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Socially isolating,
or promoting
interaction and
growth?

It is possible to
make games more
educational, as
well as more fun.

Examining the more positive aspects of playing computer games

Mark Griffiths

Video gam$: the good

NEwsS

he bad effects of playing computer games

are often referred to, and in a previous issue
of Education and Health (Griffiths, 1994), 1
reviewed the evidence on their more negative
aspects.

However, just recently there have been a
number of newspaper articles pointing out that
although they can cause addiction, aggressive
tendencies and medical problems (like photo-
sensitive epilepsy), they can also be very benefi-
cial. In this short article I am going to examine
the more positive aspects of playing computer
games,

Educational benefits

Many people (including those in the video
game industry) support the use of video games
for educational reasons. Some psychologists
have gone as far to say that some children may
be drawn into learning only through fun, and
have therefore argued that classroom video
games could be of educational use (Silvern,
1986). In the US, some video games have now
become an integral part of modern language
teaching because they are seen as (i) amotivating
device, (ii) a means for providing comprehen-
sible input, and (iii) a catalyst for communicative
practice and the negotiation of meaning.

In a pioneering study on the use of video
games in education, Malone (1981) concluded
that three primary factors in intrinsic motivation
for video game play were challenge, curiosity
and fantasy. The use of these components in the
design of a video game could not only make the
games more fun, but also more educational.
Others argue that video games are a good in-
fluence because they give children access to
‘state of the art’ technology and equip them with

computer-related skills for the future.

Although video gaming is an exercise in fan-
tasy it can have an important impact on real
issues. These include (i) the regulation of arou-
sal (a decrease through escape or recreation, or
an increase through competition), (ii} prepara-
tion for encounters in the real world (in that
some games protect individuals from the full
consquences of new perspectives via simula-
tion) and (iii) the regulation of confidence (in
that winning is ego-boosting and anxiety-reduc-
ing, which can materially affect other deci-
sions). If this were not the case, the armed forces
would not use video games in the testing of
skilled motor performance and use games to
train gunners or fighter pilots.

Social benefits

.Although many people believe that video
game play is socially isolating and prevents
children from developing social skills, suppor-
ters of video games argue that they promote
social interaction and growth (Favaro, 1982). In
a study of the impact of home video games on

family life, Mitchell (1985) reported that .

families generally felt video games promoted
family interaction in a beneficial way through
cooperation and competition. Another study
(Creasy et al., 1986) assessed the impact of
home video games on children’s leisure acti-
vities, school work and peer contacts. Since
none of these activities was affected, it was
concluded that owning a home video game ma-
chine does not have any detrimental effects,
More recently it has been reported that high-fre-
quency video game players see friends more
often outside school than low-frequency players
(Colwell et al., 1995), that there is no difference
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in ‘sociability’ between high- and low-fre-
guency players and that games foster friendship
(Rutkowska et al., 1994), and that there is no
difference in social interactions between players
and non-players (Phillips et al., 1995). These
findings suggest that for the typical player there
is little cause for concern.

Therapeutic benefits

Therapists working with children have long
used games in therapy sessions with their young
patients to promote fantasy expression and the
ventilation of feeling. The recent technological
explosion has brought a proliferation of new
games that some therapists claim to be an excel-
lent ice-breaker and rapport builder with child-
ren in therapy and behaviour management. For
instance Gardner (1991) claimed that the use of
video games in therapy sessions provided excel-
lent behavioural observation opportunities.
Such observations allowed him to observe:

.- (1) The child’s repertoire of problem-solving
strategies,

(2) The child’s ability to perceive and recall
subtle cues, as well as to foresee consequences
of behaviour and act on past consequences.

(3) The release of aggression and control.

(4) The ability to employ appropriate meth-
ods of dealing with the joys of victory and frus-
trations of defeat in a more sports-orientated
arena.

(5) The satisfaction of cegnitiveactivity in the
involvement of the recall of bits of basic infor-
mation.

(6) The enjoyment of mutually co-ordinating
one’s activities with another in the spirit of co-
operation.

Changing behaviour

Spence (1988) incorporated video games into
his repertoire of behaviour-management tech-
niques, and believes they can be used instrumen-
tally to bring about changes in anumber of areas:

(1) Development of relations, using video
games to provide the basis to develop a thera-
peutic relationship. They gave an acceptable
‘middle’ ground for both parties to ‘meet’, which
provided an enjoyable experience that could be
shared. Relationships become close and trusting,

(2) Motivation, using video games as bargain-
ing ‘counters’ to motivate children to do things.
This simply involved negotiating with an indi-
vidual for a set period of work time or tasks in
return for a set period of time playing video

games.

(3) Co-operative behaviour, using video
games to develop social skills and co-operation
in individuals by making them share a video
with peers. Through the medium of video
games, individuals developed friendships
which fostered co-operation.

(4) Aggressive behaviour, using video games
to take the ‘heat’ out of situations. For example,
individuals played video games when they were
angry, so that the ‘damage’ was inflicted on the
characters rather than real people.

(5) Self-esteem, using video games as a
measure of achievement to raise self-esteem.
Since video games are skill-based and provide
scores, they can be used to provide a basis for
future goals. Beating personal high scoresraised
self-esteem in the individual.

There have also been a nurber of innovative
uses of video games in other therapeutic con-
texts. For instance, ‘video game therapy’ has
been used as a training aid for some cognitive
and perceptual-motor disorders (g.g. stroke pa-
tients). Other case studies include using video
games as physiotherapy for someone with an
arm injury (Szer, 1983) and the using of a hand-
held video game to stop an 8-year-old boy pick-
ing at his face (Phillips, 1991). There are also
many studies showing video games being used
as a diversion from the side-effects of cancer
chemotherapy during childhood: such distrac-
tion tasks can reduce the amount of painkillers
needed by the children (Kolko et al., 1985; Redd
et al., 1987; Vasterling et al., 1993),

Miscellaneous benefits

With regard to the debate on video-game
violence and aggression, some authors have ar-
gued that the aggressive content of video games
(rather than having a negative effect) actually
allows the players to release their siress and

" aggression in anon-destructive way, and has the

effect of relaxing the players (Kestenbaumet al.,
1985). However, there is little empirical support
for such an assertion. Further positive effects
cited in the literature have included increased
hand-eye co-ordination, attention span, and mo-
tivation; the enhancement of cognitive skills; a
sense of mastery, control, and accomplishment;
and a reduction in other youth problems due to
the ‘addictive interest’ in video games (Andet-
son ¢t al., 1986)!
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Concluding remark

Research into home video games is still a
relatively little-studied phenomenon, If care is
taken in their design, and if games are put into
the right context, they have the potential to be
used as training aids in classrcoms and thera-
peutic settings, and to provide skills in psycho-
motor co-ordination in simulations of real life
events, As I have argued before (Griffiths,
1993), there is also a need for a general taxo-
nomy of video games, as it could be the case that
particular types of games have very positive
effects while other types are not 50 positive.
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