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Playing as the World Falls Apart: The Use of Video Games During

the COVID-19 Cirisis. The Case of Italy

Arianna Boldi, Maurizio Tirassa and Amon Rapp

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Role of Technology

In the last few years, a large part of the humankind has been affected in different ways by the
COVID-109 crisis, i.e., the global public health emergency declared due to the spread of the virus
SARS-CoV-2 and the government measures that were implemented in most countries to contain
it. Individual and collective everyday practices have been disrupted by the events, together with
the economy, the international relations, and the rest of human life. Bengtsson and Van Poeck
(2021) conceptualized the crisis as a “hyperobject” (Morton 2013), to emphasize the various
ways in which the pandemic upended the material life and the most fundamental aspects of
everydayness, as well as the impossibility to define its spatial and temporal boundaries. The
public understanding of and concern for the crisis changed in one with institutional
communication, which started minimizing the threat (De Rosa and Mannarini 2021) only to turn
to a level of alarm never witnessed in decades, and finally claiming that no expectations for
return to normalcy were possible.

The Coronavirus has been perceived as a pervasive, “invisible enemy” (de Rosa and
Mannarini 2021; Shaw 2020). The crisis did not dismantle the world in a physical and

“objectified” way (for instance by destroying one’s dwelling or the cities, like a war or an



earthquake would); rather, it silently introduced new social practices, transformed the meaning of
the everyday spaces, and modified the routines people were accustomed to (Chatterjee 2020).
The citizens’ ability to understand the ongoing threat was limited, and so was their personal
experience of the emergency: most people were not called upon for any direct and active
intervention to face the pandemic but were simply forced to stay at home patiently. Some people
even claimed that this made them feel guilty in the face of the healthcare professionals who were
at the forefront of the crisis (Kanemura et al. 2022). Despite this apparent inactivity, the situation
required a considerable effort to adapt to the new circumstances and to take up novel social
behaviors (e.g., Lupton and Willis 2021). The massive modifications of everyday habits often
had detrimental effects on the psychological and physical health of the citizens (Zhang S.X. et al.
2020).

In this chapter we focus on Italy, which was initially perceived as the epicenter of the
European outbreak (Schnirring 2020). People living there faced a particularly uncertain situation
as they were hit by the emergency at a time when information was still scarce, and awareness
was low. Furthermore, the measures adopted by the government were among the strictest in the
world (Horowitz 2020; Camporesi et al. 2022). In addition to the distress caused by the medical
aspects of the pandemic (Rodriguez-Morales et al. 2020), the Italians had to deal with the
everyday difficulties caused by the state of emergency, which lasted a total of more than two
years, January 31, 2020 to March 31, 2022, and then was gradually eased. The first nationwide
lockdown, which confined the vast majority of the population to their household from March to
May or June (according to specific situation) 2020, and the additional lockdown periods
implemented in the following months (Camporesi et al. 2022), disrupted collective life,

profoundly altering everybody's work and personal and social habits (e.g., Amerio et al. 2021a;



Prete et al. 2021), as well as affecting mental health in several ways (e.g., Amerio et al. 2021b;
Gualano et al. 2020).

Of course, mundane activities did not stop completely and most people continued to
work, carry out their daily tasks, teach and learn, and communicate with each other using digital
information technologies (e.g., Caldeira et al. 2022; Haesler et al. 2021). This helped save and
recover spaces of normalcy, however small and distorted. Long before the pandemic plenty of
studies highlighted the beneficial effects technologies could have for societal resilience,
including mobile applications (Tan et al. 2017) and social media (Palen et al. 2018). People in
Italy also began to rely more on digital communication tools during the lockdown to maintain
social connections (Bastoni et al. 2021) and to find psychological relief from feelings of anger,
loneliness, and irritability (Gabbiadini et al. 2020).

Video games have often been looked at with suspicion, due to the documented harmful
effects that may result from their excessive or maladaptive use (for a review, see King and
Delfabbro 2014). Nevertheless, in these unprecedented circumstances it seems that they have
been viewed more leniently by both institutional actors and the public opinion. At the beginning
of the quarantine, the World Health Organization (WHO) endorsed the #PlayApartTogether
social media campaign launched by the gaming industry (King et al. 2020), to promote
compliance with the “stay-at-home” mandate. As a matter of fact, people engaged in gaming
significantly, and global sales of video games increased during the lockdowns (Broughton 2020).

There is indeed scientific literature about the positive role of play (Kleinman et al. 2021;
Riva et al. 2020) and its effect on psychological well-being (e.g., Barr et al. 2022). Prior research
on gaming practices under exceptional circumstances focused mainly on the individual. Based

on the studies conducted by Formosa et al. (2022) and by Ballou et al. (2022) during the



COVID-19 crisis, we know that certain psychological factors (like the need of social support)
may significantly alter the players’ experience during difficult life moments. However, these
studies did not consider in depth how this happens, that is the role that certain video games and
video game genres may have during a crisis. We will try to add to this discussion building on
empirical data collected through an online survey that we distributed to players living in Italy
during the first lockdown. The data are described and discussed in better detail in Boldi et al.
(2022); here we focus on their significance in the context of the crisis, discussing them with
reference to recent studies that contributed to the exploration of the role of video games during
difficult life moments. Our main aim here is to outline new possible perspectives for the study of

the psychological significance of gaming in the context of a crisis.

Video Games During the Pandemic

The Coronavirus crisis may be viewed as an all-encompassing phenomenon in everybody’s life
(Bengtsson and Van Poeck 2021). On this premise, we expected to witness a change both (1) in
the way players interacted with games during the lockdowns and (2) in the narratives with which
they connected the experiences they lived in the virtual worlds with those they lived in the
material world. To explore these transformations, we conducted a qualitative study from April 1,
2020 (one month after the beginning of the Italian lockdown) to May 3, 2020 (when the strictest
lockdown measures were finally lifted). The study included 330 players who were administered
an online qualitative questionnaire (257 males, 69 females, 4 non-binary; ranging in age from 18
to more than 65 years). Participants were recruited from several Italian game forums, like
Everyeye, SpazioGames and IGN Italia. Furthermore, we shared the link to the survey on several

social networks such as Instagram and Facebook and via e-mail sent to acquaintances; and, since



a snowball sampling technique was fit to capture more casual gamers, we also asked them to
forward the link to anyone they knew. A player thus was just someone who plays, regardless of
other characteristics. We wanted to explore the everyday gaming habits of all kinds of people
who happened to play: casual gamers might have become avid users during the lockdown, or
conversely heavy gamers might have decreased their activity, due to a decreased desire or a
change of interests or routines; others might have changed the preferred genre of games, or the
meanings attached to play, and so on.

The participants were asked to answer both closed and open-ended questions aimed to
capture their subjective account of the crisis and describe: 1) their gaming habits before and after
the beginning of the quarantine, namely the time spent playing, the genres and types of the
games (single player or multiplayer) they played; 2) the context in which they were living during
the lockdown, e.g., their material situation, social life, working life, etc. The answers were read
through the lens of thematic analysis.

In this chapter we summarize some of the most interesting insights that emerged from the
study and discuss them in the context of recent research on video games and crises. Compared to
what was reported in Boldi et al. (2022), here we focus more on the specific video games and

video game genres chosen by the participants and how these impacted their “pandemic life.”

Psychological Effects of the Pandemic in the Italian Context
Nearly all the participants reported alterations in their everydayness during the lockdown; these
changes typically affected more than one “dimension” of existence, such as their experience of

time and space, their emotions, and their social life.



Research on the COVID-19 crisis has focused on the emotional reactions to the new
circumstances and the overall impact on mental health (Xiong et al., 2020). Unsurprisingly, we
too found that the affective life of a vast majority of respondents had been compromised by the
lockdown, yielding distressing emotions like tension and alert, accompanied by overthinking,
rumination, fears and worries, as well as states of gloominess characterized by sadness and lack
of energy. As participants reported, this emotional turmoil was caused both by the idea of a
frightening enemy, i.e., the virus and the damages it could bring to the individuals and the whole
society, and by the impossibility to deal with one's emotions in the same ways as before the
crisis, like by hanging out with friends, finding comfort in a partner, playing sports, cultivating
interests and passions and so on.

Sociality is another key topic investigated by recent crisis-related studies. From basic
social interactions with acquaintances (Mondada 2020) to romantic and sexual life (Federici et
al. 2022; Myles et al. 2021), everybody’s social sphere was disrupted by the lockdown. Several
participants (13.9%) in the survey remained completely alone during those months, but most
(86.1%) lived with one or more housemates or family members. Nevertheless, all emphasized
that the government measures forced them to keep a distance from significant ones like parents,
siblings, and friends, which made them suffer from loneliness. To make things worse,
cohabitation was not always positive, due to the lack of privacy or the worsening of already
difficult relationships.

We also found significant changes in the experience of time and space. Almost all the
participants experienced time as slow and boring, or even empty and repetitive. Alterations in the
perception of time in relation to emotional suffering are in fact common in cases of

psychological trauma and major psychological threats (Holman and Grisham 2020). In the



course of the COVID-19 crisis, the experience of a slowed passage of time was found to be
related to feelings of boredom and sadness in a population sample in France (Droit-Volet et al.
2020) and to stress in the United Kingdom (Ogden 2020). Our subjects found it difficult to
manage time as usual insofar as the national lockdown caused their daily activities and work
routines to disappear.

Moreover, with the suspension of many industrial and commercial activities, the closure
of schools and universities, offers and services, recreational businesses, restaurants, and sport
facilities, many of which doomed to never reopen, most participants found themselves working
remotely or simply lost their job. As a result, they spent most or all of their time inside their
apartment: a limited space that could quickly become physically and socially claustrophobic both
for those who were alone and those who found themselves in forced coexistence with loved ones
or more or less unknown people. Situations of this kind could generate suffering has also been
highlighted not only by simple common sense, but also by other studies conducted in Italy.
Moretti and Maturo (2021), for example, found that the experience of domestic spaces was often
altered and ambivalent in the inhabitants, who ended up considering home as a refuge and, as the
same time, as a hostile environment.

These novel conditions of life profoundly affected the participants, also modifying in
several ways their approach to video games: most of them found that playing helped them adapt
to and cope with the new life circumstances, thus revealing the richness of the opportunities

offered by these tools.



Rebalancing the Emotional Life

While before the COVID-19 crisis entertainment was a common reason for playing, during the
lockdown the idea of gaming as mere leisure was overshadowed. Less than 9% of the
participants reported “fun” as the main reason for playing video games during the lockdown,
while more than 70% reported that had been a major drive before the outbreak. The replies to
other, less direct questions appear to confirm this evolution. Many participants consciously
employed video games as a means to rebalance their emotional life disrupted by the crisis.
Playing helped them refocus their attention on less worrisome events, relieving them from the
negative emotions induced by their current situation. For some of them, the simple fact of
playing could have a soothing effect, especially when it reminded them of similar previous
experiences. One expressly reported that just manipulating the joystick was often enough to
trigger feelings of calm and well-being. This can be understood in the light of the literature on
Game Transfer Phenomena (Ortiz de Gortari 2017), whereby physical objects or events
occurring in the game can lead the player to re-experience memories, thoughts, or different
haptic sensations.

Certain video games seemed more capable than others of helping reframe tension-related
emotions and intrusive negative thoughts. This was reported by more than half the sample
(54.2%). The main factors here appeared to be either the presence of an elaborate storyline or the
offer of a work-alike routine in which the player can be stuck. This is especially the case of Role-
Playing Games like those of the Mass Effect saga (e.g., Mass Effect: Andromeda [BioWare
2017]), which entail a complex and deeply immersive world and have a sophisticated narrative
that may deeply engage the player, as if they were “watching a movie”, as one participant (P263)

put it. Strategy and management games cited by participants, such as Age of Empires (Ensemble



Studios 1997), Rise of Nations (Big Huge Games 2003), Tropico (PopTop Software, Feral
Interactive 2001), or Saint Seiya Awakening (Tencent’s TiMi Studio Group 2019), were often
employed to the same effect. These types of games keep the player's mind focused on a variety
of tasks, like decisions to make, resources to collect, opposing forces to allocate, or problems to
solve with limited resources (Zhang et al. 2022).

Several participants (45.1%) were passionate about strategy games that hinge on the
control of a nation or the shaping of a civilization, like the popular Civilization VI (Firaxis
Games 2016) or Europa Universalis IV (Paradox Interactive 2013). Playing such games is an
intense cognitive activity that encourages reflecting and acting in deliberate ways (Voorhees,
2009). Our participants reported that their mind was occupied with a world for which they were
responsible. This required consistent care, planning, and foresight abilities; at the same time,
these were all manageable tasks, which probably helped appease the anxiety generated by the
external situation. This distraction effect is probably explained by the energy invested in the
activity: effort commonly goes hand in hand with concentration, this may have provided a shield
against mind wandering and (potentially negative) thoughts unrelated to the tasks at hand
(Sorqvist and Marsh 2015). Moreover, the specific content of these games, often relating to the
governance and welfare of a simulated society, may have offered a metaphorical context that
could support the player's feeling or hope that the real world was somehow under the control of a
benevolent, well-meaning authority.

Participants expressing depressive-like states, such as fatigue, sadness, and lack of
motivation, appeared to choose games more on the basis of their ability to enhance their
emotions than to foster feelings of comfort, control, or relaxation. Action or horror-themed

games, such as Doom (Id Software 2016), The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013), or Resident Evil



6 (Capcom 2016), elicited intense emotions and bodily feelings and thus balanced the monotony
and numbness of lockdown life. What these participants enjoyed the most was the “adrenaline
rush” that came with an exciting game session. Indeed, there is literature (e.g., Bopp et al. 2016;
Juul 2013) to the effect that players are not necessarily driven by enjoyment, which is only one
possible facet of the complex gaming experience (Koster 2014). Sometimes players may seek out
emotions that would generally be considered unpleasant, or not give up in the face of failure. So-
called negative emotions evoked by games may be as appreciated as “pure fun” and are often
accompanied by significant self-reflection. Video games allow for different uses and
interpretations, so that the same game or game genre may be beneficial for some participants but
not for others, or the same individual may change genre as the conditions change. In a few cases
(7.2 %), whole genres were abandoned, like open-world games, which in certain cases were
probably dismissed because they require the investment of creative energies in the development
of an avatar and allow for the free exploration of the game world. With the protraction of the
state of emergency, which according to the government's initial declarations shouldn't have
lasted more than a couple of weeks, many players became fatigued and unable or unwilling to
devote as much cognitive efforts to the game world as they did at the beginning. This problem
with “open-world” games was not captured by other studies, perhaps because of their timings:
for instance, when Kleinman et al. (2021) distributed their survey the most restrictive measures
had already been lifted in the United States, while we collected our data when Italy was in the
throes of a rigid national lockdown. The different results are likely due to the different

psychological states of the respective participants.
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Rebalancing the Social Life

Video games offered a way to escape from the sense of isolation coming from the lockdown, the
constrictive and possibly toxic sociality of the household, or both. Playing ameliorated the
relationship with the housemates, encouraged the formation of social relationships online, or
immersed and isolated the player from disturbing vis-a-vis interactions.

Only seldom did digital games bring the household members together. This might depend
on several reasons: different tastes; different time windows available to play; the socio-
technological transformations that video games underwent in recent years, which yielded the
gradual disappearing of the co-located experience of playing video games (Herodotou 2009).
However, party games like Just Dance (Ubisoft 2019) or digital board games, that entail a co-
located interaction among players, were chosen by only five participants, which hints at a lack of
desire to play with the cohabitants. Whatever the case, playing mostly was a physically isolated
activity. While this condition or behavior is generally traced to problematic gaming or broader
difficulties in emotional regulation (Blasi et al. 2019), in the context of our study it was framed
as a deliberate choice aimed at preventing or mitigating the interpersonal conflicts generated by
forced cohabitation. Likewise, the quality of romantic relationships was also often negatively
affected during the lockdown (Romeo et al. 2022; Donato et al. 2021).

Conversely players were generally happy to connect with other people via the internet.
Some took the opportunity to strengthen already established relationship, e.g., they found
moments to play together with friends and loved ones who were trapped elsewhere, with whom
there was no such habit before the crisis; playing in this case was in some way a “substitution”
for the evening spent together in a beer garden or at the movies. Others made new acquaintances

or friends within the online communities they began to frequent. Sometimes, the change in social
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life was less pleasant: e.g., one of our participants was a lady who used to play in presence with
her granddaughter when they could spend some time by themselves; during the lockdown they

had to give up this habit because the girl’s mother, i.e., our participant’s daughter, did not want
her to play on her cell phone.

During the lockdown many Italians relied on digital technologies to maintain social
relations and address their feelings of loneliness (Gabbiadini et al. 2020). The players who took
part in our research used social networks and multiplayer games to feel less alone: a “stranger
living on the other side of the world” could provide a sense of connection, as reported by, for
example, P262. Even meeting or interacting with the Non-Playing Characters (NPCs) that
populate digital worlds could restore a sense of communality. These results extend prior research
on the importance of companions (i.e., NPCs that support and accompany the player during the
game: Emmerich et al. 2018) in favoring the sense of immersion in the game world and the

enjoyment that ensues (Tremblay and Verbrugge 2013).

Rebalancing Temporal and Spatial Boundaries

Playing helped the participants deal with the temporal and spatial transformations that the crisis
had generated in their daily experience. As for the former, survey data suggest that playing was
also part of a strategy aimed to recover a feeling of control over the new, disrupted temporality.
For example, it sustained the recreation of boundaries between work and non-work hours and
enabled the players to perceive the passage of time as more meaningful. For some participants
the simple fact that, as one of them said, playing involves “a definite activity in a definite time”
was enough to compensate for the loss of the temporal reference points separating professional

and free time, which remote work had blurred. Especially multiplayer games provided a curb on
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overwork, as the participants felt that they had a commitment to their fellow players that could
not be missed.

This perception of the transitions between work time and free time was clearer when the
participants played from a console or personal computer than from mobile devices. This was the
same function that before the lockdown was performed by commuting or physically leaving the
workplace. Casual games, which are mostly played on mobile phones both during work hours
and on one’s way home, did not contribute to reinstate these transitions. This may indicate that
people forced to work remotely often intertwined play with work: casual games are better suited
for short breaks (Hsu et al. 2007; Reinecke 2009; Alexandrovsky et al. 2019) than for marking a
caesura between different activities.

Video games, especially those that foster a sense of immersion, were also used to fast-
forward through the day: titles like The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013), Uncharted (Naughty
Dog 2017), Death Stranding (Kojima Productions 2019), and The Witcher (CD Projekt RED
2007) were often compared to the immersive experience granted by other media, such as movies
or books.

Retro games and games that belonged to a distant past in their biography were chosen
because they reminded participants of lost “positive” periods of their life, when they were free to
play without any social or professional responsibility or stigma. This reminded us of the
principles of Daydream (Jin and Nishino 2020), a retro-style serious game whose aim is to elicit
nostalgia, believed to be beneficial to the player thanks to the retrieval of happy memories and
feelings from the past.

As for the spatial transformations, video games were used by several participants as tools

to mentally escape their claustrophobic household. Most effective in this regard, for some
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participants, were games with a carefully designed environment, such as open-world or action-
adventure ones, which allow explorative actions that are not necessarily connected to goal
achievement. Games that simulate real life, such as The Sims 3 (The Sims Studio 2009), could
help some players find a substitute for the significant places that normally grounded their daily
routines and were no more accessible. Virtual spaces resembling real-world landscapes favored a
sense of immersion and partially compensated for the impossibility to travel to faraway places.
The characteristics of the environment are known to affect the player’s feelings of immersion
and presence (e.g., Wissmath et al. 2010), and recent evidence suggests that a realistic virtual
environment may evoke positive emotions (Newman et al. 2022).

It was important, as expressed by some participants, like P13 and P319, to be able to
mold the game spaces — as is the case with sandbox games like Minecraft (Mojang 2011) and
Animal Crossing: New Horizons (Nintendo EPD 2020) — or to have multiple opportunities for
action available. Minecraft (Mojang 2011) and other sandbox games may encourage the player’s
self-expression and foster a sense of freedom from the boundaries of the “real world” (e.g.,
Ringland et al. 2017). Kleinman et al. (2021) found that games offering “virtual real-world”
locations to be experienced were preferred during the lockdown, with the intent to substitute for
reality. As we mentioned above, however, we found that these types of games tended to be
abandoned when isolation was prolonged, and many participants became increasingly fatigued

and depressed.

What Role for Video Games During a Crisis?

The COVID-19 crisis has shaken up the nation in several ways, disrupting and subverting
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everybody’s “taken for granted world” (Gardiner 2000), which is made of the routines that

14



regulate individual and collective life. Other respiratory outbreaks that occurred before the
information technology era, like the flu pandemic of 1918-1920 (so-called Spanish), those of the
1950’s and 1960’s, or even the recent SARS-1 and MERS, impinged upon society in vastly
different ways. The potential role of information technologies in disaster mitigation and
emergency response planning has been studied since the early 1970s (Stephenson and Anderson
1997). The research area known as “crisis informatics” has shown that information and
communication technologies may help shape emergency-related activities, such as the exchange
of crucial information, the professional training of first responders (Sanders and Rhodes 2007) or
the coordination of operations (Palen et al. 2015). With the advent of COVID-19 the literature
has focused on the use of social media, for instance with reference to the collective production,
diffusion, and discussion of information (e.g., Pine et al. 2021; Zhang et al. 2021).

So far, video games have remained underexplored in this regard, despite their diffusion
and the importance they have in the lives of innumerable persons. Research efforts have mostly
been directed towards the design and development of serious games for a variety of objectives,
such as supporting the personnel who are institutionally called upon to intervene in an
emergency (Wuertz et al. 2018) or training the so-called formal responders (Toups et al. 2015).
Another strand of serious games has been addressed to citizens, with the aim to teach them about
crises (Gampell et al. 2020a) or to train them act appropriately in emergency contexts (Chittaro
and Buttussi 2015; Chittaro and Sioni 2015). Video games are considered an innovative way to
educate people who might be involved in a crisis (Gampell et al. 2020b) and to support disaster
mitigation by reducing citizens’ vulnerability, which is supposed to stem from their unawareness

and unpreparedness (Sudarmilah et al. 2019). Despite its advancements, this literature appears to
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conceive games mostly as tools that can be leveraged to facilitate control of threatening events
and their effects on society.

As these years have shown, however, a major crisis may look like nothing you can train
the general population for: its precise nature, unfolding, and consequences may be too difficult,
complex, and far-reaching to forecast and depend more on the measures taken by the
governments than the preparedness of the population. To provide psychological support to the
citizens during and after a stressful experience (Saltzman et al. 2017) may be at least as
important as preparing them in advance for a crisis whose profile is likely very uncertain. This
perspective broadens and transforms the scope, sense and usefulness of video games, opening up
to any type thereof, including also, if not mostly, commercial ones. The literature here is sparse
and mostly interdisciplinary: however, there are both theoretical arguments and practical
evidence that play can be helpful in treating distress caused by difficult situations. Video games
offer several kinds of emotional and social benefits: they can help improve mood and relieve
negative feelings (Bowman and Tamborini 2015; Reinecke et al. 2012), complement social needs
(Vella et al. 2016), and provide a sense of belonging to counteract feelings of loneliness
(Iacovides and Mekler 2019).

While commercial video games are not primarily, or at all, designed with the user’s
psychological well-being in mind, their employment in clinical interventions to address a wide
spectrum of disorders is not uncommon. Game-based protocols have been implemented and
tested for anxiety and depression (Kiihn et al. 2018) and for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) (Colder Carras et al. 2018; Elliott et al. 2015). The latter is particularly interesting since
the mental health of otherwise sane persons can be compromised when they become victims of

unpredictable and stressful life-changing events (American Psychological Association 2013). Of
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course, video games are extremely diverse in terms of design features, background narrative,
gameplay experience, duration, social interaction and so on, and therefore in terms of the mental
states and emotions evoked in each user, so that each can be more or less suitable for integration
into a certain therapeutic protocol. For example, first-person shooter games have been used with
the same logic that underlies virtual-reality exposure therapy (VRET) to desensitize veterans
from frightening stimuli, namely by immersing them in a simulation which recalls the previous
traumatic experiences; role-playing games (RPGs) may be useful in the psychotherapy of several
conditions in the developmental age (Boldi and Rapp 2022). Our findings fully support this
perspective, insofar as we found a strong relationship between the distinctive features of the
games and the way the players utilized them in a sort of self-treatment.

Other research suggests that virtual gaming environments should be considered “altered
realities” (Rosegrant 2012) that give players the opportunity to not only temporarily detach
themselves from a discomforting reality, but also re-enact feelings of distress in a more protected
and non-judgmental environment (Hicks et al. 2019). There are several examples of how specific
video games may be used, e.g., to psychologically “reconnect” with the world (Hicks et al. 2019;
Guhde 2017). The narrative structure of games and the symbolic elements they are rife with can,
each in its own way, promote a better life and better management of emotions (Gerhardt and
Smith 2020). The participants in our study played more prominently, or conversely dismissed,
specific games or types of games depending on how they were dealing with the crisis and its
evolution over time. For example, games set in dystopian or apocalyptic contexts were
abandoned from the very beginning of the lockdown, because they could over-amplify certain
features of the pandemic world or of the fears that it generated. The choice of a certain gaming

experience thus is not only a matter of previous preferences, of individual disposition or of the
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availability or popularity of a title; instead, it is more strictly connected to the player’s
experience of the crisis and its unfolding.

Given the key role of such processes in human psychological life (Bruner 1990;
Neimeyer and Mahoney 1996; Mahoney and Granvold 2005), the effectiveness of video games
in supporting them has remarkable consequences for their employment during a crisis (De
Schutter & Vanden Abeele 2010; Zhang et al. 2020). Maintaining the ability to make sense of the
world under difficult circumstances, like those of the COVID-19 crisis (Castiglioni and Gaj
2020), is crucial insofar as the disruption of the routines that structure and regulate most of our
daily lives interferes with the process of meaning-making (Kelly 1995) and jeopardizes the

ability to recover from distressing experiences.

Conclusions

In this chapter we built on both previous literature and our own work (Boldi et al., 2022) to
discuss the use of video games during the COVID-19 crisis, pointing out that, and how,
commercial video games have helped people rebalance the profound life transformations
engendered by the crisis. Research on the spontaneous use of video games during crises was
scarce before the pandemic, while several studies have been conducted on this topic since 2020,
investigating whether video games can be a valuable resource to cope with highly complex,
pervasive, hyperobject-like crises.

Recent literature has viewed playing video games as one of the meaningful activities that
can offer some benefit during a critical situation (Mekler & Hornbaek 2019), provided that those
involved are adequately shielded from its undesirable effects, like isolation or the triggering of

disturbing traumatic memories (Elliott et al. 2015). However, a clear-cut universal answer to the
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enquiry about the benefits and threats of playing is unattainable, not only because of the platitude
that not everybody likes to play, but, more interestingly, because games offer a myriad of
opportunities and ways to play, that is a myriad of local affordances (Gibson 1979), which
makes each interaction between a player and a game unique and tremendously complex. Each of
us has a different set of resources available to cope with vexatious life events (Benight and
Harper 2002) and is driven by individual motivations to play (Yee 2006), which can develop and
change under complex circumstances. Therefore, it is no surprise that there is a lot of
heterogeneity in how people have used video games during the COVID-19 crisis, as well as in
how this affected their lives. In the face of some regularities in its effects, this situation has also
emphasized individual differences, as it has affected citizens in different ways depending on
whether they could count on a strong and supportive social network, a stable job position and a
solid financial situation, a serene home environment, psychological resilience, on whether their
job remained in presence, went online or was simply lost, and so on. In the same vein Ballou et
al. (2022) concluded that gaming can effectively offset psychological needs, but that such
positive effects appear to be experienced mostly by those who were previously satisfied with
their daily lives. This draws attention to the uniqueness of personal experience and its role in
fostering the effects of video gaming in difficult times.

Yet we believe that the use of video games can be interesting to observe per se, and not
merely to investigate its more or less positive effects on mental health. How people play under
critical circumstances may reveal something about their individual meaning-making processes,
experiences, and representations of threatening events, and ways to cope with them.

Future research should explore in depth what factors may account for the individual

differences in play and how they shape the experience of the crisis. One simple hypothesis, for
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example, is that more experienced players might benefit more than novices from playing in
challenging situations. Because gaming has long been an active part of their lives, they are likely
more aware of the complex effects that different games may have on them, and therefore more
proficient at choosing a specific game for a specific purpose, managing the ways and times in
which to play it, abandoning it for another one, or stopping playing altogether when the benefits
diminish or harmful effects emerge.

Our final consideration is about serious games, which have been the main focus of crisis
informatics. We hope that these reflections can open up new challenges for researchers and
practitioners studying and developing serious games aimed, with a healing intent, at those who
are going through a crisis. In particular, we believe that these games should take into account

both the specificity of each crisis and the uniqueness of each individual’s response to it.
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