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Abstract

Existing studies in psychology show that video games are an everyday entertainment medium that have successfully
promoted people's emotional and mental well-being in an accessible setting. The current study investigates what
elements of video games players select that coincide with their affective and mental health-related needs and why,
from the lens of reference services. By identifying what kinds of video game experiences can support orimpact

game players' mental and emotional well-being, this paper aims to incorporate the findings to enhance future video
game reference services in libraries that could promote communities’ mental and emotional well-being. Using semi-
structured interviews with 25 video game players, major categories of positive video game experiences were identified
as emotion regulation, sense of achievement, and sense of control, which are aligned with the existing research. The
authors discuss how the findings can be incorporated into reference services to support librarians who are interested
in providing relevant services for their community members.

Introduction

It gave me something to keep my mind occupied with, and there was a sense of community and
belonging. There were people | was playing with. | had a group of people that we would very
consistently play all night with. So | think that it helped. If you tell most people, “hey, stayed up all night
playing video games because | was depressed,” they'd probably say that's a bad thing. But for me, | felt
like it was a positive thing. (Participant 102)

Video games as a medium have come a long way over the past 50 years. Initially a niche hobby

that gained a measure of cultural fixity in the 1980s to 1990s, the internet and online gaming

helped propel the medium to new heights and offered new possibilities for social connection and
community building. Throughout this history, players have made use of games to help regulate their
states of emotion and mental health, but how widespread this is and its degree of impact are areas
of current research.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, video games offered an opportunity to escape the stressors of the
“real world" and still allow people to connect with communities with similar interests." Researchers
have begun to ask questions around how video games might be used to cope with specific
challenges of contemporary life, with research focusing on escapism,? stress reduction,® and
emotional regulation,* as well as the stressors neurodivergent players experience in their lives.®
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Games for Emotional Well-Being

Previous studies have shown that players use games to meet specific emotional, intellectual, and
social needs. This study explores which game elements players choose that coincide with specific
needs and why, especially from the reference services' lens, with the aim of improving video

game reference services to support communities’ mental and emotional well-being. The authors
examine implications for future information services for video games first by identifying specific
relevant game elements that are important to promoting emotional well-being in players and then
by organizing participant feedback into manageable themes and trends. To this end, our research
question is:

* RQ: What kinds of video game experiences do game players have that support or impact
their emotional and mental well-being, and how can these experiences inform reference
services?

Understanding why people choose specific games or elements of games to meet certain needs
will enable information professionals, specifically librarians, to make better recommendations to
users as they seek video games in databases and platforms. This article offers a series of insights
into why players choose certain games and attempts to make sense of the sometimes-conflicting
choices by specific groups of players (e.g., choosing either very difficult or very easy games, each
in an effort to reach a desired emotional state). Understanding the nuances of player choice in

this regard will enable information professionals to make recommendations to more closely and
accurately tailor their suggestions to users, going above the simpler mechanisms of platform video
game recommendation services.

Literature Review

Bibliotherapy and the Libraries’ Efforts for Mental Health and Emotional
Well-Being

Libraries have long implemented different forms of media to address mental health and emotional
well-being in their collections for patron access. One of the main forms of this is bibliotherapy—
self-therapy and emotional regulation from reading books. Bibliotherapy has been discussed

as a means to support patrons through written, auditory, and e-learning materials to provide
therapeutic support, and libraries have been central in facilitating access through programming,
recommendations, and access. Bibliotherapy has been shown to positively affect emotional
well-being and has been used as a form of intervention for therapy practices.? Bibliotherapy
programs have been implemented by public libraries globally” and studied as a method of
implementation into correctional facilities, hospitals, clinics, and rehabilitation centers alongside
libraries.®

In Europe, libraries have partnered with outside organizations to create a “Library of Emotions” that
seeks to provide bibliotherapy sessions through the emotional classification of books and media.®
Through this program, books are classified into categories based on emotional preference so that
patrons can browse books based on the mood or emotion they'd like to read, creating a new way

to browse books for emotional well-being and emotion regulation. Not only are these programs
bringing together groups of people to discuss their emotional experiences in a group, but they

are also creating new ways of classifying and recommending services to users based on their
emotional needs and preference for relaxation from stressors in everyday life.

Similar to the concept of bibliotherapy in the library and information domain, there has been much
research on exploring different types of media as a tool for self-regulation in media and psychology

RUSQ 62:1 22



Games for Emotional Well-Being

studies. As an example, Dolf Zillmann has been studying the phenomenon of mood management
theory since 1985;'° more recent studies also emphasize entertainment media’s roles in supporting
resiliency.” These resources refer to the tools people have at their disposal for mood regulation

for well-being and stress relief that are often used for recovery, satisfaction with life, and work
performance.”? Other research has shown that when encountering poor emotional well-being

from work or life, individuals can find relief from activities that are relaxing or create psychological
distance from the source of stress.” They assert that it is not the specific activity that determines
recovery, but the components of the activity, such as reading a book and meditating, which are both
valid activities that can create relief through recovery.

Video Games' Rise as Tools to Support Mental and Emotional Well-Being
While commercial video games have existed since the 1970s, research on the positive impact
of video games as a pastime and for the emotional well-being of players increased significantly
as aresult of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2020 into 2021, despite being a popular method of
entertainment for Americans since the early 2000s.™

The COVID-19 pandemic led to an increased interest in playing video games due to lockdown, and
research on the subject increased dramatically. Many people began to turn to video games as a
method to socialize during isolation and improve emotional well-being.'® During COVID-19, people's
game preferences changed, too, moving toward more multiplayer games due to a need to socialize
and with a slight shift toward relaxing games with less violence.'®* However, the most significant
paradigm shiftis that more researchers in interdisciplinary domains started to see video games as
accessible everyday tools to promote mental health and emotional well-being."”

Reference Services for Video Games

In libraries, video games traditionally have been categorized as access to recreation and
entertainment’ or methods to increase youth and patron involvement with the library.'® While
video games have been recognized as an excellent tool for community outreach, they have also
created various challenges for library services. The general consensus among librarians is that
while librarians want to provide these services, they do not know how to without proper training
and education.?® Thus, to ultimately enhance the quality of the video game reference services,
educational support for librarians should include an understanding of video games and access,
their various components, and the reasons people are drawn to them. Although there has been
research about the general appeals of video games,?' less has been done about the impact of video
games on emotional regulation and well-being, especially about how libraries can play a supportive
role by providing relevant information services. The current study addresses this problem by
identifying what kinds of video game experiences people have that can support or influence their
mental health and emotional well-being and how these experiences can inform the future of video
game reference services.

Methods

To understand participants’ lived experiences of emotional and mental well-being supported by
video games, the research team adopted a qualitative approach in the data collection and analysis.
As its theoretical frame, the current study is informed by the media use and emotional resilience
models,?? particularly in creating discussion prompts and interview questions. These models
suggest that media users can regulate their emotions using strategies?® and consider media

users as active information agents who can search and select the appropriate media sources for

RUSQ 62:1 23



Games for Emotional Well-Being

Semi-structured Consultation with a

Focus group (pilot

study) interviews mental health expert

« Twao virtual
focus group
SC5510N5

= |0 participants
overall

+ 25 virtual senm-
structured
interviews

+ 30 = 60 minutes
long per each

= Findings and
interpretations
weere shared
with the mental
health expert in
advance for

* Emerging interview ance
themes + Qualitatively \'ﬂ]‘lllt.‘ﬂlli.‘ln
identified for the analyzed (coded = Questions from
next step by two the research

researchers) team answered
L oy 2 = b o

Figure 1. Study process.

themselves based on their needs. The use of media can contribute to psychological recovery and
emotional resilience and can potentially provide emotional recovery experiences.?

After the research team obtained the Institutional Review Board approval, the pilot study?® was
conducted in November 2022. Participants who were 18 years or older and enjoyed video games
were recruited via the University of Missouri's email listserv in October 2022. After recruitment
was completed, two focus group sessions were conducted virtually via Zoom. Each focus group
session was composed of five participants and lasted about 90 minutes. The research team
intentionally kept the size of focus groups small so that participants could share their experiences
in a comfortable setting. Based on the audio recordings and the transcriptions, the research team
identified the emerging themes for the next step, semi-structured interviews.

Based on the preliminary analysis from the pilot study, the research team designed semi-structured
interviews (see Appendix A). The semi-structured interview method was selected due to its
flexibility in structure, where the interviewer could ask follow-up questions on interesting topics

or encourage participants to share their thoughts, feelings, and more contextualized responses.
Recruitment was conducted in January 2023 using the email listserv of the University of Missouri.
Recruitment criteria remained the same as those in the pilot study: Participants were 18 years or
older and enjoy video games. Interviews were conducted between January and February 2023
virtually via Zoom. Twenty-five participants were interviewed, and each interview lasted between
30 minutes and an hour. As the identified themes were saturated at this point, the research team did
not pursue additional recruitment.

To analyze the data, entire transcripts for the interviews were created in March 2023. Two research
team members reviewed the transcripts and identified the primary themes that emerged from the
interviews. After the iterative process of creating a codebook, two research team members divided
the interviews and coded the data using NVivo, a qualitative data analytical software. To ensure the
consistency and trustworthiness of the analysis, intercoder reliability was measured between the
two research members. The pair-wise coding comparison average was calculated at 0.53 (Kappa
coefficient value), indicating Fair to Good Agreement.?¢ The agreement ratio was 96.23%.

As this research delves into psychological themes that are generally outside the library and
information science domain, the research team aimed to receive second opinions on the findings
and interpretation of the data from a mental health expert to ensure the findings are well aligned
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with the knowledge in the psychology field. The research team had a consultation meeting with a
mental health expert in May 2023 whose expertise is in counseling psychology. The analysis results
and questions were shared with the expert in advance before the meeting so that the expert could

have enough time to review the data. During the meeting, any clarification questions from the

research team were answered, and the findings were verified. The meeting conversations were fully
transcribed in November 2023 and summarized in a separate document.

Findings

Participants’ Demographic Information
Demographics for this study were somewhat novel and point to potential counter-narratives to

traditional normative framings of “gamer” identity, particularly with regard to gender (Table 1).

Table 1. Participants’ Demographic Information

Game-Related | Gender | Period of Mental and Emotional
# | Jobsor Hobbies | Identity Game Playing Neurodiversity A Health Concerns Age
101 Yes F 11-15 years Yes, autism Yes, anxiety and depression 21-30
102 Yes M =21 years Yes, autism No 31-40
103 Yes F =21 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | No 31-40
104 Yes M =21 years No Yes, depression 51-60
105 Yes M =21 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | No 31-40
107 Yes F 16-20 years No Yes, anxiety 21-30
108 No F 6-10 years No Yes, depression 21-30
109 No F 6-10 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | Yes, anxiety and depression 41-50
112 Yes F 6-10 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | Yes, anxiety and depression 21-30
113 Yes M 16-20 years No Yes, depression 31-40
114 Yes F 16-20 years No Yes, anxiety 21-30
116 Yes M 16-20 years No No 31-40
117 No F 6-10 years No Yes, depression 21-30
118 Yes F 16-20 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | Yes, anxiety 21-30
119 Yes F 11-15 years Yes, dyslexia No 31-40
120 Yes M =21 years Yes, autism Yes, anxiety and depression 21-30
122 No F 11-15 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | Yes, anxiety 21-30
123 Yes F =21 years No Yes, anxiety 31-40
125 Yes F =21 years Yes, ADHD or ADD | Yes, anxiety 21-30
126 Yes F =21 years No No 31-40
128 Yes NB 16-20 years No No 21-30
129 No NB =21 years Yes, autism Yes, anxiety 31-40
130 Yes M =21 years No Yes, anxiety and depression 21-30
131 Yes F 16-20 years Yes, autism Yes, personality disorder 21-30
132 Yes M 16-20 years No Yes, personality disorder 18-20

Note. ADD, attention-deficit disorder; ADHD, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder; F, female; M, male; NB, nonbinary.
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Of the 25 participants, 15 were female-identifying, 2 participants identified as nonbinary, and the
remaining 8 identified as male. The majority of our participants identified as being neurodivergent
in some way (18/25) (e.g., autistic, having ADD/ADHD, or having some combination of both). This

is not particularly surprising given conversations in the literature elsewhere that acknowledge
relationships and interplay between specific forms of neurodiversity and seeking out gaming as a
hobby.?” Participants self-reported both formal diagnoses and identification with specific mental
illnesses, particularly anxiety and depression (18/25). Nearly all participants were from the United
States (23/25), and more than half were younger than the age of 30 (14/25), nine were between 31
and 40 years, one was between 41 and 50 years, and the remaining participant was between 51 and
60 years. Participant numbers range from 101-132, with numbers missing from the range (e.g., 106,
110, 111), for a total of 25 participants. Participants were assigned numbers based on the order they
joined the study. When a participant withdrew from the study due to scheduling conflicts or other
reasons, their number was removed from the list.

The current study had a sample of 25 participants (n = 25) and is of a qualitative nature, which
means that no generalizations should be drawn from this set. That said, the authors could see
emerging trends in the numbers of participants coded for specific elements of games relative

to the total number of individuals in each group, which may provide foundational knowledge for
further studies to investigate with larger sample sizes. For example (Table 2), certain patterns
emerged when comparing gender identities to four codes generated by the study: game’s positive
influence on emotion, mood of game, plot or narrative, and visual or artistic style. Nearly all
participants noted some awareness of the positive influence of games on emotion (8/8 M; 14/15
F; 2/2 NB). Nonbinary participants did not reflect interest in the mood, plot, or narrative of the
game in their responses, keeping in mind that there were only two in the study. Female-identified
participants were interested in the game's mood (9/16), which was proportionally similar to male-
identified participants (5/8). Both male- and female-identified participants had relatively more
interest in the plot or narrative of the game (F = 13/16, M = 7/8). Female-identified participants
trended toward relatively more interest in the visual or artistic style of the game than did male
participants (F = 12/16, M = 5/8).

No major trends were observable when comparing neurodiversity to participants’ discussions of
the positive influence of games on emotions, the mood of the game, plot or narrative, or visual or
aesthetic style, although those with ADD/ADHD were slightly more interested in the aforementioned
elements than those with autism only or other forms of neurodiversity. Similarly, the game’s positive
influence on emotion, the mood of the game, the plot or narrative of the game, and the visual

or artistic style were not particularly relevant when coded against mental and emotional health
concerns like depression, anxiety, or personality disorders. When cross-tabulated against other
identified codes, neurodiversity and mental health concerns did not seem to produce observable
patterns in participant responses, other than slightly higher levels of reference within ADD/ADHD-
identified participant responses.

Table 2. Gender Identities and Emerging Themes

Emerging Themes Male (M) Female (F) Nonbinary (NB)
Game's positive influence on emotion 8 (100%) 14 (93.3%) 2 (100%)
Mood of game 5 (62.5%) 9 (60%) 0 (0%)

Plot or narrative 7 (87.5%) 13(86.7%) 0 (0%)
Visual or artistic style 5(62.5%) 12 (80%) 1(50%)
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Positive Video Game Experiences

Based on the analysis, video game players’ positive emotional and mental health experiences were
categorized into emotion regulation, sense of achievement, and sense of control. The following
sections highlight the positive emotional experiences described by the participants and identify
how games were able to support these experiences.

Emotion Regulations

Among the participants in this study, the most predominant motivation for playing video games
(25/25 participants) was to regulate one's emotions to alleviate their negative feelings and become
more resilient. For example, participants often talked about the internal and external challenges
they faced, such as anxiety and panic attacks, depression, burnout, stress, and sadness, as they
discussed how they used video games in these situations as a “coping mechanism.”

I'll get panic attacks sometimes, and playing even just a simple game, not when I'm in the throes of
it, but afterwards to calm down. And it just, something to get out of your mind and into another world
does wonders for. It's just a good coping mechanism when otherwise | would reach for something
maybe more destructive. (Participant 101)

[..]if I'min abad mood, sometimes | just play something like a mobile game, where it's a lot of puzzles.
I'm just not really thinking about it. Or if | really need to get my mind off something, then | want to play
something with a really good story. (Participant 109)

Video game players' seeing games as a coping strategy is noteworthy, as it indicates that players
are active agents who can determine if and what types of games can help them feel better. This also
influences how reference or recommendation services should be provided; as avid game players
tend to understand their information needs in-depth and clearly, it may be important to recognize
them as expert information users who can clearly and specifically verbalize their needs.

The research team observed that when participants played games to regulate their emotions, how
they played (e.g., frequency, length) and the types of games they played were often discussed
together. For example, participants who want to manage their anxious mood or panic attacks tend
to play games in that moment or right after the panic attack episodes to soothe themselves. These
participants often mentioned playing games with simple, easy, or repetitive gameplay mechanics
with a cozy atmosphere or dialogue.

Soif I'm feeling particularly overstimulated from work or talking to people, in general, a lot of times |
will go to the bathroom or whatever, make up a reason to get away, and then | will do some mindless
things on my phone, one of which is checking Evony, another of which might be playing something
like Pull the Pin, one of those puzzle games that's not very hard, but also just kind of lets you engage
in a different way where you don't have to respond quite so much because for me, the overstimulation
comes from having to respond. (Participant 103)

I have anxiety, so playing a nice cozy mystery where | focus on puzzles or something else gets me out
of an anxious mood. (Participant 107)

Participants who wanted to elevate their moods from feeling depressed, stressed, or sad tended
to mention the importance of disconnecting themselves from the negative chain of thoughts

by being immersed in a strong narrative. In those challenging moments, games provided
participants “something to do.” To elevate their moods, participants often had their own gameplay
schedules or habits as conscientious efforts to have bits of time to feel better and find joy.
Participant 102 also added that having a positive and supportive gaming community could help
them feel resilient.
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The characters are so well written that everyone is able to find some connection to one of the
characters in the game. And the community is very active in supporting one another and talking about
it and sort of a shared processing of grief and loss, which | think, especially during the last few years,
have been well received.[...] And | think that it did promote a lot of resiliency in people and help them to
navigate through some of those feelings. (Participant 102)

| always say life’s like a rollercoaster because I'll have ups, I'll have downs. And games and story allow
me to take breaks from my own thinking of always thinking, always overthinking things and anxiety
of that. It allows me to de-stress and | don't watch movies or TV, so story-based games or watching
games is the outlet for that. (Participant 120)

Sense of Achievement

A sense of achievement was a common motivation for our participants. Participants noted the
importance of gratification received from achievement, such as solving a puzzle or completing a
level:

| think what sets games apart from other things you could be doing to cope or whatever is that there's
active inputin a game. So, there's the motivation to do something and the sense of achievement when
you figure out a puzzle or do something else. It's not just passive like reading a book would be; it's a
more active narrative experience. (Participant 101)

Participants contrasted the sense of achievement in the game context to the sometimes apparent
aimlessness or lack of clarity of purpose in their real lives. This could be related to games having
more defined parameters, simplified systems of causality and interaction, or even clearer social
cues that are easier to pick up on.

Sure. Yeah. | think that more often than not, | think | feel better. | think that | get, like | said, a sense of
accomplishment that just the drudgery of life doesn't always provide. So | feel like playing a good
game and having, especially something that's kind of hard, and then working my way through how to
solve it, | think feels like, "Ah, yeah.” | walk away feeling like, "Yeah, | did that.” (Participant 104)

Sense of accomplishment. | think a lot of games provide very concrete goals and even just having
something to work toward in a game | feel like could be very helpful because | feel like life can feel very
chaotic at times and it's nice to have something that's, “Do this and you get this" or whatever and you
don't even have to think to myself, "Oh, this is so fulfilling.” You can understand that it's like, "Okay, it's
justin the video game” and that's fine. The feeling is sort of similar. It's just a sense of accomplishment
and that's nice. (Participant 113)

Participants had mixed feelings about the difficulty as well as the extent of available tasks to
complete. For example, especially when players become obsessed with completing as much of the
game as possible, the sheer number of tasks available in open-world games can be overwhelming
to complete, and massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) can also be addictive
and overly challenging.

Our participants' responses pointed to some need for clearly delineated goals and purposes
within the games so that they might gain a sense of achievement by meeting those goals. Still,
these clear objectives should have significant degrees of freedom in terms of how to achieve them
in order to support a sense of agency that is critical to feeling as though the player has achieved
something through their own efforts. Difficulty may be deployed toward a sense of achievement

in different contexts. An ideal middle-of-the-road or "sweet spot” for difficulty means that players
in general prefer something that is difficult enough to challenge them, but not so difficult as to be
frustrating.
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However, a subset of players do find a sense of achievement from overcoming intensely difficult
games like so-called “souls-like" games that may be related to seeking to regulate mood through
catharsis. Conversely, players seeking games to relax pointed to mechanics that were relatively
unchallenging within nostalgic or “cozy” atmospheres, and were repetitive and soothing, such as
farming or crafting. Therefore, when determining what sort of games to recommend to players, it

is firstimportant to determine their predilections and habits, whether they prefer difficult or cozy
games, and their tendencies to become overwhelmed by too many potential objectives or too great
a degree of freedom within a game.

Sense of Control

When playing a video game, players can decide what kinds of actions they want to take. In many
games, players can also choose what their characters are capable of or look like, in addition to
other customization options like difficulty levels, keyboard and joystick configurations, and sound/
music effects. It is not just the gameplay itself; players decide when they want to play and for how
long. While the number of participants who specifically mentioned this topic (9/25) was not as high
as other themes addressed in this paper, the research team finds this theme important to note, as
having a sense of control often seemed to be relevant to other positive emotional experiences (e.g.,
comfort, safety, relaxation) that participants discussed.

In the current study, several participants compared video games with other types of entertainment
media with strong narratives, such as books and TV shows, to emphasize what differentiates games
from them: the sense of control that is driven by active interaction with the media. Participants
appreciated that when there is a storyline to follow, they are the ones who have power over following
the plot, instead of simply absorbing what is provided to them.

Well, | would say the interactivity of them, unlike pretty much any other form of media, you literally
have control. And for people who feel like they don't have a lot of control in their life it's nice to have
something where you're literally controlling a character and what they do and that's very comforting.
(Participant 130)

Participants often talked about real-life situations and struggles they cannot control. However,
playing games is different. Gaming experience provides them with a sense of control in the
alternative world (e.g., Participant 116) and even in a cathartic but nonconsequential way (e.g.,
Participant 119).

Well, in RTS game, | feel like | can control a lot of things. | can control the resources, the construction,
and then the army and the strategy or tactics. So | feel like | like this kind of control because | cannot
do thatin reality, but in the game, so it gave me the chance to experience this. (Participant 116)

Sims is one that | play on and off just when I'm like, “l want to control something, I'm going to make these
people do what | tell them to do,” kind of thing. So | think sometimes games, it is a little bit of a control
factor that we can have over a character in a game, even if we end up dying fromit. (Participant 119)

Here, the pace of a game was a noteworthy element as it contributes to achieving a sense of
control. Video games that strictly require players to finish certain tasks at specific deadlines may
not provide the self-paced gameplay experience and the freedom that comes with it. Thus, if a game
player looks for recommendations for games that can potentially help them feel more in control
regarding pace, librarians may provide suggestions of sandbox or strategic games that give players
freedom of creativity without predetermined goals (e.g., Minecraft, Stardew Valley, Animal Crossing),
or adventure and role-playing games (RPGs) that allow players to explore the world without having
rigid deadlines for the quests (e.g., Hogwarts Legacy).
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Negative Experiences—Elements to Be Careful With

While extolling the prevalent virtues of video games as a means to regulate mood, seek comfort,
and cultivate a community of friends and peers, participants in our study were well aware of the
drawbacks of using games in this manner or playing games at all. Multiple participants noted the
potential to use video games, much as one would use a drug or other addictive substance, as an
escape to avoid problems for prolonged periods of time. Several participants were able to describe
instances in their own lives or those of family members or friends who became “addicted” to video
games:?®

The only, | would say, giant effect that it has on my overall mental health is when I'm more or less
addicted to a game. | think that's more of a problem with having something consume my life, rather
video games specifically. (Participant 132)

Participants had nuanced understandings of addiction as it related to video game playing. They
understood that moderation was key and expressed the nuanced understanding that games can be
used to a positive effect to an extent but are no replacement for more meaningful interventions like
therapy, exercise, or community building more broadly. Games should not be used, in other words,
to escape problems permanently, because they don't ultimately solve the real underlying problems
of our daily lives.

In addition, participants pointed out some endemic problems with video games, particularly online
communities that alienated them, in many cases, encouraging participants to play only single-player
games or games offline:

| want to say that my negative experience doesn’t have much to do with the game itself, but with the
online players that | play with. So, of course, it's male-oriented, and so when I'm online, | do approach
people who are misogynistic, and they hear that I'm a girl, and so they go crazy and get really mean. So
that's the only negative I have of that. (Participant 118)

Again, we see a consciousness of the multifaceted and nuanced potentials of games-as-media,
and games as a platform for community. In this case, it's clear that participants, particularly female-
identified players, are able to build community online, but must do so carefully and under the added
stress of misogynistic structural problems within gaming communities.

The literature already has substantial discussion of the variable of difficulty within games and
how that impacts player satisfaction and positive outcomes, as well as elements of frustration
and how that impacts user experience.?® Frustration can be caused by a number of factors, from
extensive difficulty in games, to games that are in a state of “early access"” or are “broken” or
otherwise unfinished.®® Players note both frustration and general difficulty as potentially negative
characteristics of the experience of playing games:

| guess there are times that I've played super frustrating games that I've walked away probably more
angry than | started out. There's definitely been some, particularly fighting games, there's certain
ones where there's a certain level where you plateau, and it's really frustrating, because it seems like
there's nothing you can do. (Participant 104)

In cases where players are too frustrated with either the state of the game or its intentional
difficulty, a common response is to walk away from the game, probably to return later: players
describe growing bored or frustrated when they hit insurmountable obstacles or "broken” elements
of gameplay and choosing to move on to something else. Participants cite the principle that games
should be, first and foremost, a fun experience.
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In extreme circumstances, players describe having negative emotional states as being “triggered”
by elements of games. Although these anecdotes are much less common than general expressions
of frustration, they do happen:

Where games made me feel worse, | guess that was before | realized that | suffer from a lot of anxiety,
and | hadn't gone to a doctor yet to get medication for it. And so there were certain games where what
was happening in the story... For example, in Horizon Zero Dawn, it's about how the Earth is destroyed
by a mechanical plague. And then people are brought back, and they realize all this destruction and
that they've lost all this advancement. And | just realized as much as | loved the storytelling, | was like,
"God, it was a very depressing situation.” And when | was feeling anxious and depressed, before | got
some medication, | was like, " don't want to play. It's triggering me and making me feel hopeless.” So

I was like, “Nope, | got to back away from this story.” When | finally went to my doctor and said, "l think

I need help,” and | was able to get something that was helping with my anxiety and depression, | was
able to actually just play the game and not feel that effect. (Participant 109)

Finally, players are acutely aware of the material conditions under which games are produced.
Multiple participants expressed concern about the so-called “crunch” as part of video game
development and the industry:

If | have heard that a game company did something awful, or if they're known for bad practices, | will
avoid it to a point. To be a hypocrite, I'm still probably going to play Dragon Age when it comes out,
even though EA is not a good company. Because | love that franchise so much. But, I've definitely
moved more in the direction of smaller studios and more indie games recently, partly because of
that. (Participant 114)

This gives us a few potential threads to tug at to unravel how players see games in their lives.
Because games may be a facet of individual identity, players do not want to be complicitin
exploitative or other problematic social and political consequences caused by the games industry.
They may, therefore, boycott certain games or choose one similar game over another if the former
is free of some problematic element, such as being produced under exploitative labor practices

or being associated with homophobic or sexist public figures. When providing recommendations,
librarians might want to consider potential negative elements of gaming, in contrast to the returns
the games provide emotionally, psychologically, socially, and even politically. Players are aware of
their engagement with games as an act of identification in addition to a simple choice about how to
spend their time.

Discussion

Based on the findings in this study, the following discussion section examines how libraries and
librarians can incorporate an understanding of game players' affective needs to enhance reference
and other relevant information services. During the interview, participants discussed what kinds of
recommendations they hope to receive that satisfy their affective video game needs. They talked
about hypothetical services or features that are tailored to their personalized needs, including
finding games based on their current mood or the mood that they want to achieve, and games

that are similar to the ones they liked previously or even to the other types of media they enjoyed.
Additionally, one participant (Participant 114) noted that being able to avoid specific components of
games is also important for them in game recommendations.

One aspect that stood out to the research team was that participants in the current study
understood themselves as players very well. They were able to articulate in detail what types of
games could support their emotion regulation in what ways; similarly, they were also able to identify
what could hinder their emotion regulation. Due to this, participants hoped to get that level of
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granular and personalized recommendations through the information services. In that perspective,
their needs were not necessarily about trying out new games and expanding their preferences,?’
but rather about finding the games that are an exact right fit for them in specific contexts and
situations, checking all the boxes they have as an information user.

For reference librarians who are knowledgeable about games already, this type of granular
information need may be a straightforward reference interview opportunity. However, for librarians
who are not familiar with expansive game collections, this type of reference request may be
intimidating and overwhelming. In their book, Librarians’ Guide to Games and Gamers: From Collection
Development to Advisory Services,* Goodridge and Rohweder suggest that while it is a librarian’s job
to ensure the patrons are set up suitably to enjoy the games recommended to them, it cannot always
be guaranteed that the patrons will like the game recommendations from the librarians:

Books and games are very personal experiences, and while we can do our best to make
recommendations, sometimes we don't hit the mark. By providing a positive experience and an
eagerness to help, you can encourage your patrons to continue to try new games and come back to
the library. (p. 52)

While the research team agrees with the authors that sometimes it may be natural and even
expected for library users not to like the materials that librarians recommend because reading is
such a personal experience, recommending materials for affective needs or to support mental well-
being may need to be considered with more caution. Existing research in clinical psychology and
media studies®? shows that incorporating bibliotherapy (or the use of other types of entertainment
media) can support promoting readers, players, and audiences’ mental health and resiliency. The
findings from the current study are aligned consistently with the existing studies. However, some
of the participants in this study shared their caution toward using games to promote their mental
health due to potential negative experiences, such as addiction and online harassment. More
severely, poor recommendations may inadvertently include psychological triggers, leading to
outcomes that oppose the patrons’ original intentions and potentially causing emotional distress.

Considering this, the research team suggests the following reference interview questions for
librarians when a patron is looking for games to promote emotional and mental well-being, which
are created based on the findings of this study. While these questions are tailored for video games,
many can apply to other formats and genres of media materials with similar emotion regulation
purposes.

* Please think about the games you played before that helped you feel better. Let's talk about
those games and think about the general atmosphere or elements in those games, such as
music or art, a strong narrative, and gameplay style.

» [Related question] If it is difficult for you to describe the games you are looking for, can you
talk about other types of media that have helped you feel better, such as books and movies?
What were the elements of those media that you liked?

* Areyou looking for relaxation or excitement?

* Do you like competitive elements in games?

* Do you prefer to play with family and friends or by yourself?

* Do you want to find games with a slower or faster pace? Do you prefer games that allow you to
decide your own pace in progress, or more structured pacing with a set timeline?

* Areyou looking for games that are simple or require more cognitive engagement?

» [Related question] How much of a challenge in gameplay mechanics are you looking for?
What are the game examples that gave you the right level of challenge?
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* How long do you prefer your gaming sessions to be, and how important is it for you to be able
to pause games easily?
* What do you want to avoid?

In online gaming communities, the terms that are often used to describe games to help people feel
better include “cozy games,” "therapeutic games,” "relaxing games,” “calming games,” and “stress
management games.” Sometimes, “cognitive games,” “creative games,” “sandbox games,” and
"puzzle games” can also be relevant for specific purposes and situations. For librarians who are
unfamiliar with games but want to learn more about the availability of games that are well known
for their soothing effects, they may begin their research with these search keywords to familiarize
themselves with the different types of video games that can be helpful in reference services. As the
natural language query has become much easier with the available large language models (LLMs)
such as ChatGPT, librarians who are unfamiliar with video games can also get the initial help by
using them in learning about the list of video games that are often recommended in online gaming
communities for affective reasons. However, this suggestion is merely a starting point to learn
about games and not to create an exhaustive list of games that can be recommended to promote
one's emotional and mental well-being. What a library user needs will be personal, diverse, and
situational.

" ou nou

Conclusion

The current study interviewed 25 video game players and qualitatively analyzed their video game
play experiences to understand how everyday entertainment media, such as video games, can help
promote one’s emotional and mental well-being. The experiences and insights that participants
shared in this study were invaluable; their honest and personal anecdotes highlighted the potential
strength of video games as a means to regulate emotions, which also aligned with existing literature
in media and psychology studies. Based on the findings, the research team believes that providing
video game reference services and other relevant information services can be vital for community
members.

Several participants in this study identified themselves as neurodivergent or with mental health
issues, and the research team believes that their video game playing experiences and affective
information needs are worth investigating further in future studies. For example, in this study,
findings suggested that neurodivergent participants typically found a measure of escape in video
games, which may be related to emotional regulation. While this is not generalizable, a larger sample
in future research can provide a more in-depth understanding of how to support neurodivergent
information users or information users with different mental health concerns by providing pertinent
video game reference and recommendation services. Particularly, knowing more about which
elements of games, such as aesthetics, sounds, pace, gameplay mechanics, and more, might
influence their affective needs positively or negatively in various situations or contexts would be

a significant help in enhancing future reference services in not just video games but other leisure
materials.
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Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Questions

[Part 1] Ice breakers

* Do you have any pronouns that you would like us to use?

* Do you have any jobs or hobbies that are relevant to video games?

* What kinds of video games are you playing lately? Could you tell me about them?

* Let's think about your all-time favorite video game. Can you choose one (or two) and tell us how
that video game made you feel?

[Part 2] Motivations for playing video games

* Could you tell us what playing video games is generally like for you?

* Why do you play video games? Could you tell us about your motivations for playing video
games?

* Do you play video games to change your mood?

* If so, can you remember how long you have been playing video games to feel better?

* Do youintentionally seek out certain games to feel certain emotions like horror, comedy,
sadness, and more?

* (follow-up if needed)- What kinds of video games help you feel certain emotions?

* Do you have a preferred genre, platform, or type of video game that you play to produce
specific emotions or moods?

* Prompts (gameplay, art style, sound or music, noncompetitive nature, setting, narrative, etc.)

* How does playing video games affect your feelings and mental health, if at all?

* Did you have any experience of feeling better or positive after playing video games? If so, could
you share that experience with us?

* Canyou tell us about a time playing video games made you feel bad or made your mood
worse?

* Let's suppose that you're feeling anxious or stressed out or feeling "bad.” What kinds of video
games would help you feel better/resilient?

* If someone you care about feels depressed, which video game would you recommend, and why?

[Part 3] Video game information needs

* Where do you search for video games to play?

» Describe what you do when you are bored with the games you usually play, how do you find a
new game?

* Please think about the last time you tried to find a video game to elevate your mood. How did
you try to find the game? (e.g., search keywords, video game sources, elements that mattered
to you like visual style, music, story)

* Please think about the last time when playing a video game actually helped you feel better.
Could you tell us about that game and your experience?

* Inyour opinion, what are the video games’ unique characteristics that help you feel better?

* Do video game cultures influence your mood in any way, like the political atmosphere, how
games are made, how fans interact with each other online, and more?

* For example: who created the game, was “crunch” part of development, is there a controversy
associated with the game that impacts your feelings
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[Part 4] Suggestions to enhance video game recommendation services

* What are some blind spots you notice in current game recommendation services? Do you feel
that you are missing out on certain kinds of games or certain topics, for example?

* Let's suppose that there is your dream video game recommendation and search engine that
can find any video games. What kinds of search features would those systems have to help you
find the games that support your emotional well-being?

[Part 5] Wrap-up
*Please remember that you do not have to answer questions when you don't want to.

* How old are you?
* What is your nationality?

Because our study is about how video games can support one's emotional well-being, we would
like to know if you have any challenges that you are dealing with personally. If so, and only if you are
feeling comfortable with sharing your story with us, can you give us a general idea of what they are
(for example, depression, anxiety)? You don't have to go too in-depth.

* Isthere anything else that you'd like to share with us before we end this conversation?
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