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Abstract
This study focused on the importance of social videogame play for remaining connected
to others early in the COVID-19 pandemic. While social isolation and loneliness
negatively affect well-being, social interaction is important for positive outcomes.
During the pandemic, online videogame play has offered a safe outlet for socialization.
Participants (n = 45) completed a survey rating the importance of gaming for feeling
connected to family, friends, and co-workers, before, during, and after stay-at-home
orders. As expected, the results indicate that social videogame play and its importance
increased significantly during the stay-at-home period and decreased afterward. The
importance of gaming with friends and co-workers increased significantly during the
stay-at-home period but did not decrease significantly afterward. Social gaming was
more important for remaining connected with friends and co-workers than family.
Participants likely had more direct interaction with family members, while more effort
was necessary to maintain contact with non-family members.
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Introduction

Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, the opportunity for social interaction was con-
strained by executive orders and business decisions that led to the closing of schools,
workplaces, restaurants, gyms, etc. The resultant stay-at-home orders severely limited
the potential for face-to-face interactions (Klaiber et al., 2021). This limitation to in
person interaction had societal impacts. It is known that social interaction and support
are very important for positive socioemotional outcomes (Sun et al., 2019), while social
isolation and loneliness have negative effects on emotional well-being (Barreto et al.,
2021; Polizzi et al., 2020; Provenzi & Tronick, 2020). During this period of social
distancing, one safe available source for fun and social interaction was online social
gaming (Strauss, 2020). This study examined the importance of online gaming for
feeling connected with family, friends, and co-workers early on in the pandemic.

Social Interaction and Well-Being

The quality and quantity of people’s social interactions are positively related to their
well-being. For example, in a brief longitudinal design, Sun et al. (2019) recorded
college students’ social interactions and coded their quality. Students also completed
self-reports about their interactions. These researchers found that students who ex-
perienced higher rates of social interaction reported feeling happier than those who had
lower rates of social interaction. Students felt more socially connected when interacting
with others, particularly if the conversation involved self-disclosure and/or took place
with well-liked partners.

In contrast, social disconnection and loneliness are tied to negative mental and
physical health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and poor health behavior
(Heinrich & Gullone, 2006). When social networks were abruptly disrupted early in the
COVID-19 pandemic, this resulted in negative mental and physical health outcomes.
Klaiber et al. (2021) examined responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 among
adults in the U.S. and Canada. Adults—particularly young and middle-aged adults—
experienced many COVID-19 stressors. Young adults reported greater negative affect
in response to stressors than their middle-aged counterparts. However, positive events,
including remote social interaction, was found to moderate negative affect, especially
among young adults.

Early in the pandemic (March–July 2020) research teams around the world collected
data on loneliness, depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, health-related factors, and
exposure to COVID-19 related events, with similar results. Palgi et al. (2020) collected
cross-sectional data in Israel; Lee et al. (2020) collected cross-sectional data in Seattle,
WA; Tull et al. (2020) collected cross-sectional data from adults in the U.S.; and
Killgore et al. (2020) collected longitudinal data from adults in the U.S. Each of these
studies found that social distancing and other pandemic-related stressors resulted in
increased loneliness and negative mental health outcomes. Palgi et al. (2020) and Lee
et al. (2020) found that loneliness was the strongest predictor of depression and anxiety

252 Games and Culture 18(2)



during this period. Furthermore—similar to the results of Klaiber et al. (2021)—Palgi
et al. (2020) found that young adults were more strongly impacted by loneliness and
other pandemic-related stressors as compared to older adults. Finally, Killgore et al.
(2020) found that loneliness predicted suicidal ideation.

In the UK, in an extensive cross-cohort study, Bu et al. (2020) examined data
collected before the COVID-19 pandemic and data collected across several months of
strict social lockdown. Participants with the highest levels of loneliness at the beginning
of the pandemic showed the largest increases in loneliness across the lockdown. Similar
to the results cited above; young adults were at greatest risk of experiencing loneliness.
In addition, Bu eta al. (2020) found that women reported higher levels of loneliness
than men and unemployed individuals experienced greater loneliness than those who
were employed.

Research with children and adolescents indicates that mental health outcomes
during the pandemic were tied to familial support and quality of family interactions.
Penner et al. (2021) examined mostly Hispanic and Latinx youth from the southwestern
U.S. The students (who were in late childhood and early adolescence) completed a
baseline survey as a part of a larger study before the pandemic. During the pandemic,
students were surveyed regarding its impact on family functioning and completed an
instrument assessing mental health. The primary change reported in many homes was a
drop in income due to a family member losing their job. Otherwise, the youth reported
little or no stress or family conflict during the stay-at-home measures. In terms of
mental health, the authors reported that students who had high levels of internalizing or
externalizing problems prior to the pandemic had significantly lower levels of these
problems during the pandemic. This was contrary to the researchers’ expectations.
They hypothesized that for these youth the stay-at-home measures resulted in
strengthened family relationships, providing them with a buffer from mental health
problems.

Similarly, Cooper et al. (2021) studied loneliness, social contact, parent-adolescent
relationships, and mental health problems among adolescents in the UK. This study had
both cross-sectional and longitudinal components. Loneliness was related to poorer
mental health among the adolescents at the beginning of the study (11 weeks into
lockdown), but—as with the findings of Penner et al. (2021)—closeness with parents
moderated both loneliness and mental health problems over time. Adolescents with
close relationships to their parents reported lower loneliness and fewer mental health
problems one-month later. Further, at that point in time loneliness no longer predicted
mental health problems.

On the other hand, France et al. (2021) carried out a longitudinal study of ado-
lescents in Canada with less positive results. They collected data on adolescents’
depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation four times prior to the pandemic and
once during the pandemic. The researchers did not examine family relationships. They
found that depression and anxiety increased for this sample, particularly among the
youth who reported more negative sequela of the pandemic.
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Social and Psychological Outcomes of Online Gaming

Several studies (Cooper et al., 2021; Penner, et al., 2021; Tull et al., 2020) found that
social connection with family and friends mitigated negative outcomes during the
pandemic. Online social gaming was a potential mechanism to maintain social con-
nection in the face of social distancing. Online videogaming is popular across the
lifespan. The Entertainment Software Association (ESA; 2019) reports that 63% of
gamers play socially. A majority of households (75%) have at least one gamer; 65% of
adults play videogames, 46% of gamers are female, and 57% of parents enjoy gaming
with their children. A popular press story reported that parents found gaming to be a
safe way for their children to maintain contact with friends during the pandemic
(Strauss, 2020).

Research has found both positive and negative social outcomes tied to online social
gaming (Shi et al., 2019). For example, problematic online gaming can result in social
isolation or disruption of in person interactions. Tham et al. (2020) found that
problematic levels of gaming among college students was tied to reduced real-world
support and higher levels of anxiety and depression. While those with problematic
gaming had more in-game support, only real-world support had a direct effect on
decreased anxiety and depression. This may be because problem gamers often use
gaming to try to cope with life stressors, rather than using problem-focused coping (Shi
et al., 2019). On the other hand, in a longitudinal study of German adolescents and
adults, Domahidi et al. (2018) found that playing games with online friends did not
displace time spent with friends in person. In fact, online game play strengthened
intimacy and social support in existing friendships.

Another potential negative social outcome of online gaming is bullying. Ballard and
Welch (2015) found bullying to be common in online social videogames. Female and
LGBTQ participants were particularly likely to report bullying victimization in online
gaming contexts. Bullying, regardless of context, has a myriad of negative effects,
including risk of poor mental health, suicidal ideation, and substance use (Brailovskaia
et al., 2018; Kritsotakis et al., 2017).

Some studies have examined prosocial and/or aggressive behavior in response to
game play (see Ferguson, 2020 for a brief review). For example, Gentile et al. (2009)
found that prosocial gaming was tied to higher levels of prosocial behavior in three
studies (a cross-sectional study, a longitudinal study, and an experiment). In the cross-
sectional study, among children in Singapore, prosocial videogame play positively
correlated with prosocial behavior when controlling for other factors. In a longitudinal
study of Japanese children, Gentile et al., (2009) found that playing prosocial vid-
eogames predicted increased prosocial behavior months later. Finally, an experiment
with American college students found that those who played a prosocial game were
more helpful toward their partners in a puzzle task and that those who had played a
violent game were more hurtful toward their partners in the task (Gentile et al., 2009).

The current study, which examines the importance of social gaming during the
pandemic, uses the theoretical perspective of social gaming research that focuses on
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social capital. Social capital refers to the individual’s social networks and interpersonal
connections and resources (Domahidi, et al., 2018). There are two types of social
capital, bonding and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital involves the de-
velopment of intimacy and mutual social support, while bridging social capital is the
sharing of information and practical resources as a part of a larger online or real-life
community. Bridging social capital lacks the intimacy of bonding social capital
(Domahidi et al., 2018).

Some research on social capital takes a social cognitive perspective and emphasizes
the importance of examining gamers’motivations for game play (Rueda, 2021; Tang &
Mahoney, 2019). Rueda (2021) argues that game engagement, motivations for game
play, and emotional responses to game play impact players’ perspectives and outcomes.
In one study examining this hypothesis, Perry et al. (2018) examined game engagement
and social capital among players of an online-only multi-person first-person shooter
game. They found that game play with both online-only and real-life friends correlated
positively with bonding social capital. Playing with online-only, but not real-life,
friends was also tied to greater bridging social capital. Positive engagement with the
game mediated the link to bonding and bridging social capital.

Other studies examined the relationship between motivations for online game play,
social capital, and real-life civic engagement or prosocial behavior. Molyneux et al.
(2015) suggested that both real-life and gaming communities have social capital and
that these resources benefit both individuals and the community. They collected data
from a large sample of gamers regarding their frequency of multiplayer gaming, gaming
social capital, real-life social capital, and life satisfaction. They found that social
gaming was positively related to both gaming social capital and real-life social capital.
Furthermore, both gaming social capital and real-life social capital were positively
associated with real-life civic engagement.

In a study examining the link between social capital and motivation for game play
among college students, Dalisay et al. (2015) found that players’motivation for gaming
moderated outcomes tied to social capital (measured by neighborliness) and civic
engagement. They found that students who reported a social motivation for game play
had higher levels of neighborliness, but not civic engagement. However, those with an
immersion motivation for playing did report higher civic engagement (Dalisay et al.,
2015).

Lastly, in a study examining emotional responses to game play across social
contexts, Ballard et al. (2012) had adolescent male participants play either a violent or a
nonviolent videogame. Participants played the game individually, competitively
against a male partner, and cooperatively with the partner. Participants found playing
the violent game more exciting and enjoyable than the nonviolent game. Most relevant
to the current study, participants enjoyed game play more, and found it more exciting,
when they played competitively or cooperatively than when they played individually.
Interestingly, they liked their partner more after playing the violent than the
nonviolent game.
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Statement of the Problem

In this study, we aim to fill a gap in the existing literature regarding the importance of
online videogame play on feelings of connectedness during the pandemic. We iden-
tified only one study (Fraser et al., 2021) that examined videogame play use during the
pandemic. The researchers found that both TV and videogame use increased among
college students from the spring of 2019 to the spring of 2020, after the pandemic
began. However, they did not examine how game play was used to maintain social
connections. And, while Riva et al. (2020) hypothesized that positive technologies
were likely to facilitate better functioning and psychological well-being across the
pandemic, they did not test this hypothesis. Thus, our study expands on this area of
research by examining the importance of social videogame play for remaining con-
nected to others during a time of social distancing.

Hypotheses

This quasi-experimental research examined participants’ assessment of their use of
social gaming to remain connected with others at three time periods: (1) before the stay-
at-home orders, (2) during the stay-at-home orders, and (3) after these orders were
eased to safer-at-home.

Hypothesis 1. We expected that participants would report an increase in social vid-
eogame play during the stay-at-home orders related to the COVID-19 pandemic
compared to before the orders.

Hypothesis 2. We predicted that social videogame play would be rated as more
important for connecting with friends, family, and co-workers/classmates during the
stay-at-home period.

Hypotheses 3 and 4.We expected these trends to reverse during the more relaxed safer-
at-home period. Specifically, we expected that the amount of social game play and its
perceived importance would decrease following the easing of restrictions during the
safer-at-home period.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through social media sites (Facebook, Instagram, Reddit).
We began collecting data in May 2020 after the stay-at-home orders (which started on
March 27, 2020 in NC) were relaxed to safer-at-home regulations. We stopped col-
lecting data when the safer-at-home regulations were further relaxed and Phase
2.5 began (Sept. 1, 2020 in NC). A study description was posted on social media sites.
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Participants who were interested in participating could click a link that took them to a
Qualtrics survey. They gave consent prior to starting the survey. A total of 103 par-
ticipants began the survey. However, due to a technical issue with the sliding scale
items, 58 participants were unable use the sliding scales; these items were the primary
variables for the survey. Qualtrics technicians were unable to determine why this
malfunction occurred. However, the sliding scales required two actions (a slide and a
click) on most devices. So, if participants slid the scale without adding a click, their data
was not recorded. Thus, only the 45 participants who used the sliding scales correctly
were included in the analyses. Participants ranged in age from 12 to 73 (M = 27.16;
SD = 11.99). Of these most (n = 24) were male, 17 were female, and four were non-
binary.Most (n = 41) wereWhite, one was Black, one was Latinx, and one was Biracial.
Some (n = 14) were considered essential workers during the stay-at-home period of the
pandemic. Education ranged from 6th grade through graduate degrees. All participants
were from the U.S. and the majority were from North Carolina.

Measures

A 30-item survey was administered via Qualtrics. There were eight demographic
questions, five items asked about the devices used to play videogames, and three items
assessed average daily game play before the pandemic, during the stay-at-home orders,
and after the stay-at-home orders were relaxed to safer-at-home regulations. Based on
the literature on gaming and social capital, four questions asked about the importance of
social gaming before the stay-at-home orders (overall, and with friends, family, and
classmates/co-workers). These items were answered using a Likert sliding scale
(participants had to slide the scale with their finger or mouse and click) from 1 (not
important) to 5 (very important). Four similar questions asked about the importance of
social gaming during the stay-at-home order and four questions asked about the safer-
at-home period. The instrument is available from the first author upon request.

Procedure

The study was approved by the University IRB. The authors and their research team
shared a description of the study and a link to the Qualtrics survey to various social
media outlets (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Reddit) and encouraged others to share the
description and link to their social media pages. After reading the study description,
participants who were interested in the study could click a link that took them to the
Qualtrics survey. Prior to completing the survey, they consented or assented to par-
ticipate. Those under 18 were required to obtain parental consent. After providing
consent, they completed the 30-item survey described above. Participants answered the
demographic questions first and then questions about the devices used to play vid-
eogames and amount of game play. Finally, they answered the 12 sliding scale
questions about the importance of social videogame play overall and for remaining
connected with friends, family, and co-workers.
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Results

The means and standard deviations for daily minutes of videogame play and im-
portance of videogame play overall, with friends, with family, and with co-workers/
classmates across the three time periods measured (before the stay-at-home orders,
during the stay-at-home orders, and during the safer-at home period) are presented in
Table 1.

Five repeated measures ANOVAs were used to test the hypotheses about changes in
the time spent playing videogames daily and the importance of online social gaming
overall, with friends, with family, and with co-workers across the three time periods.
The results of these analyses, including Wilks’ Lambda, F, p, partial η2, and power, are
presented in Table 2. Each of the repeated measures ANOVAs, except for the im-
portance of online gaming with family, were significant. The analysis for online gaming
with family neared significance (p = .052).

For the significant ANOVAs, pairwise comparisons were used as follow-up tests to
compare means for each dependent measure from before the stay-at-home orders to
during the stay-at-home orders and to compare means from during the stay-at-home
orders to during the safer-at-home period. Levels of significance for the comparisons
are reported in Table 1. The findings show that videogame play increased significantly
from before the pandemic to the stay-at-home period. Game play decreased signifi-
cantly again during the safer-at-home period. Participants reported that the overall
importance of social videogame play increased significantly from before the pandemic
to the stay-at-home period and decreased significantly again during the safer-at-home
period. They reported that the importance of social videogame play with friends and co-
workers increased significantly from before the pandemic to the stay-at-home period
but importance did not decrease significantly from the stay-at-home period to the safer-
at home period.

Table 1. Means and SDs for Videogame Play in Minutes and Importance of Game Play Before,
During, and After Stay-at-Home Orders.

Item Before M (SD) DuringM (SD) M After(SD)

Game play in minutes 97.95 (104.17) 215.59 (170.85)** 130.95 (135.31)*
Importance overall 2.19 (1.00) 3.14 (1.50)** 2.69 (1.39)*
Importance with friends 2.67 (1.29) 3.36 (1.62)* 2.89 (1.45)n.s.

Importance with family 1.66 (0.93) 2.11 (1.44)* 1.84 (1.18) n.s.

Importance with Co-Workers/
Classmates

1.58 (0.98) 2.00 (1.27)* 1.79 (1.13) n.s.

*p < .05, **p < .01 for mean differences on pairwise comparisons between “Before” and “During” and
between “During” and “After” the stay-at-home orders.
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Discussion

We hypothesized that participants would report playing more social videogames during
the stay-at-home orders related to the COVID-19 pandemic and would perceive social
game play as more important for connecting with friends, family, and co-workers/
classmates during this period.We also expected that the amount of social game play and
the perceived importance of social game play would decrease following the easing of
restrictions during the safer-at-home period. The hypotheses that time spent in social
game play and the perceived importance of social game play would increase signif-
icantly and then decrease significantly were strongly supported. However, while
participants reported that the importance of social gaming across specific social
contexts (friends and co-workers) increased significantly during the stay-at-home
orders, the decrease in importance for interacting with these social groups after reg-
ulations were relaxed was not significant. Further, the importance of gaming for in-
teracting with family did not change significantly across the three periods. Therefore,
this hypothesis was partially supported.

Social gaming likely increased due to strict limits on in person interactions during
the stay-at-home orders early in the pandemic. Social gaming was a safe and fun way to
interact with others during this period. While social gaming overall decreased sig-
nificantly after regulations were relaxed, this was not true for social gaming with friends
or co-workers. We did not ask about social gaming with online-only contacts. It might
be that participants’ level of social gaming with online-only contacts decreased
substantially, while gaming with real-life social contacts remained at a higher level.
However, this is merely speculation since we did not ask about online-only contacts.
Regardless, since socializing in person was still discouraged during the safer-at-home
phase, and since many people chose to limit in person interactions, it is likely that social
gaming continued to be an important mode of interaction and a source of bonding social
capital during the safer-at-home period (Strauss, 2020).

Table 2. Repeated Measures ANOVAs for Videogame Play in Minutes and Importance of Game
Play Before, During, and After Stay-at-Home Orders.

Item Wilks’ Lambda, F value, p value, partial η2, and power

Game play in minutes Wilks’ Lambda .578; [F = 15.30 (2, 42), p = .000, partial η2 = .422;
power = .99]

Importance overall Wilks’ Lambda .508; [F = 16.45 (2, 34), p = .000, partial η2 = .492;
power = .99]

Importance with friends Wilks’ Lambda .736; [F = 6.09 (2, 34), p = .005, partial η2 = .262;
power = .86]

Importance with family Wilks’ Lambda .849; [F = 3.21 (2, 36), p = .052, partial η2 = .151;
power = .57]

Importance with Co-Workers/
Classmates

Wilks’ Lambda .843; [F = 3.36 (2, 36), p = .046, partial η2 =
.157; power = .60]
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The analysis for changes in the importance of gaming with family failed to reach
significance (p = .052) and the analysis for the changes in the importance of gaming
with co-workers was only marginally significant (p = .046). However, the analysis for
changes in the importance of social gaming with friends across the three time periods
was highly significant and the effect size was moderate (p = .005, partial η2 = .262).
This indicates that social gaming played a more important role in remaining connected
with friends than family or co-workers. One possibility is that participants had more
direct contact with family than with friends or co-workers. Some may have resided in
the same home or used other means (e.g., Zoom or FaceTime) to maintain contact with
family. In terms of co-workers, it is possible that many participants maintained contact
with them in either in person at work or in virtual work environments. If so, then less
effort might have been necessary to maintain contact with family and co-workers than
with friends. Thus, social gaming might have played a larger role in interacting with
friends and providing bonding social capital across the early part of the pandemic.

If this is true, it is likely that this social contact, and the resultant bonding social
capital, were linked with positive mental health outcomes for these participants during
the pandemic (Cauberghe et al., 2020; Perry et al., 2018; Riva et al., 2020). Riva et al.
(2020) suggest that the use of social gaming or other “positive technologies” during the
pandemic could enhance positive emotions both directly and through engagement and
social connectedness. They also cite evidence suggesting that pandemic-related “Zoom
fatigue” might be alleviated by using different online technologies. This might be
particularly true if the gaming resulted in conversation and connectedness, rather than
brief or impersonal interactions (Sun et al., 2019). So, the context of social gaming
likely fostered feelings of connectedness related to bonding social capital.

Strengths and Limitations

The primary strength of the study was that we collected data early in the COVID-19
pandemic when limitations on in person activities changed quickly. Prior to data
collection most states and municipalities strictly limited in person activities. We began
collecting data when these limitations were eased in many areas of the U.S. and ended
data collection when most states and municipalities further lifted restrictions, at least
temporarily. Thus, we were able to retrospectively ascertain shifts in game play—and
the importance of social game play—from before the pandemic to the strict stay-at-
home orders to the more lenient safer-at-home orders. However, due to retrospective
nature of the study we did not attempt to measure feelings of well-being or loneliness
associated with stages of the pandemic. Due to this limitation, we are unable to as-
certain if social gaming was related to greater well-being or lower levels of loneliness.
Another limitation is that our sample was small due to both the time-limited nature of
the data collection and due to a technical issue tied to the sliding scales used in the
study. These limitations affect the generalizability of the data. However, the findings
were strong regardless of the small sample.
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Conclusions

Prior to the global COVID-19 pandemic, research indicated that social gaming is
related to positive outcomes for many people, including increasing their bonding and
bridging social capital (Domahidi et al., 2018; Perry et al., 2018). The participants in
our study found social gaming important to their social connection with others. Both the
amount of social videogame play and its importance increased significantly during the
stay-at-home period and decreased afterward in the safer-at-home period. Social
gaming was important for maintaining contact with co-workers and particularly im-
portant for maintaining contact with friends. Social gaming played a less important role
in maintaining contact with family. This is likely because participants had more direct
interaction with family members. These findings indication that both bonding and
bridging social capital were maintained, in part, by social videogame play during the
pandemic. It is likely that the increases seen in social bonding capital available to our
participants during this time was related to more positive outcomes.

Future research should consider directly measuring the mental health outcomes
related to social gaming. Further, including social cognitive measures related to game
play, as suggested by Rueda (2021), including the Digital Games Motivation Scale
(DGMS; De Grove et al., 2014) would serve to broaden future research. The DGMS
measures social, agentic, and escapism motivations for game play (Tang & Mahoney,
2019). Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that virtual interactions that include
vocal interactions create stronger social bonds among participants than those that are
text-based (Kumar & Epley, 2020). Future research could examine this factor, as many
online social games include vocal interaction. Finally, we did not ask about social
gameplay with online-only friends. Since this commonly has positive outcomes (Perry
et al., 2018), future studies could ask about social gaming with online-only friends, in
addition to asking about real-life family and friends.
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