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Abstract 

In the area of games and HCI, has recently been a shift towards understanding more 

complex forms of gaming experience, such as understanding the role of digital games during 

difficult life experiences. A promising approach being discussed in this work is therefore the 

question of how and why people engage with games during difficult times. In the first section, 

a summary of arguments of previous researchers related to the role of games during difficult 

life experiences will be made. In the following section, different coping strategies that people 

use to help them cope with their problems will be described. Additionally, a brief summary of 

the potential downfalls in games will be made. Then, gaming as a coping strategy and the 

possible outcomes of gaming as a coping strategy will be discussed as well as an outlook on 

future research will be given. Finally, a conclusion will be made.  
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Introduction 

 Most players enjoy and appreciate experiencing negatively valenced emotions, such as 

sadness (Bopp, Mekler & Opwis, 2016). Emotions are not only evoked by a variety of 

interactive and non-interactive game aspects, such as in-game loss (Harrer, 2013; Bopp et al., 

2016; Gowler & Iacovides, 2019), character attachment (Bopp, Müller, Aeschbach, Opwis & 

Mekler, 2019) and lack of agency (Johnson, Nacke & Wyeth, 2015; Bopp et al., 2016) but 

also personal memories (Bopp et al., 2016) and are often accompanied by self-reflexion 

(Gowler & Iacovides, 2019; Bopp et al., 2016). However, findings suggest that positive and 

negative emotions shape the player experience (Birk, Iacovides, Johnson & Mandryk, 2015). 

While positive player experience has largely been equated with enjoyment (Mekler, Bopp, 

Tuch & Opwis, 2014), fun (Lazzaro, 2009) and positive affect (Birk et al., 2015), the study of 

Bopp et al., (2016) indicates that the experience of negative emotions in games must not 

necessarily suggest that the experience itself was negative. As Benford et al., (2012) argued, 

negative emotions can be entertaining. Similarly argues Juul (2013), in his book “The Art of 

Failure: An Essay on the Pain of Playing Video Games”. For instance, Juul (2013) suggests 

that players prefer games in which they fail. It is the threat of failure that gives players 

something to do in the first place (Juul, 2013). It is painful for humans to feel incompetent or 

lacking, but games hurt players and then induce an urgency to repair their self-image (Juul, 

2013). Much of the positive effect of failure comes from the fact that players can learn to 

escape from it, feeling more competent than they did before (Juul, 2013). Additionally, Juul 

(2013) states that failure is integral to the enjoyment of game playing. Games are a 

perspective on failure and learning as enjoyment, or satisfaction (Juul, 2013). 
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However, within the area of digital games and HCI there has been an increasing 

interest into a precise understanding of the role of such technology, especially during difficult 

life experiences. There remains the question how these games support people in coping with 

sensitive life experiences (Herron, Andalibi, Haimson, Moncour & Van den Hoven, 2016), 

such as relationship issues (Herron, Moncour & Van den Hoven, 2017; Moncour, Gibson & 

Herron, 2016), job loss (Burke & Kraut, 2013), moving home (Shklovski, Kraut & 

Cummings, 2006), retirement (Brewer & Piper, 2016; Durrant et al., 2017), and dealing with 

grief (Baglione, Girard, Price, Clawson & Shih, 2018; Massimi, Dimond & Le Dantec, 2012). 

The findings of such work broadly highlight the positive role that technology, Information 

and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in particular, can have in supporting individuals 

with their issues through connection with others in games.  

The aim of this work is to examine the role of digital games during sensitive life 

experiences and therefore, the question of how and why people engage with games during 

difficult times. In the first section, a summary of arguments of previous researchers related to 

the role of games during difficult life experiences will be made. In the following section, 

different coping strategies that people use to help them cope with their problems will be 

described. Additionally, a brief summary of the potential downfalls in games will be made. 

Then, gaming as a coping strategy and the possible outcomes of gaming as a coping strategy 

will be discussed as well as an outlook on future research will be made. Finally, a conclusion 

will be given.  

 

Lena Aeschbach
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Theoretical Background  

 In this section, a summary of arguments of previous researchers related to the role of 

games during difficult life experiences will be made. Then, different coping strategies that 

people use to help them cope with their problems will be described. Finally, a brief summary 

of the potential downfalls in games will be made.  

Sensitive Life Experiences 

 HCI should address the role of technology and the fundamentals of existence, such as 

mortality, identity, isolation, freedom and meaning (Kaptelinin, 2018). A significant number 

of these issues are related to sensitive life experiences. Herron et al., (2016) define them as 

“life events and life transitions which see individuals in a vulnerable state”. Similarly, 

Massimi et al. (2012) refer to life disruptions as a form of an adverse event that is 

unpredictable, uncontrollable and destabilizing, which can also involve an identity crisis as a 

result of life transition, meaning, moving from one phase or condition in life to another 

(Semaan, Britton & Dosono, 2016). From the moment we move back home to the loss of a 

loved one, times of personal difficulty are likely to affect us all (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019).

 Furthermore, according to the psychological literature (Granic et al., 2014; Pals, 2006; 

Park, 2010), when difficult life experiences occur, people have recourse to various coping 

mechanisms, i.e., “cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/ or 

internal demands that are appraised as taxing the resources of the person” (Folkman & 

Moskowitz, 2004). Folkman and Moskowitz (2004), identify three different types of coping: 

the first one is emotion-focused (aimed at reducing negative emotions association with the 

problem), the second one is problem-focused (aimed at directly addressing the problem 

causing distress) and the last one is meaning-focused (where cognitive strategies are used to 

engage in meaning-making) (Pals, 2006; Park, 2010). These are emphasizing the increasing 

Lena Aeschbach
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attention given to social factors (e.g., where other people can provide instrumental or 

emotional support). While these distinctions can be useful, Folkman and Moskowitz (2004) 

note that they are relatively wide, with specific strategies being adaptive or maladaptive. In 

other words, they are more or less useful, depending on the circumstances.  

 Research in HCI and sensitive life experiences has focused on coping within a range 

of contexts. Massimi et al., (2012), for instance, examined the role of technology across three 

different instances, for example: leaving an abusive partner, homelessness and the death of a 

family member. The authors observe how, in each of these cases, social and technological 

relations are being reshaped in order to mitigate some of the consequences of these extreme 

disturbances, while the persons concerned are on the way to “a new normality”. As 

technologies are an integral part of our lives, they can influence and potentially change the 

ways in which people cope. Baglione et al. (2018), for instance, note how people experiencing 

grief are increasingly supported through digital memorializations and through expressing their 

grief online. In another study, Haimon et al. (2016) focus on the experience of transgender 

people which can not only find support from others online but also have to deal with social 

networking technologies that do not always support them in negotiating the challenging 

interplay between their past and current identities.  

 Other HCI fields of research have suggested that uncomfortable gameplay experiences 

can facilitate enlightenment, particularly when they cause empathy and increase 

understanding around particular issues (Belman & Flanagan, 2010; Iacovides & Cox, 2015). 

Similarly, extreme live action role-playing experiences have been found to involve intense 

negative emotions, yet still be gratifying to players. Montola (2010), for instance, describes 

how in games focusing on themes such as sexual assault and societal collapse, discomfort is a 

key part of providing players with personal insight into extreme situations. In addition, the 

intensity of the experience also allows players to bond with each other and form relationships 

that continue after the game is complete.  
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Coping Strategies in Games 

Connection with Others. In spite of requests for more research on the role that games play in 

players' lives (Van Rooij et al., 2018) in the context of sensitive life experiences, this has 

rarely been an explicit focus (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019). Semaan et al. (2016), for instance, 

examined veterans’ use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) during the 

civilian re-integration. Mainly in relation to Facebook and Reddit, and also to veteran-specific 

spaces (Semaan et al., 2016). However, some participants referred to engaging with massive 

multi-player online games (MMOGs) as a form of escape from the difficulty of transition to 

connect with former soldiers and as a way to draw on the old structures of their military 

identity (Semaan et al., 2016).  

In another research, Baglione et al. (2018) described playing digital games as means of 

distraction and self-care when dealing with complicated forms of grief. Shklovski et al. 

(2006) also refer to games as part of using the internet for entertainment, as a possible 

escapist coping strategy when dealing with moving home but they include browsing behaviors 

as part of the same strategy. Therefore, it is unclear to which extent their findings relate 

specifically to games. However, Semaan et al. (2016) appear to view using the internet for 

communication as a separate strategy and do not note the potential overlap with regard to 

games, even though, they referred to MMOGs. 

For their part, Iacovides and Mekler (2019) suggest games as providing valuable 

opportunities to connect with others in different ways. To describe this aspect Iacovides and 

Mekler (2019) used “Connection – No one should be an island”, meaning that “isolation can 

be a significant factor within difficult life experiences and to reflect the implicit assumption 

that it is beneficial to feel connected to something other than ourselves” (Iacovides & Mekler, 

2019, p. 7). Connections could occur through engaging with people who shared a similar 

interest, gaming was able to provide a sense of satisfaction and belonging. Additionally, some 

participants even indicated that it was helpful to engage with others without having to discuss 
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their difficulties. Beyond providing opportunities to engage with other people, gaming also 

appeared to support different forms of connection. For instance, gameplay allowed people to 

feel connected to someone who had passed away. Furthermore, a form of connection was also 

experienced through engaging with characters within the game. Through playing RPG (Role-

playing game) and adventure games with a “good story and relatable characters” (Iacovides & 

Mekler, 2019, p.8), the participants mentioned how games were able to offer a form of respite 

from the loneliness they experience as a result of their anxiety. The game itself offered 

opportunities to create an attachment with in-game characters.  

Escaping from Stress. In another avenue of HCI research, Banks and Cole (2016) 

investigated the use of games in the context of military personnel and veterans. Even though, 

their work does not explicitly focus on sensitive life experience, part of their research 

involved asking participants about whether they ever used games to work through the 

challenges they had experienced as a result of their military service. Their findings suggested 

that games were able to provide an escape from stress, a way to manage physical or 

psychological challenges, an opportunity to experience support from other military personnel 

and a way to enjoy connections with civilians. While some of these issues are specific to a 

military context, social support is clearly important for addressing challenges and exploring 

the applicability of their findings in different contexts. 

However, Banks and Cole (2016) are not the only ones to have found that games can 

provide an escape from stress. In fact, Iacovides and Mekler (2019) also suggest that games 

are able to offer necessary respite from the stress and trauma that participants were 

experiencing in their daily lives. Essentially, gaming provided an activity for participants to 

focus on something which was not related to the difficulties they were going through in real 

life. For some who were dealing with mental health issues, this focus helped to disrupt 

negative thought processes. Additionally, through providing an engaging experience, 

Lena Aeschbach
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gameplay was described as distracting from physical as well as emotional pain. Participants 

also described games as being more effective than other pastimes. Finally, due to dealing with 

negative issues beyond their control, games were able to offer further respite through 

providing players with opportunities to experience competence and agency, which may have 

been lacking in other areas of their lives (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019).  

Emotional Benefits. A related field of research has also emerged around the potential 

emotional benefits of games (Granic, Lobel & Engels, 2014), where studies have looked more 

largely at gaming as a way to deal with general stress. Reinecke et al. (2012), for instance, 

indicate that games were more likely to provide relief from frustration than non-interactive 

media due to being more cognitively demanding. Based on Reinecke et al. (2012) findings, 

Collins and Cox (2014) found further evidence that gameplay can aid post-work recovery. In 

fact, they found that a variety of genres could promote recovery experiences, but that this was 

most pronounced for actions and first-person shooters. These effects were further transmitted 

through online social support, which suggests that games at least partially promote recovery 

by providing opportunities for social contact. In their work, Vella et al. (2016), investigated 

male gamers and indicate that online gaming can lead to positive emotions such as 

competence as well as companionship.  

Furthermore, they suggest that the activity provides players with a way to access social 

support. In particular, they note how voice chat can help develop trust between players, 

creating opportunities to bond over gaming experiences and to discuss emotional issues. In 

their study Iacovides and Mekler (2019), describe gaming as a helpful way for players to 

work through their feelings about their current situation. Also, the authors mentioned that 

some participants appeared to deliberately engage in uncomfortable experiences in an effort to 

come to terms with their emotions and deal with how they felt about the situation they were 

in. Furthermore, players occasionally appeared to experience gaming both as respite and a 
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way to process their emotions, even if that was not the original aim (Iacovides & Mekler, 

2019).  

Help on the Personal Level.  In their study, Iacovides and Mekler (2019) examined how 

games could help participants to change and grow on a personal level. For instance, 

participants mentioned that gaming gave them motivation to go back into exercising and eat 

healthier again. Similarly, through providing opportunities to develop competence, the 

confidence and motivation developed in game can transfer to other areas of an individual’s 

life. Additionally, other community members could also influence personal changes. For 

instance, players of the World of Warcraft supported and helped other players into breaking 

them free of an abusive relationship. Furthermore, Bopp, Mekler and Opwis (2016), found 

similar results. In fact, the authors suggest that games have the potential to provoke thoughts 

about the player’s personal growth and ideals. A few players stated that the emotionally 

moving game experience prompted them to think about who they want to be, where they 

currently stand in life or how to move on in the future. Sometimes this even resulted in 

changes in attitude or behavior, as players aspire to become a better self.  

In their study, Iacovides and Mekler (2019), also examined how gaming provided a 

lifeline during periods of existential doubts. A few participants indicated they would have 

been worse without video games, where, for example, gaming was described as preventing 

from more destructive behaviors. The authors even mentioned, that in some cases the 

possibility of self-harm was implied (e.g., “Games helped distract me from extremely 

negative thoughts that may have led me to do something reckless” (Iacovides & Mekler, 

2019, p. 8)). Games appeared to provide players with a sense of purpose at a time in their 

lives when they were struggling (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019). For some participants, the 

lifeline was found in the connection provided with others in the game. Similarly, some 

participants mentioned the challenges they were going through in their daily life and how a 

Lena Aeschbach
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specific the game was able to provide them with more achievable goals both within and 

outside the game. Additionally, the authors mentioned an overlap with personal growth. For 

instance, some participants were not looking after themselves, but the game was able to 

provide them with more manageable challenges related to looking after their character in the 

game.  

Wellbeing. Another avenue of research highlights how games may be able to influence 

general wellbeing through providing an escape, influencing mood and supporting social 

interaction. In fact, it has been suggested that interacting with others online may be a form of 

coping with personal issues, where negative life situations can give a rise to a motivation to 

go online to soothe negative emotions (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). The effects are not always 

clear. However, different research has indicated that online gaming can both positively and 

negatively influence wellbeing (Snodgrass et al., 2018). In their work, Snodgrass et al. (2018) 

suggested that the outcomes depend on the way in which an individual engages online and 

intensive online play can improve wellbeing in lonely players by creating opportunities to 

bond with others and exacerbate their feelings of loneliness.  

However, for their part Iacovides and Mekler (2019), found gaming as being 

detrimental to wellbeing. Despite the vast majority of their participants suggesting they got 

something positive out of gaming, many also referred to negative effects of playing games 

(e.g., in terms of how excessive play affected school, work or led to decreased physical 

activity and fewer opportunities for socializing in other contexts). Some participants 

suggested that their involvement in gaming prevented them from dealing with problems head 

on, where as it “pulled them away from social interaction and seeking support” (Iacovides & 

Mekler, 2019, p. 9). While previous aspects indicate that games being less effortful as positive 

since other pastimes required more energy than individuals may have been able to give. Here, 

the concern was that gaming would displace other, presumably more worthwhile activities.  

Lena Aeschbach
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Potential Downfalls in Games 

As described above, people engage with games to help them cope with their real-life 

issues. However, the possibility for players to experience downfalls in games during sensitive 

life experiences is not excluded. There is a risk of gaming being abused as a means to run 

away from the feelings and thoughts players did not want to deal with. Similarly, in their 

study, Iacovides and Mekler (2019) mentioned occasional references to addiction but only 

one example that referenced a potential diagnosis. Despite the World Health Organization 

(WHO) recently included gaming disorder in the International Classification of Diseases 

(ICD-11), it has been suggested that escapist online gaming may actually be a response to 

particular life problems, rather than a mental disorder to impulse-control issues (Kardefelt-

Winther, 2014; Van Rooji et al., 2018; Vella, Johnson & Mitchell, 2016).  

Furthermore, while digital games can help cope with mental health issues, such as 

anxiety and depression (Dekler & Williams, 2017; Beatty & Taylor, 2018), other studies have 

shown that they might cause or exacerbate these conditions instead (Boendermaker et al., 

2017; Hoge et al., 2017; Lau et al., 2017). Tortolero et al. (2014), for instance, found that fifth 

graders who play video games two or more hours a day are more likely to have symptoms of 

depression than those who played less.  

For their part Cham et al. (2019), found a wide range of negative life experiences 

associated with an abuse of digital games, including emotional problems that affect the 

psychological wellbeing of users. Various factors are involved, such as interaction activities 

where some contacts could elevate depression especially for those with low self-esteem, 

irritability, where players feel annoyed or impatient when they are unable to engage in an 

online interaction, and also inadequacy, where players feel incompetent and inferior to other 

players (Cham et al., 2019).  
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Additionally, it could also lead to family breakdowns and partnerships and/ or 

relationship problems (Cham et a., 2019). For instance, when one chooses to spend more time 

online and neglect their partners or family members which may lead to relationship/ family 

conflict, separation and divorce in some cases (Beutel et al., 2011). Social problems may 

appear as well, such as the neglect of peers, colleagues and friends in the physical world 

(Cham et al., 2019).  

However, the urge for students or employees to be excessively online for non-

academic or non-work-related purposes could impair their academic and work performances 

(Muller et al., 2014). Other factors could be invasion of privacy of others for instance, when 

private informations can be assessed and used by others in a negative way such as the cyber-

stalking (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011). In addition, another potentially negative issue could be 

harm. It may be of a personal or financial nature, e.g. excessive gambling and neglect of 

health and hygiene (Cham et al., 2019). Finally, nutritional problems are also a factor. For 

example, hours of gambling and forgetting to eat or drink and/or the tendency to eat fast food 

(Cham et al., 2019).  

 To summarize, digital games are able to help individuals cope with their personal 

issues by being connected with others, escaping from stress, helping them emotionally and on 

a personal level, and also improve their wellbeing. Nevertheless, players may experience 

downfalls during the gameplay. These downfalls are related to excessive use of technology, 

such as digital games. This excessive use in turn can lead to detrimental effects on both 

mental and physical health. 
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Discussion 

In this work, the question of how and why people engage in games in difficult times 

was examined. This discussion is divided into four sections. First, it is discussed how gaming 

is used as a coping strategy. Secondly, the possible outcomes of gaming as a coping strategy 

are examined. Third, an outlook on possible future research is given. Fourth, a conclusion is 

made.  

 Research in the area of sensitive life experiences has shown that technology can offer 

people an additional way of coping in times of disruption and transition (Herron et al., 2016; 

Massimi, Dimond & Le Dantec, 2012) when it is necessary to understand how people use 

technology to deal with existential concerns (Kaptelinin, 2018). Despite assumptions that 

games can provide support by offering an escape from life, opportunities for social contact or 

mood changes (Park, 2010; Reinecke et al., 2012; Bryan et al., 2016; Shklovski et al., 2006), 

the role of gaming during sensitive life experiences has so far rarely been explicitly 

addressed. However, more recent work offered further insight into gaming as a specific 

technology to which people turn in difficult times and the effects it can have (Iacovides & 

Mekler, 2019; Cham et al., 2019). 

Games as Coping Strategies  

The findings of Iacovides and Mekler (2019) support the assumption that gaming can 

be used as a form of coping (Banks & Cole, 2016; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014) for a range of 

sensitive life experiences. By providing an interactive but low-intensity activity with 

manageable challenges, games appear to offer a level of distraction in a way that is not too 

overwhelming that other media may not provide (Reinecke et al., 2012). However, the study 

by Iacovides and Mekler (2019) shows that playing is not just about escaping into another 

reality (Shklovski et al., 2006) or trying to experience a more positive mood (Reinecke et al., 

2012). Perhaps somewhat similar to the concept of recovery (Collins & Cox, 2014), games 
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seem to be able to provide a necessary respite from emotional stress and negative thought 

processes. Periods of personal difficulty are stressful, during which the ability to pause for a 

time through mental distancing (Lazarus, 1993) could serve as an important self-preservation 

strategy. 

As with research into sensitive life experiences that focuses on ICTs (Baglione et al., 

2018; Massimi et al., 2012; Bryan et al., 2016), gaming seems to primarily be a form of 

emotion-based coping (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004) due to the social connections it can 

provide. While there were some examples of players engaging in specific support groups 

(e.g., focused on gamers and mental health), the connection that players experienced was also 

seen to manifest in a range of different ways. For some socializing was a form of respite, 

whereas for others gaming facilitated relationships in a way that helped them deal with their 

feelings. There were also additional forms of connection, whether to game characters or to 

people that had passed away, echoing findings on emotionally moving game experiences 

(Bopp et al., 2016). In general, playing games and engaging in gaming related activities 

helped people feel less alone and provided them with a sense of belonging at a time when 

they may have felt quite isolated.  

While previous research has considered concepts related to respite and connection, 

other findings also suggest that games could be used in a more instrumental way. On 

occasion, this relates to social support, when for example, a player was encouraged to leave 

an abusive relationship, but there were also players who were willing to confront their 

emotions by choosing games that resonated with them. Though relating to emotions, these 

examples were closer to meaning-focused coping strategies (Folkman & Moskowittz, 2004; 

Park, 2010), as they involved interpretation of personal experience. Coping with emotions 

was not as prominent as recovery or connection, but the fact that it occurs at all suggests that 

there is need for the development of games aimed at supporting people who are going through 

Lena Aeschbach
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certain types of dictatorship, perhaps by promoting the creation of meaning. That said, 

designers would need to be careful about presenting particular issues in a conscientious and 

sensitive way. Additionally, work examining extreme role-playing games highlights the 

significance of aftercare when dealing with intense and difficult topics (Montola, 2010). It 

may be that further social support could be built into such games to ensure that players can 

discuss their experiences and any issues that occur as a result.  

Possible Outcomes of Games as Coping Strategies 

Gaming appears to be one of several strategies people engage in as part of coping with 

life difficulties. While the activity is unlikely to solve a particular problem being faced, 

findings suggest that gaming can result in both positive and negative outcomes (Iacovides & 

Mekler, 2019). With games helping on a personal level, the perceived results were positive, as 

the games were able to give the players a sense of purpose in a way that was not the case with 

other activities. As with Snodgrass et al. (2018), we saw explicit references to how gaming 

helped people through a range of difficult life experiences, including thoughts of suicide. 

Many of the participants in Iacovides and Mekler's study (2019) felt that they would have 

been worse off without playing, whether through games with achievable goals and breathing 

space or through some form of connection. These findings link to Kaptelinin's (2018) work on 

existential concerns in HCI, suggesting that games not only offer people a way to overcome 

isolation but also the sense of meaninglessness that results from difficult life experiences that 

are beyond our control (Park, 2010). However, the level of purpose provided may be 

somewhat different to what Kaptelinin (2018) had in mind. Nevertheless, Iacovides and 

Mekler (2019) observed some cases in which participants used games to create meaningful 

experiences (Pals, 2006; Park, 2010). In the study by Iacovides & Mekler (2019), for 

example, when playing The Cat Lady, some participants became aware that their struggle 
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with depression gives them a lot of empathy, which in turn gives even more credibility to the 

potential of games to stimulate self-reflection (Bopp et al., 2016; Mekler et al., 2018).  

Similarly, the findings of Iacovides and Mekler (2019) indicate that gaming could lead 

to a personal change and growth, where there was potential for the activity to increase 

confidence in other contexts, and to encourage people to engage in wider activities. In 

addition, the social connections established through play could sometimes provide support for 

making changes in other areas, potentially as a more problem-based form of coping (Folkman 

& Moskowitz, 2004). The examples of personal growth relate to previous work, where 

gaming is seen to contribute to learning on a personal level such as influencing emotional 

development and career choices (Iacovides et al., 2014). There is also some overlap with the 

concept of transformational reflection (i.e., conceptual or behavioral change) (Fleck & 

Fitzpatrick, 2010). While transformational reflection is rare both in general (Fleck & 

Fitzpatrick, 2010) and in the context of games (Mekler, Iacovides & Bopp, 2018), Iacovides 

and Mekler’s, (2019) findings provide further evidence that gaming can lead to positive 

changes. Although by Iacovides and Mekler (2019), reflection is likely to be a key aspect in 

supporting transformation, however there is room for further work to explore this relationship 

in the context of developing games that support personal growth and change.  

Finally, within the theme of “games as an obstacle to living well” (Iacovides & 

Mekler, 2019, p. 9), the outcomes were primarily negative, with concerns being expressed 

about how gaming was displacing other forms of activity that were considered more 

beneficial (e.g., socializing with others instead outside of playing games, engaging in physical 

activity etc.). Participants did report using additional strategies for coping but rarely expressed 

concern about these (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019). Iacovides and Mekler (2019) did see 

evidence that gaming could become a maladaptive coping strategy (e.g., negatively effecting 

relationships and school/work activities) when the activity was less about offering a short-

term respite and more about longer-term avoidance. This is potentially similar to the 
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distinction Folkman and Moskowitz (2004) make in relation to distancing and escape-

avoidance strategies.  

However, while we have no doubts that gaming behavior can become problemati, we 

also noted a tension between the compatibility of the benefits reported by the participants of 

Iacovides and Mekler’s (2019) and their question whether gaming is less productive than 

other activities. As suggested by work on parents' perception of children's game play (Mavoa, 

Carter & Gibbs, 2017), it appears that discourses around moral panics concerning gaming 

addiction (Markey & Ferguson, 2017) and the value of play (Mavoa, Carter & Gibbs, 2017) 

likely shape how players perceive and report on the influence of games. These issues 

potentially make it harder to discuss the utility of games within the context of sensitive life 

experiences and to reveal the impact of gaming activities more generally. In addition, they 

could be a concern for those seeking to design games for supporting mental health and 

wellbeing since they may influence how players are biased to such approaches (Cham et al., 

2019).  

In future research it could be interesting to investigate the gender-specific use of 

digital games during sensitive life experiences. In addition, researchers could investigate other 

potential breakdowns specific to sensitive life experiences, as the current literature is 

relatively scarce. As Cham et al. (2019), researchers could further investigate the use of 

games as a prevention tool. 

Lena Aeschbach
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Conclusion 

Although, attention within HCI is given to the use of technology and sensitive life 

experiences, very little work has explicitly focused on games. Recent work suggests that 

gameplay offers a manageable activity that can provide players with much-needed respite 

from the difficulties they encounter. The social aspect of games, whether through playing 

with others, participating in game-related activities, or interacting with the characters in the 

game, offers players the opportunity to feel more connected during potentially isolating 

phases. In some cases, games can also help players deal with their feelings by allowing them 

to work through their emotions and engage in related experiences. 

As a result of gaming, players can experience personal change and personal growth, 

indicating the transformative nature of the game and the possibility that the game can affect 

other areas of life. In times of distress, games can be a lifeline for players by giving them a 

sense of purpose at a time when their lives have no meaning and helping them avoid self-

destructive behaviour. Although gambling can become problematic when used as a mere 

avoidance tactic, there is a tension between the potential benefits that gambling can provide 

and the perceived value of the activity, which was reflected in reports on how games can be 

an obstacle to wellbeing. 
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