of escapism. More transparency in communicating its potential 

double-edged effects to players (even contextually, during the activity of playing) could mitigate the risk, 

especially with reference to individuals that are not expert in using games to cope with unsatisfying aspects 

of reality and may thus overindulge in playing. The findings of this study could thus inspire the HCI 

community to focus more on the multiple and even double-sided impacts that the usage of ready-to-use 

technology may engender in a situation of crisis, also inspiring strategies for mitigating their negative 

consequences or for developing new designs that are exempt from such detrimental effects. 

In the following section we move to outline some design implications coming from our study, thus 

responding to the second research question that drove our investigation. 

 

6. IMPLICATIONS FOR DESIGN 

We will now present a series of design implications for designing technologies for crises. These design 

considerations may be used for creating technologies addressing even non-habitual commercial video game 

players. Although they are grounded in the data coming from the COVID-19 crisis, which has its own 



peculiar features, they may find wider applicability to all those individual or collective crises where people 

feel their time transformed, their emotions threatened, their sociality disrupted, and their habitual spaces 

harmed. In this sense, they are purposefully kept at a high level of abstraction so that they may be adapted to 

different crisis contexts. 

 

6.1 Connecting with the past 

The study findings show that when people feel that their time is disrupted and deprived of meaning during a 

crisis, they may find relief in another time, when their life was still not affected by the disaster event. Video 

games allow people to recollect memories of past experiences like travels, also reconnecting them to periods 

when they were less burdened with responsibilities. These may elicit sensations of calm and freedom from 

the current worries, rather than melancholy. In periods of crisis, when troubles increase, technology may thus 

provide a sort of “temporal shelter” where people may retreat for a while, reliving some episodes from their 

past or experiencing the “spirit” of the pre-crisis time.  

HCI research has widely explored technologies for supporting the recollection of personal (Cosley et al., 

2012; van Gennip et al. 2015) and collective memories (Jones & Ackerman, 2018), even investigating how 

technology may impact the act of remembering itself (Konrad et al., 2016). In the context of a crisis, we may 

think of technology (also in the form of augmented reality devices) prompting images, videos, or sounds of 

the places in which the user is located, as they were in a past time far before the beginning of the crisis. 

These could be retrieved from the personal archives of the user, tying the present to her youth or even her 

infancy. Interfaces that leverage tastes and smells (Maggioni et al., 2020) could also be used to trigger 

sensations related to a past world, potentially evoking “rich” memories (as in the madeleine episode 

recounted by Proust in “In search of lost time”). Alternatively, design may allow users to change the 

interface aesthetics of their everyday devices adopting “vintage” solutions: instead of keeping updating 

systems to the last version, which may also present cognitive costs (Bergman & Whittaker, 2018), users 

could downdate the appearance of the interfaces, bringing them back to the “visual zeitgeist” of an era when 

they were still exempt from the concerns of the present. This may also be achieved by suggesting that the 

person plays retro games (Wulf et al., 2018), by prompting recommendations about video games that she 



could likely have played in her past (e.g., on the basis of her current preferences and age). Some popular 

video games also make use of cultural referents of past eras, embedding, for instance, references to media 

(such as music, film, and television) that epitomize memories of those periods (Sloan, 2014). Suggestions on 

playing these games could be prompted during crises, so as to help people reconnect to their own past. 

 

6.2 Supporting emotion enhancement 

We found that participants’ emotions were negatively affected by the pandemic, which finds confirmation in 

recent studies exploring how the COVID-19 crisis increased people’s distress (Bonati et al., 2021; Marzo et 

al., 2021). HCI research highlighted that design can support people experiencing such distress by creating 

“healing games” that allow them to relax (Ji & Nishino, 2020). Despite the importance of eliciting states of 

calm and relaxation, the findings of this study stress that people might experience a wide range of negative 

emotions during a crisis, including gloomy feelings, apathy, and sense of worthlessness. To fight against this 

psychological fatigue, players sought emotional stimulation by playing with a variety of games that could 

make them feel “alive” and active again.  

In this perspective, designers could take inspiration from research on affective gaming (Nacke et al., 2011) to 

develop serious games specifically designed to enhance the emotional experience. Affective gaming systems 

rely on physiological interaction with the game, rather than on conventional controls (e.g., joystick), so that 

the player has to learn how to control her emotions to win the game. Instead of designing games that reward 

the user’s ability to relax (e.g., Bersak et al., 2001), these crisis games could design winning conditions that 

favor more “thrilling” emotions. Further suggestions may come from somaesthetic design (Shusterman, 

2008; Höök et al., 2015) and biofeedback research (Neidlinger et al., 2019), whose objective is to increase 

body awareness and proprioception by means of designs that are intended to focus the user’s attention on 

different body parts and processes (Rapp, 2021). Wearable devices designed on these principles could be 

aimed at enhancing the sensitivity of the users’ “active” emotional states. This does not mean that such 

technologies should drive users’ emotions towards a certain direction; rather, they might redirect the users’ 

focus toward them. Another suggestion, which does not rely on new hardware like wearables and 

biofeedback controls which could prevent widespread adoption, is to design games that encourage the self-



tracking of the player’s emotions. Such games could simply ask the users how they feel after some relevant 

in-game events (e.g., a winning or a loss, or a turning point in the game storyline) and, after the end of a 

gaming session, display summarizations of the emotions experienced while playing, possibly highlighting 

the connection with the in-game events and their evolution over time, like other self-tracking technologies do 

(e.g., Rivera-Pelayo et al., 2017; Rapp et al., 2018). In this way, players could become aware of their in-

game emotional states and see, e.g., if they overreacted to certain situations, or if the game experience does 

not provide them with the hoped-for relief (e.g., because they are playing too much), potentially enabling 

regulative strategies.  

 

6.3 Controlling the excessive exposure to information 

The present study shows that during a crisis people may feel overwhelmed by the “outside world”, that is the 

flux of information on the crisis coming from the ecosystem of media and communication technologies (e.g., 

social networks, social media), thus needing to isolate themselves. Previous research found that the simple 

exposure to disasters through media is related to psychological distress and vicarious trauma experiences 

(Choi et al., 2021; Ahern et al., 2002). Similar conclusions are reached by studies conducted on COVID-19 

pandemic (Garfin et al., 2020; Liu & Liu, 2020). Moreover, information that is found on social media might 

not always be reliable, thus contributing to increasing conspiracy talks, rumors, and misinformation (Kou et 

al., 2017; Huang et al., 2015). In these conditions, uncertainty may rise, as well as fears and rumination may 

be intensified.  

Players involved in our research found in the game worlds a social space free from crisis-related news and 

talks. Therefore, while HCI works showed how social media can be used for sharing news about the crisis 

and enhancing crisis-related communication (e.g., Hughes et al., 2014; Kogan et al., 2015), here we suggest 

that crisis technologies should not only guarantee the rapid dissemination of critical information and support 

the connection with others, but also shield the individual from the harming effects coming from repeated 

information exposure. This could be enacted by designing tools or plug-ins that allow the user to 

automatically filter out information displayed on their social media accounts, creating a sort of protected 

space. Similar technologies are already available to filter e.g., posts about politics, like Social fixer 



(https://socialfixer.com/). However, lack of knowledge and awareness is a major drawback to crisis 

prevention and containment (Yaya et al., 2018), so that these technologies should be limited in their use: for 

instance, the user could switch the filter on only for a definite time frame; then, she would have to wait for a 

certain amount of time before being able to activate it again. Moreover, the most urgent and prominent 

information about the crisis should be always allowed. However, this sort of filter should always remain in 

the user’s control, who should be the only authorized to enable or disable it to avoid potentially dangerous 

exploitations from third parties. Another approach could be to design social platforms where citizens may 

contribute to a participatory society in co-constructing better quality information. This could also be 

achieved by allowing citizens to interact with experts (such as scientists, policy makers, etc.) in commenting 

potentially ambiguous or harming news and building collective shared interpretations around important 

information, reducing the distress coming from unverified rumors and contradictory data. 

 

6.4 Enabling the ascription of meaning to virtual spaces 

Our study shows that people actively seek refuge in virtual worlds when they feel deprived of those “places” 

that are significant to them. Prior research found that COVID-19 pandemic disrupted place attachment 

(Counted et al., 2021), namely the emotional bond that people establish with certain places (Lewicka, 2011; 

Ramkissoon, 2020). Research also stressed that several emergency situations, like earthquakes and floods, 

might threaten the sense of belonging to a place (Carroll et al., 2008; Marshall et al., 2019; Schlosberg et al., 

2020). Nonetheless, technology-based solutions to address these “spatial issues” are still scarce. 

As people may ascribe meanings to virtual spaces replacing the places lost in the real world, researchers may 

design games specifically addressed to strengthen place exploration and attachment to the virtual world: this 

may be enacted by allowing people to customize not only the physical appearance of the environment but 

also the rules informing it (e.g., social or behavioral rules), influencing how other players or even NPCs will 

interact in there. This could be enabled also in non-gaming virtual environments, like online communities, 

where users could be provided with opportunities to create personalized virtual “rooms” or “homes” in which 

to invite other users to share experiences and discuss. Alternatively, location-based games, like Pokémon Go, 

could be addressed to the home, rather than to the wider city environment, using e.g., Simultaneous 

https://socialfixer.com/


Localization and Mapping technologies (Chong et al., 2015) in order to build indoor location-based games. 

Ascribing of meanings to places seems largely unavoidable as a basic way to relate to spaces we inhabit, and 

crises like the pandemic may reshape those meanings, making people’s everyday environments more hostile 

or oppressing in their perception. Location-based games may thus enable players to newly look at such 

spaces and yield a reworking of their meanings and the finding of new opportunities in there. 

 

7. LIMITATIONS 

This research does not aim to give an exhaustive and representative overview of how Italian players reacted 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. The qualitative and explorative nature of the study and the ways in which the 

sample was recruited do not allow us to exclude that other ways of using video games, which were not 

explored in this research, were enacted during the pandemic. Therefore, even though we believe that the 

study findings may have wider applicability, they are specific to the group of participants that we surveyed. 

In this sense, the “numbers” reported in the article should not yield an inference of a larger generality for the 

conclusions than is justified, by slighting the specific context within which this conclusion is drawn: rather, 

they are reported to indicate how the findings identified are in fact characteristic of the set of the involved 

participants as a whole (Maxwell, 2010). However, the goal of this study, like most qualitative research, is 

not to generalize the findings to an entire population (Polit & Beck, 2010), but to provide a rich, 

contextualized understanding of some aspects of video game usage during a crisis. 

A limitation of our study is that, while the survey was useful for us to capture the accounts of a high number 

of respondents and explore the range of ways in which video games were used during the pandemic, this 

method did not enable us to conduct a more dynamic and in-depth investigation of certain aspects that we 

found interesting when we analyzed the data (e.g., to identify the specific factors differentiating the 

participants who were able to use video games without suffering from unexpected side-effects from those 

that experienced a worsening of their overall condition while playing, or the impacts of specific video game 

genres and titles on the participants’ life). The fixed form of the questions included in the survey did not 

allow us to adapt them to the specific participants and their recounts. A future study employing in-depth 

qualitative methods like semi-structured interviews could provide more insights about these points. 



Moreover, the way we designed the survey might have led some participants to lose interest in giving 

meaningful responses, since they were asked to respond to many open-ended questions, which require focus 

and effort. However, we excluded those responses that did not meet quality criteria, in accordance with 

previous works (Holland and Christian, 2009; Smyth et al., 2009; Brühlmann et al., 2020), in order improve 

the significance of the data. This explains why a number of participants were excluded from the final sample. 

Another limitation is that we did not specifically investigate the role of immersive games or platforms (like 

VR technologies) during the pandemic. As spatial escapism into game environments emerged as a key 

finding of this study, and VR technologies might potentially enhance this particular form of escapism, future 

research could explore this point in depth. 

Finally, we captured only a portion of the pandemic phenomenon, narrowing the research to the limited time 

period of the lockdown. We assumed that this period would have exhibited aspects of the current crisis to a 

greater extent, so that it would have allowed us to better focus on its peculiarities. However, since we did not 

gather longitudinal data that could have accounted for how the participants’ experience evolved over time, 

we consider this research as preliminary, which could be widened in future work. 

 

8. CONCLUSION  

HCI research has made substantial efforts in exploring how technology may support citizens during a crisis. 

However, the understanding of people’s usage of existing technology has been mostly limited to social 

media. In the absence of specific technologies addressed to help citizens in facing the COVID-19 global 

pandemic, we investigated the role played by commercial video games in supporting individuals’ endeavors 

to deal with the changes provoked by the COVID-19 crisis. 

To this aim, we surveyed 330 Italian players asking them to report on their experience of playing during the 

national lockdown, finding that such circumstances heavily affected their perception of time, their emotional 

states, their social relations and interactions, and their experience of space. In these ongoing transformations 

that disrupted their everyday life, players attempted to find a sort of new normality while playing, as well as 

to find novelty and uncertainty in game play, by temporally, socially, emotionally, and spatially escaping 

into video game worlds.  



In doing so, they appropriated the gaming technologies, which brought agency back into their hands, 

enacting game practices and ascribing meanings to video games that were not originally inscribed in their 

designs, according to their emergent needs. This also brought to light the richness and complexity of 

commercial video games when used to deal with a crisis, which could even go against the players’ intentions, 

producing unexpected side effects. 

On the basis of these findings, we concluded the article with a set of design suggestions that could be applied 

to support people in managing the changes engendered by a crisis, emphasizing that technology could offer a 

temporal shelter, shield from an overwhelming amount of information, support the enhancement of 

emotions, and favor the ascription of meanings to virtual spaces. We hope that the insights recounted in this 

article could inspire future strands of research in the field of crisis technologies and in the usage of video 

games to deal with difficult life moments. 
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Figure 1. Frequency of play before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 2. Duration of play before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 3. Moment of the day for playing before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 4. Segmentation of gaming sessions before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 5. Duration of gaming sessions before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 6. Usual modalities of social playing before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 7. Platforms used before and during the pandemic 

  



 

Figure 8. Preferred video game genres before and during the pandemic 

  



Table 1 – Key findings 

Dimension What participants experienced 
during the lockdown  

Video game usage during 
lockdown Side effects 

Dealing 
with a new 
temporality 

- Slow moving and boring 
time 

- Repetitive and empty time 

- Difficulty to manage time 
and time as suspended 

- The goals offered by video 
games sped up the experience 
of time 

- The stimuli provided by 
playing made time more 
meaningful 

- Having specific times for 
playing enabled the 
reconstruction of temporal 
routines  

Temporal escape in video 
games could yield: 

- Disruption of temporal 
routines  

- Perception of playing time as 
meaningless 

Managing 
“stressful” 
emotions 

- Tension-related emotions, 
characterized by overthinking and 
inquietude 

- Fear and the sensation of being 
in danger 

- Gloomy feelings, like sadness 
and emotional flatness 

- The objectives and immersion 
provided by video games had the 
players focus their attention and 
elicited the experience of lighter 
emotions 

- The rules of the video game 
supported experiences of control 
and sense of security  

- The mental and physical 
stimulation elicited by video 
games enhanced emotional states 

Emotional escape in video games 
could yield: 

- drain of energy, as if it were a 
work 

- exacerbation of feelings of 
worthlessness and excessive 
sensitivity to in-game events 

Reworking 
social 
relations 
and 
interactions 

- Poor and monotone co-
located interactions 

- Forced cohabitation  

- Separation from loved ones 
and the “other” as a danger 

- Video games provided variety 
to co-located interactions 

- Immersion in video games 
opened opportunities to self-
isolate from others 

- Social features of video 
games enabled the sharing of 
experiences and the recovering 
of a safe sociality 

- Social escape induced by 
playing could be detrimental 
for household relationships 

- Attempts to preserve 
household relationships may 
negatively affect daily routines 

Finding 
new 
“places” to 
inhabit 

- Home as oppressive 

- The world as uncertain, 
dangerous, and unfamiliar 

- Video game spaces allowed 
“traveling” and reconnection to 
the pre-pandemic world 

- Video game spaces were 
freely shapeable worlds, 
allowing the recovery of a 
sense of security and the 
feeling of being at “home” 

- The spatial escape into virtual 
environments could increase 
the players’ sedentariness 

 

  



 

Figure 9. A model of escapism in the context of crises 
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