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ABSTRACT
In 2020, the rapid spread of COVID-19 forced many people to self-
isolate, resulting in struggles with mental health [60], and an in-
crease in gaming [3]. In this paper, we seek to examine how individ-
uals used digital games during the quarantine. We conducted a two-
tier qualitative study where we used a thematic analysis of tweets
to derive questions for an online survey that we distributed. Re-
sults of thematic analysis of survey responses identified 15 themes.
Some themes confirm previous works’ findings, particularly how
games are used to increase social connection or distract oneself
from unpleasant situations. We also found new themes unique to
the quarantine, such as interactions with non-player characters
used as a surrogate for real-world interaction and using in-game
routines as a substitute to real-world routines lost due to the pan-
demic. This work discusses the use of games during the pandemic
and can be seeds for future studies.
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1 INTRODUCTION
In the early months of 2020, the SARS-CoV-2 virus, commonly
known as the coronavirus, and the illness it caused, known as
COVID19, spread across the globe at alarming speeds. A highly
contagious virus with a death toll of approximately two million
world wide, it forced governments to order mandatory quarantines,
requiring millions of people to self isolate in their homes, forbid-
den from leaving or interacting withthose outside the household.
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By April of 2020, school was online, work was done from home,
and many businesses, unable to operate or generate income under
the strict quarantine guidelines, were forced to downsize or shut
down, resulting in millions of lost jobs. The months that followed
saw a notable increase in mental health struggles among the pop-
ulation [15, 41, 58, 60] due to prolonged isolation and uncertainty.
At the same time, there was a prominent increase in video game
usage [3, 29, 40, 43]. Across the globe, games were used to replace
in-person events, from weddings [16], to graduations [25, 50], to
professional sports [2]. Games were also recommended by profes-
sionals to encourage exercise [21, 57], educate and train [26], help
children on the autism spectrum [39], and as a way to manipulate
crowd density in given areas [33, 34].

Before the pandemic, previous work explored the benefits of
playing digital games in great detail. There is a clear set of benefits
regarding how games can foster social connections and maintain
mental well-being through escaping negative circumstances and in-
creasing connection with others [7, 11, 54]. This promise of games
as a way to moderate one’s mental health has led to the explo-
ration of their use as tools for therapy, treatment, and interventions
[8, 13, 36, 37, 49]. However, while previous work generated exten-
sive knowledge on the benefits (or risks) of games, we acknowledge
several limitations of previous work that prompted this study. In
particular, previous work was not conducted during a pandemic
induced quarantine and was conducted mostly on gaming commu-
nities. As a result, it is difficult to say the extent to which existing
knowledge may apply to the new context of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and to a population of people who are new to games. Further,
the circumstances of the quarantine may have prompted additional
benefits that were not discussed in previous work. It is then both
critical and timely to understand the role of gameplay during a
quarantine situation such the COVID-19 pandemic, and extend the
results discussed by previous studies.

To achieve this goal, we conducted a two-tier qualitative study,
where data was collected during the first phase of the pandemic,
namely April through July of 2020. In the first tier, in order to
reduce researcher bias of how people used games and to ensure
that future survey questions reflected the ways in which people
were talking about their game usage, we collected 2000 Twitter
posts on gaming during quarantine between April 15th and April
22nd 2020. Twitter was chosen due to the accessibility of its API,
which allowed us to obtain a large number of posts quickly and
efficiently. We conducted a thematic analysis on a subset of them,
identifying 12 themes. In the second tier, in order to dig deeper
into the details of how people used games and to maximize reach
across different participant groups, each theme was converted into
an open-answer survey question, and the survey was distributed
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online via Qualtrics and advertised on Facebook between July 1st
and August 6th 2020. Facebook was chosen for survey distribution
due to the ease of running a recruitment ad on the platform and
to target a different audience than Twitter for generalizability. The
survey received 130 responses. We then ran a thematic analysis of
these responses.

The result of this study presents 15 themes identifying how peo-
ple used games during the COVID-19 pandemic and the perceived
effects of that usage. These results both confirm the persistence
of previous works’ findings in the new context and reveal new
patterns of how people used games to cope that are unique to the
quarantine. We organize these themes into four categories:

(1) People are using games to maintain mental well-being
• People are using games to cope with being alone
• People are using games to cope with mental disorders
• People are using games to forget about/escape from the
real world and its troubles

• People are using games to replace a routine that was lost
due to quarantine

• People are using games to maintain a positive outlook
(2) People are using games to connect with others
• People are using games to connect with distanced loved
ones

• People are using games to connect with distanced friends
• People are using games to meet new people
• People are using social media to find people to play with
• People are using games to connect with the people they
are quarantined with

(3) People are using games to substitute reality
• People are using games to virtually host events or recreate
experiences that cannot occur due to quarantine

• People are using game characters as a substitute for real
interaction

• People are using games to recreate real world locations
(4) People are using quarantine as an opportunity to create

games
• People are using quarantine time to look into creating
games

• People are gamifying everyday activities
There are several implications of these results: (1) a start towards

understanding how people used games differently towards, and
deriving concrete design requirements for, helping people cope
with quarantine circumstances. While the conclusions may seem to
be confined to the pandemic, and there appears to be an end to the
current pandemic on the horizon, the stress caused by isolation can
be felt in other circumstances as well, such as when people must
live in isolation for career related reasons (e.g., astronauts), and
thus the findings of our study can be used to address how games
can help people cope in such situations. (2) This work demonstrates
the value of games in human lives, which can be used to situate
games as an approach to positively impact lives and help other
communities understand their value.

2 RELATEDWORK
Previous research outlines empirical evidence of benefits and draw-
backs of game usage [18, 20, 27]. In this section we discuss previous

research specifically outlining the identified overarching benefits
of: connectedness, mental health, and the relationship between the
two.

2.1 Fostering Social Connectedness through
Games

A notable benefit of games is the ability to allow people to work
together to overcome an objective, which previous work found to
generate a sense of connectedness. An example of this is the work
of Harris and Hancock [22], who tested the impact of symmetrical
and asymmetrical gameplay on social connectedness. They found
that asymmetrical gameplay, which fostered interdependence by
allowing players to cooperate towards a goal while filling different
roles, generated a stronger social connection between players and
that these outcomes could be improved through deliberate mechan-
ical design [22]. This resonates with the work of Depping et al.
[12], who hypothesized that gameplay afforded people the oppor-
tunity to build trust through a shared experience rather than just
conversation. They deliberately designed a game for this purpose,
and found that it performed better at establishing social ties than
a social activity [12]. However, while both studies illustrate the
power of games, the games used were designed specifically for this
purpose, and both studies were conducted in controlled settings,
which constrains the applicability of the findings beyond the game
studied.

Vella et al.’s [54] work overcomes this drawback by surveying
446 players about how different modes of play impact psychological
needs. Their work was not limited to a given game, and found that
a mix of cooperative and competitive play resulted in the highest
social capital, and that any kind of collaborative play resulted in
higher relatedness than solo play [54]. A more recent online survey
by Depping et al. [11] also highlights the interplay between coop-
erative and competitive play, but found that cooperative play had
less impact on social connectedness than previous work suggested.
They suggest that cooperative play can be regarded as more impor-
tant for establishing a new relationship than for an established one
[11]. This work shows that, even among mainstream games, the
ability to share an experience can allow people to feel connected
with one another. However, it also illustrates that this phenomenon
is dynamic and that context (in this case the length of the relation-
ship) is an important factor in what kind of experience players will
seek together.

Because of the opportunity they offer to share an experience or
develop a bond, many players are motivated to play games with
the specific goals of forging and maintaining friendships [10, 54].
More than half of the respondents in Zhang and Kaufman’s [62]
study ofWorld of Warcraft (Blizzard, 2004) players discussed real
life friends and family in relation to gameplay while 48% indicated
that they trusted the people they had met in game. These find-
ings are somewhat in sync with those of Park et al. [42], who
conducted a data driven study of a massive multiplayer online
role playing game (MMORPG). They found that, while achieve-
ment features were predictive of new player retention, social fea-
tures were a better predictor of retention for high level players.
However, Park et al.’s study does not offer an explanation for
why the players found the social components so appealing [42].
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Other literature, however, may offer an explanation. Sanderson
et al. [47] studied the draw of Fortnite among student athletes,
and found that many were motivated to play because it was an
opportunity to connect with existing friends and teammates, as
well as meet new people from other teams or beyond their sport
entirely.

Sanderson et al.’s findings also resonate with two separate stud-
ies that found that the promise of a shared activity with friends
was one of the most prominent motivations for picking up multi-
player online battle arena (MOBA) games [38, 52]. Further, Tyack
et al. [52] discovered that there were significant differences in what
MOBA players valued in teammates who were friends vs. strangers.
Notably, skilled play and complementary roles and characters were
valued more during play with strangers, while positive attitude
and enjoyable conversation were of higher value during play with
friends [52]. This implies that there is a difference in the gameplay
experience when one is playing with friends, in which players are
more focused on connecting through conversation than in-game
achievements. The survey results also demonstrated that many
individuals were able to make friends through gameplay, although
the strength of the friendship varied [52].

It is important to note that gaming is no longer bound to the
computer or a console. Recent years have seen the rise of location
based games that add a new dimension, physical co-location, to
multiplayer gaming. One of the most prominent examples of this
is the game Pokemon Go (Niantic, 2016), which offers unique expe-
riences for collaborative play with both friends and strangers [5].
In addition to the social capital affordances offered by traditional
online games, the game (and others like it) also increases a sense of
community belonging through exploration of one’s neighborhood
and conversations with strangers [28, 53].

The ability games afford to connect with and make new friends
allows people to use games to build and maintain contact with
welcoming and safe online communities [52]. This is illustrated
well by the work of Cole and Griffiths on the social landscape of
MMORPGs [10]. They found that two fifths of respondents to their
online survey would often discuss issues with online friends that
theywould not discusswith friends in real life [10]. A similar finding
emerged from a series of interviews with male gamers conducted
by Vella et al. [55]. Participants expressed that online friendships
offered a safe space to talk about real-world problems. Because they
were viewed as non-judgemental, and otherwise removed from the
crisis, they were perceived by participants to be able to offer more
perspective. They also found that players who developed such a
bond were close enough to discern each others’ moods based only
on behavior [55]. These benefits resonate with the work of Bargh
[4], who found that individuals were more easily able to express
their true selves during online interactions.

While all of the work highlighted the value of game-based on-
line communities, they also illustrated and recognized that these
communities have their limits. In the case of Tyack et al.’s work
on MOBAs [52], players stated that they would discuss topics
with in-game friends they would not discuss in real life. How-
ever, many respondents expressed that in-game friendships were
fleeting, and would end if one party stopped playing, or if a dis-
agreement occurred [52]. However, this phenomenon occurred in a
setting in which players could experience both real life and in-game

interactions. During a quarantine, real life interaction is severely
limited. Thus, it is important to know the extent to which these
trends persist given the changed context.

2.2 Bullying and toxicity act as obstacles to the
social benefits of gaming

While our goal is to highlight the benefits of gaming, it should
also be noted that there are obstacles to fostering connections in
multiplayer games. Specifically, female players are often forced to
hide their gender in order to avoid abuse [52, 56]. Further, toxic
behavior, such as trolling, aggression, and negativity, can have
a notable impact on how individuals view a game’s community
[11, 51, 52] and can be a factor that drives people to stop play-
ing [52]. Despite these concerns, many individuals still turn to
games for the chance to connect with others. Ultimately, it may
be that the perceived benefits outweigh the apparent risks. This
may be especially true during a quarantine period, when no other
interactions are available. Alternatively, lack of other sources of en-
tertainment may drive people to torment others in-game more than
they otherwise would. Either way, previous work didn’t explore this
context.

2.3 Games provide a way to relieve negative
emotions or stress

Research on the connection between games and mental well-being
has found that many people use games to relieve negative emotions
or recover from stressful situations [30, 44]. In an interview study
with 71 online gamers, Hussain and Griffiths [23] found that approx-
imately one third of the participants played MMORPGs because
the game helped them relieve their negative emotions. In some
cases, these negative emotions were difficult to relieve through
other means, i.e. it was easier to fight digital monsters than yell at
people [23]. A similar result emerged in the previously discussed
work of Vella et al. with male gamers [55], where online gaming was
described as cathartic, and a productive way to deal with real-world
frustrations.

The opportunity games afford for stress relief and improving
one’s mood is prominent enough that previous work explored how
games are able to afford this experience. In a laboratory study,
Rieger et al. [45] found that in-game success, such as winning a
race, results in increased mood repair, but that needs-satisfaction
only impacted enjoyment, and had no effect on mood. Bae et al.
[1] conducted an experiment in which they had bored and stressed
players use in-game items and found that item usage had an im-
pact on mood management. Specifically, bored players were able
to relieve their boredom through functional items while stressed
players were able to relieve stress through decorative items [1].
While both studies identified mechanical elements that afford stress
relief, there is also potential for a game’s aesthetic elements to
achieve this goal. For example, Rogers and Nacke [46] explored the
impact of game audio on a player’s ability to relax and de-stress,
and provided design suggestions based on existing examples. They
did not, however, present empirical results to back up their claims.
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2.4 Games provide a (potentially risky) respite
or escape from unpleasant situations

Similar to stress relief, games also afford a mode of escape, offering
a respite from unpleasant situations. For example, in a series of
interviews, Carras et al. [7] found that military veterans often used
games as a form of self-medication or therapy due to gameplay’s
ability to act as a distraction. Participants discussed using games to
replace other, risky behaviors, such as alcoholism or drug abuse [7].
Iacovides and Mekler’s [24] qualitative study of the role of games
during difficult life experiences also found that games can be amuch
needed respite for people. Further, they found that participants
often sought gameplay experiences that were unlikely to generate
additional discomfort or stress, and therefore focused on those that
were familiar or repetitive [24].

However, it is impossible to talk about games as an escape with-
out bringing up the risks of unhealthy escapism [31, 32, 61]. In
their work with Taiwanese adolescents, Wan and Chiou [58, 59]
found that unhealthy escapism through gaming is more likely to
stem from the relief of dissatisfaction or escape of an unpleasant
reality over the pursuit of satisfaction. While the sample for Wan
and Chiou’s research consists primarily of Taiwanese gamers, the
risk of games acting as an obstacle to well-being is also acknowl-
edged by the respondents in Iacovides and Mekler’s study [24].
This suggests a degree of generalizability, and indicates that play-
ers who seek solace in games are aware of the inherent risk of
addiction.

As with the other benefits of gaming, escapism as a benefit,
and its potential risks, have never been evaluated in the context
of a global pandemic or a mass quarantine. Being unable to en-
gage in other activities, combined with a stressful situation in the
world at large, is likely to result in escapism through gaming. How-
ever it is unknown how the changed context will impact people’s
perceptions of excessive gaming. While those in previous work
were cognizant of the risks of escaping through gameplay [24],
perceptions of the perceived risks, and how individuals feel about
their own escapism, may be different when there are few other
options.

3 METHODOLOGY
This work seeks to answer the following question: how have peo-
ple used games to cope with COVID19 quarantine? To answer this
question, we designed a two-step study that was conducted during
the pandemic. The first step of the study was a thematic analysis
of tweets, collected in April of 2020 during which time much of
the United States was under strict stay-at-home orders with non-
essential businesses closed and non-essential activities banned. The
themes that resulted from this analysis were then used to create
a survey that was distributed online. The survey was distributed
in July of 2020, during which time much of the United States was
beginning to open back up, and many outdoor, non-essential ac-
tivities were permitted if conducted with small numbers and face
coverings. IRB approval was acquired at the onset of the work and
survey participants consented anonymously via an IRB-approved
online consent form. All participants were required to be residing
within the united states.

3.1 Twitter Analysis
It was of utmost importance that our survey questions reflect how
people were thinking about, talking about, and using games. Thus,
we began by conducting an initial thematic analysis of social media
posts, focusing specifically on Twitter, due to the platform’s large
number of public and accessible posts.

2000 tweets were collected using Twitter’s free API between
April 15th and April 22nd 2020. We began to see saturation in
the tweets around 1200 and thus chose to stop collecting at 2000.
The API was set to collect tweets that included the keyword
“quarantine" alongside one or more of “Videogame", “Videogames",
“Game", “Games", “Xbox", “Playstation", “Nintendo", “Animal Cross-
ing", “Club Penguin", “Final Fantasy", “World of Warcraft", “League
of Legends", “Overwatch", “Fortnite", “Roblox", “Jackbox", “Call of
Duty", “Esports", “Dota", “Hearthstone", “Persona", “Minecraft", or
“Twitch". Specific game titles were chosen for the search by the re-
search team based on what games were popular, what games were
mentioned in the news about quarantine, and what games were
recently released. All of the collected tweets were public and any
tweet obviously posted by a bot was removed by the researchers
during an initial review of the data set.

We acknowledge that this is not an all encompassing search,
however, we feel that the tweets that were collected embodied a
representative sample of the kinds of social media posts people
were making about gaming during quarantine. We were not specif-
ically targeting new gamers at this point, however, these keywords
selected any tweets related to games and quarantine, and thus, our
sample was not restricted to only heavy gamers.

Following the protocol for thematic analysis [17], two re-
searchers, separately, examined the collected tweets and each devel-
oped an initial list of themes. The two researchers then reconvened,
discussed, and combined their individual lists. The resulting com-
bined list consisted of twelve themes (see Table 1). In order to
validate the themes, the researchers each, separately applied them
to a subset of the collected data consisting of 300 tweets (approxi-
mately 10% of the data set, following established protocols for IRR
[6]) that were determined to be representative of the entire set.
Inter-rater reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa [9] and
resulted in a score of .84, indicating very strong agreement [35].

3.2 Online Survey
We then created a survey consisting of demographic questions and
twelve open-response questions corresponding to the 12 Twitter
themes. The survey questions are detailed in Table 2, if a participant
answered “yes” to the yes/no question, they were provided with a
text entry box and asked to elaborate. We chose the survey method
over other approaches due to its efficiency given the timeliness of
this research as it was conducted during the pandemic. The survey
was posted online via Qualtrics and advertised on Facebook (chosen
due to the ease with which we could run a recruitment ad) from July
1st to August 6th 2020. Participants who completed the survey were
entered into a raffle for one of three 100 dollar gift cards. Data was
collected anonymously, with each participant assigned a random
ID number.

The short answer responses were analyzed via thematic analy-
sis. Two researchers separately examined the entire data set and
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Table 1: The 12 themes that resulted from the Twitter analysis, and examples tweets for each theme. Bold themes reflect
benefits discussed in previous work.

Theme Example

Talking about one’s daily life or relationships inside a
game world as if they were real

“Now that we’re in quarantine Animal Crossing is the the only way i
can go outside, But funnily enough everyone there hates me..... Just like
real life"

Using a game environment to simulate a real-world
experience

“Attending a virtual concert on club penguin was very quarantine 2020"

Recreating real-world locations within games “@HamiltonMusical after seeing the show and now being stuck in
quarantine, I decided to take my shot at making the stage in Minecraft,
(snapshot 20w16a) #Hamilton #Minecraft"

Video games as a tool to stay connected with
friends, family, and loved ones

“Best part of quarantine is being able to turn my Xbox on at any time of
day and having a dozen friends online. . . "

Video games as a tool to meet new people “Who plays Overwatch on PC? Trying to get some games in later?????
I’m bored out of my mind in quarantine. trying to find more games to
play with people on PC!!! What is everyone playing nowadays!?!?!?!"

Video games as a way to pass time “Get up, Breakfast, Video games, Having lunch, Read, Eat potato chips,
Sleep, Get up again, Thank you quarantine, My life was never so sched-
uled like this"

Video games to help with mental stability “my quarantine experience is a lot like that Jason Stathammovie ’Crank’,
except I have to keep playing and beating video games without stopping
or else I’ll fall into a covid-inspired crippling existential crisis"

People taking quarantine as an opportunity to get into
game development

“decided to make my own board game so... #quarantine"

Finding ways to gamify quarantine lives or discussing
quarantine activities as if they were a game

“Let’s play a really fun quarantine game. Someone leave a bottle of wine
at my front door, ring the door bell, and take off. I’ll try and guess who
left it"

Video games as a way to connect, interact, and
spend time with those quarantined with you

“interesting quarantine moments. Learned to play Minecraft with the
kids. Built a big house together. Battled skeletons. It was wholesome."

Connecting game achievements specifically to the quar-
antine

“I beat final fantasy 9. This is a feat that I couldn’t accomplish at 12 but
I could at 32. It truly is a strange time, this quarantine"

Gaming habits specifically influenced by quarantine “I never used to play video games and now all I do is play Fortnite or
that FIFA demo.. quarantine life!"

constructed individual lists of themes until they reached saturation.
The two researchers then reconvened and went over their sepa-
rate lists, combining them into a single list. In order to assess the
validity of the themes, the researchers separated again and each
independently applied the combined themes to a third of the data
set. Inter-rater reliability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa [9],
and the result was .86, indicating very strong agreement [35]. One
researcher then coded the entire data set.

4 RESULTS
Given the research question, we focus on the qualitative analysis
of the short answer responses and present a set of themes detailing
the ways in which people used games to cope with COVID19 quar-
antine. The thematic analysis resulted in a final set of 15 themes
categorized into 4 categories (see table 3). Some themes relate to the
benefits of games outlined in previous work, as shown in the table,
confirming their persistence in the context of quarantine while
shedding light on the details of their relevance. New themes reveal
unique patterns in game usage sparked by quarantine. The final
theme set is described below.

4.1 Participants
The survey received 130 complete responses. 77 respondents iden-
tified as male, 51 as female, and two as non-binary. Participant age
varied quite a bit with the largest group (n=44) being between 18
and 25. The distribution for self-reported time spent gaming before
and during quarantine can be seen in Figure 1. 27% reported playing
five or less hours of games a week prior to the quarantine, with the
majority of the sample (62%) reportedly playing 10 hours or less
before quarantine. Only 12% reported playing more than 20 hours
a week before quarantine. However, 33% of participants reported
playing 20 hours a week or more during quarantine, and only 5%
reported playing five or less. Additionally, 76% of all respondents,
70% of those who had played five or fewer hours prior to quaran-
tine, reported an increase in weekly time spent playing video games
during quarantine. This indicates that our sample includes individ-
uals who would not have been considered heavy gamers prior to
quarantine. Further, this indicates that our sample includes people
who have increased their video game usage during the quarantine.
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Table 2: The 12 short answer questions used in the online survey. If a participant responded "yes" to any question, they were
prompted in a follow up question to elaborate on the experience. Each question in the survey was developed from one of the
Twitter themes identified in the first step of the study.

Question
1. During Quarantine, have you attended any type of gathering or event (such as a party, graduation, concert,

etc. . . ) that was held inside of a video game?
2. Have you felt that video game entities (such as objects, characters, or locations) have become a replacement

for daily activities or interactions during quarantine?
3. During quarantine, have you been involved in the recreation of real-world locations inside of a video game

environment (such as Minecraft)?
4. During quarantine, have you played online games with friends, family, or loved ones that you are not physically

quarantined with?
5. Have you met new people through games during the quarantine?
6. Do you feel as though you are spending a significant amount of time playing games during the quarantine?
7. Do you feel as though playing games has helped you to maintain a positive outlook or feel positive emotions

during quarantine?
8. During the quarantine, have you felt a desire, or have you taken steps, to get into game development? (Either

digital or analog)
9. During quarantine, have you looked for opportunities or felt the desire to create games out of daily activities

or chores or household objects? For example: Rearranging phone apps to create words or puzzles, making a
game out of social media messages or texts, or gamifying chores or unpleasant activities?

10. If you are quarantined with other people, have you played video games with them, either online or in person,
while physically co-located?

11. Do you feel as though being quarantined has resulted in in-game accomplishments? (Such as: gaining skill,
achieving goals, receiving trophies, etc. . . )

12. Have your gaming habits or preferences changed during the quarantine? For example: are you playing different
games, during different hours, or are you playing games now when you did not before?

Figure 1: Distribution of hours spent gaming before (a) and during (b) quarantine for 130 respondents in the data set.

4.2 Category 1: People are using games to
maintain mental well-being

4.2.1 Theme 1.1: People are using games to cope with being alone.
This theme emerged from moments when people mentioned that
games helped them make up for, cope with, and feel better about
being lonely. This theme emerged from 10 statements from 10
different participants, 5 of whom are casual to moderate gamers.
8 out of 10 participants reported an increase in game time during

quarantine. While this theme was not discussed by the majority
of the respondents, those who did speak about it often did so at
length.

This theme lay at the intersection between connections and men-
tal well-being as participants often indicated that the connection
they felt with others through games was what allowed them to
drive off loneliness. We chose to include it in this category due to
the emphasis from participants that this was directly connected to
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Table 3: The 15 themes that resulted from the qualitative analysis of the survey data, sorted into 4 categories, along with
the number of instances of this theme (i.e. how many question responses discussed it), and the number of participants who
discussed it (a participant could discuss a given theme in more than one question response). Bolded themes are not present in
previous work, and italicised themes are partially present in related work.

Theme Instances Participants

Category 1: Mental Well-Being
1.1: People are using games to cope with being alone 10 10

1.2: People are using games to cope with mental disorders 10 8
1.3: People are using games to forget about/escape from the real world and its troubles 60 54
1.4: People are using games to replace a routine that was lost due to quarantine 191 100

1.5: People are using games to maintain a positive outlook 86 67
Category 2: Connections

2.1: People are using games to connect with distanced loved ones 17 17
2.2: People are using games to connect with distanced friends 96 69

2.3: People are using games to meet new people 42 37
2.4: People are using social media to find people to play with 6 5

2.5: People are using games to connect with the people they are quarantined with 52 46
Category 3: Substituting Reality

3.1: People are using games to host events that cannot occur due to quarantine 16 14
3.2: People are using game characters as a substitute for real interaction 16 15

3.3: People are using games to recreate real world locations 14 13
Category 4: Creating Games

4.1: People are using quarantine time to look into creating games 18 14
4.2: People are gamifying everyday activities 6 5

maintaining their mental well-being, for example: “I was losing my
mind at the beginning of quarantine because of the stay at home
order. I am an extrovert but I worried about getting sick. So gaming
has been a safe haven" (participant 7). This theme resonates with
previous work on games providing an opportunity to connect or
make friends and games providing a community, however it differs
as the isolation experienced during a quarantine is imposed by an
outside force.

While previous work emphasized this effect in connection to
online social gaming, respondents from our survey also discussed it
in relation to single player gameplay, for example: “I haven’t really
been leaving my apartment since the pandemic started. But I can
play animal crossing and know that I have tasks to do everyday
and an island full of animal villagers who are happy to see me.
They help me feel less lonely since I mainly only see one other
actual person in real life" (participant 117). This discovery that
people have found that non-player characters can bring them a
sense of connectedness, or ease loneliness is not prominent in
previous work and may be a sensation sparked by the isolation of
quarantine.

4.2.2 Theme 1.2: People are using games to cope with mental disor-
ders. This theme emerged from moments when people specifically
mentioned that the act of gaming was helping them cope with
a specific mental disorder. We note that we did not conduct any
medical measurements of participants’ mental states and acknowl-
edge that it is possible that a respondent may say that a game is
helping their mental health when it is, in reality, having no effect.
This theme emerged from 10 statements from 8 respondents, 5 of

whom reported more than 10 hours of gameplay a week prior to
quarantine. Similar to the previous theme, those who discussed this
often did so at length.

This theme specifically refers to people mentioning mental disor-
ders and how they believe that games have helped them. It relates
to findings in previous work regarding how people use games to
manage their own mental disorders [7]. For example: “it definitely
lets me escape the anxiety and depression I’ve been dealing with
for years. Quarantine definitely made them worse, but gaming lets
me forget for a while" (participant 93). In one particular case, a par-
ticipant explicitly stated that they may not have survived without
games: “I would probably be dead right now without video games"
(participant 125).

4.2.3 Theme 1.3: People are using games to forget about/escape from
the real world and its troubles. This theme emerged from partici-
pants stating that games were helping them keep their mind off
things, distract themselves, or experience a “happier" world. This
theme emerged from 60 question responses from 54 participants,
of whom 36 reported playing fewer than 10 hours of games before
quarantine. This is the fourth most prominent theme in the set
and directly relates to findings from previous work. Examples of
statements that this theme applies to are “I play the games a few
hours a day, enter all the contests and compete for prizes. I like the
idea of forgetting what is really going on with me" (participant 35)
and “Especially when nothing in my city was open, video games
were a fun escape from how boring and uneventful normal life was
becoming..." (participant 18).
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4.2.4 Theme 1.4: People are using games to replace a routine that
was lost due to quarantine. This theme emerged from statements in
which participants described a game as giving them something to
do during the day, or providing them with a schedule or routine.
This theme was the most prominent one in the data set, emerging
from 191 separate statements from 100 participants. Of that set, 61
reported less than 10 hours of game time a week prior to quarantine,
and 80 reported an increase in game time during quarantine.

This benefit was not discussed in previous work, as it has likely
emerged as a unique result of the pandemic robbing people of their
daily schedules through mandatory quarantine. This has left them
to look for new ways to structure, and maintain control over, their
time; for example: “Having a daily cycle of gaming scheduled is
very "work-like" because I make myself do it no matter how I feel. It
helps me keep a rhythm" (participant 54). There were two different
ways in which games performed this role:

• The game itself is the routine: When the act of playing games
becomes a daily routine to fill a void or pass the time. For
example “Play game 3 h a day is part of my schedule" (par-
ticipant 39) or “While I do play more and spend more on
game related purchases, I believe it is due more to having
more time available than before. With nothing else to do or
anywhere to go I spend a generous amount of time online. I
enjoy my time online and so I’m happy to have some extra
time to friends with friends and be able to talk to people
while still remaining in quarantine" (participant 75). This
was the more common occurrence.

• The game provides the routine: When in-game activities be-
come a daily routine. For example: “In animal crossing there
are daily tasks- shake the trees to catch the wasps, hit the
rocks for resources and money, harvest the money tree and
plant a new one, find the fossils on your island, talk to your
villagers. I’m very bad as maintaining a routine without
something external reinforcing it, so having this daily rou-
tine in game helps a lot..." (participant 37).

4.2.5 Theme 1.5: People are using games to maintain a positive
outlook. This theme emerged from participants who used games to
stay positive or feel better about their situation. This theme was the
third most prominent in the data set, emerging from 86 separate
statements from 67 participants. Of the 67 participants, 43 reported
fewer than 10 hours of game time a week prior to quarantine, and
56 reported an increase in game time during quarantine.

While the kinds of negative circumstances encountered by play-
ers in previous work typically had a defined ending and did not in-
terfere with their ability to engage in other activities, the COVID19
quarantine continued for months with no definitive end, and re-
sulted in cutting off most people’s access to any activity outside
their home. Further, the circumstances causing this were out of
most people’s control. This may have resulted in different kinds of
boredom, distress, or hopelessness than what were encountered in
previous work, thus requiring people to find a way to maintain a
sense of hope or positivity.

By analyzing code applications, we identified three ways in
which games were able to generate a positive outlook, the first
two reflect Self Determination Theory [14], specifically to related-
ness and competence:

• Games allow you to connect with others: For example: “I’m
happy I like playing video games because it makes the quar-
antine less awful. And games that I play with other people
give me a feeling of socialization" (participant 83).

• Games give you a goal to work towards and a sense of accom-
plishment: For example: “I can feel accomplishment when
I finish a game or do something. I feel like life continues. I
look forward to "work hours" ending so "game hours" can
start. This would suck if I didn’t have games. Movies and TV
are so passive I’d get so bored if that is all I had" (participant
76).

• Games provide something to look forward to: For example:
“definitely offers something to look forward to after work
since I can’t really do in-location activities. If I did not have
games during quarantine it would have been much more
difficult" (participant 92).

4.3 Category 2: People are using games to
connect with others

4.3.1 Theme 2.1: People are using games to connect with distanced
loved ones. This theme emerged from participants who used games
to connect with loved ones, i.e. family or very close friends, whom
they were not co-located with. This theme was discussed 17 times
by 17 participants. Of that 17, 12 reported 10 or fewer hours of
games a week prior to quarantine. 14 out of the 17 participants
who discussed this theme reported an increase in game time during
quarantine.

This theme relates directly to previous work on how people
are able to connect through games. Because this theme relates
to distanced individuals, it predominantly referred to games with
online features, i.e. “I found out my niece got animal crossing. she
lives in another state so I got to go over to her island and become
her hero by giving her all sorts of stuff that she didn’t have. I felt
so good for Days" (participant 127). Further, participants discussed
how this was a way to still be a part of loved ones’ lives even while
separated by quarantine orders, i.e. “I play games with my sister
and my brother. It doesn’t quite fill the void the same as being able
to visit them in person. But it keeps me in contact with them and
it’s a way to show that I can still be in their life" (participant 34).

4.3.2 Theme 2.2: People are using games to connect with distanced
friends. While the previous theme emerged from discussions of
games being used to connect with distanced loved ones, this theme
pertains to the use of games to connect with distanced friends,
acquaintances, classmates, or co-workers. This theme emerged
from 96 separate question responses from 69 participants, making
it the second most prominent theme in the data set. 39 of these
participants reported fewer than 10 hours of gameplay a week prior
to quarantine, and 55 reported an increase in game time during
quarantine.

Unlike the previous theme, the relationships discussed in these
statements may not be highly established, but were still impor-
tant enough to maintain through gameplay. Again, this relates to
previous work on how people can connect through gameplay, and
pertains to online play due to the distanced nature of those involved.
An example of such a statement is: “I play online games with my
co-worker friends. One of them highly recommended the Nintendo
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Switch console, and helped me set it up. I like playing games with
them because I can see how they are in another way. Sometimes
we even work on our own islands in Animal Crossing or journey
in Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild and call each other on the
phone to talk about what we’re working on. It’s another way to
feel close to each other" (participant 130).

4.3.3 Theme 2.3: People are using games to meet new people. This
theme emerged from respondents who mentioned that they made
new friends through games, a theme that is prevalent in previous
work. This theme emerged from 42 separate question responses
from 37 participants, indicating that it was discussed in answers to
more than one question and making it the sixth most prominent
theme. 21 of these participants reported fewer than 10 hours of
gameplay a week prior to quarantine, and 29 reported an increase
in game time during quarantine.

In some cases, this occurred because people had teamed up to
pursue in-game goals, a phenomenon discussed in previous work.
A goal could be clearly defined, such as defeating a boss “I attended
raids and raid events in Pokemon go. These involve strangers join-
ing groups to battle Pokemon" (participant 50). Participants also
discussed meeting friends of friends through gaming, rather than
complete strangers, i.e. “Friends of friends have joined our gaming
group for fallout and fortnite" (participant 113). Some respondents
discussed how they continued to play with the people they met, e.g.,
“I met them within World of Warcraft and Destiny. And Monster
Hunter: World. Since meeting them, we have raided and played in
large groups together and connected over Discord" (participant 34).

4.3.4 Theme 2.4: People are using social media to find people to play
with. This theme emerged from a pattern in the data where people
mentioned using social media to find and connect with people who
played the same games and, in most cases, play together. Only 5
participants discussed this theme, and only 1 of them discussed it
more than once. This makes it one of the least prominent themes
in the data-set. 2 participants reported playing fewer than 10 hours
of games a week prior to quarantine, and 3 reported an increase in
weekly game time during quarantine.

Although previous work emphasized the benefit of games as a
way to build an online community, the importance of social net-
works was not prominent. It may be that the quarantine induced
isolation pushed more people to seek out gameplay companions, i.e.
“I chatted with a fellow member of a Facebook fallout 4 group that
im a part of to share gaming information" (participant 108) and“I
met a handful of gamers on Twitter. I had responded to a tweet that
it was difficult to find people to play with and I was just invited.
Merely by chance! I’m still in the midst of my first asynchronous
board game online with them" (participant 97).

4.3.5 Theme 2.5: People are using games to connect with the people
they are quarantined with. This theme emerged from respondents
whomentioned connecting through gameplay with those they were
quarantined with. This theme emerged from 52 separate question
responses from 46 participants, making it the fifth most prominent
theme. 32 of the 46 participants reported 10 or fewer hours of
gameplay a week prior to quarantine, and 37 reported an increase
in game time during quarantine.

This theme is not unique to quarantine, as discussed in pre-
vious work. Responses that related to this theme discussed both
co-located roommates and family members. Examples of statements
that related to this theme are: “I enjoy quality time with my 8 year
old son more so thanks to gaming. The time I have been able to
play with him has increased so we have utilized it. Playing games
with him most definitely lifts both of our moods during quarantine"
(participant 53) and “Instead of being in far corners of house not
interacting. Jackbox.tv has been fun sharing game time and what
we know of each other" (participant 124).

4.4 Category 3: People are using games to
substitute reality

These themes relate to phenomena discussed in previous work,
for example, players have been known to host major life events
in game (such as funerals e.g. [19, 48]). However, we argue that
these themes are new and distinct from previous work as they
emerge from survey responses that highlight how the practice is
informed and motivated by specific circumstances of quarantine,
i.e. events being held in game specifically because they cannot be
held in reality, whereas previous work highlights events held in
game because the attending community is unique to the game
environment.

4.4.1 Theme 3.1: People are using games to virtually host events or
recreate experiences that cannot occur due to quarantine: This theme
emerged from situations in which people spoke about attending
events, or engaging in some form of organized activity, inside of a
game environment. The events discussed in responses related to this
theme differ from previous work in that they are primarily events
that could no longer occur in reality due to the pandemic. This
theme emerged from 16 question responses by 14 participants. 6 of
the 14 played 10 or fewer hours of games a week prior to quarantine,
and 10 of them reported an increase in time spent gaming during
quarantine.

There were three types of events that emerged in the data:
• Public Events: Such as concerts or graduations, for example:
“I attended the Travis Scott concert they had within fortnite.
It was organized really well and it gave us a nice concert
type situation even though we couldn’t attend one in person"
(participant 10).

• Private Events: Such as birthday parties or weddings, for ex-
ample: “We had a little birthday / graduation celebration for
my friend Axel in Animal Crossing New Leaf. He graduated
with his bachelor’s degree the same day as his birthday. We
held a little ceremony that happened to coincide with the
bug catching tournament" (participant 31).

• Regular Events: Referring to events or activities that occurred
regularly prior to quarantine, such as a game night or vaca-
tions. For example: “Boardgame meetup in Tabletop Simula-
tor. Normal Meetup group" (participant 76).

4.4.2 Theme 3.2: People are using game characters as a substitute for
real interaction: This theme emerged from participants describing
their relationships with game characters, or how they interacted
with them, as a replacement for real-world social interaction. This
theme was discussed in 16 question responses by 15 participants.
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8 of the 15 played 10 or fewer hours of games a week prior to
quarantine, and 12 of them reported an increase in game time
during quarantine.

While isolation exists in normal world contexts, the complete
inability to engage in any real life social interaction is largely unique
to a quarantine period. Thus, this theme appears to be the result
of a need to maintain a sense of normal connection when human
contact is almost impossible. Examples of this theme indicate that
participants (to some degree) view game characters as if they are
real, i.e. “Can’t be around people. The people in the games are
my friends" (participant 142) and see interaction with them as a
surrogate for real interaction, such as “I fully immerse myself in
video games so I feel like the people are talking to me. They make
me feel as if I’m having human interaction and it makes me feel
normal" (participant 10). In some cases, participants indicated that
they found this kind of interaction to be preferable to real human
interaction, as it involved less pressure and afforded them more
control of the situation. An example of this can be seen in: “I’ve been
playing animal crossing new horizons daily because you have an
island full of characters that you get attached to who are always so
excitedwhen you talk to them. I’m an introvert by nature but talking
with my villagers every day gives me a chance to socialize on my
terms without me feeling like I’m being overwhelmed" (participant
43).

4.4.3 Theme 3.3: People are using games to recreate real world loca-
tions: This is another theme that may be unique to quarantines, as
the desire to recreate a real world location appears to be born from
an inability to be there, i.e. “I built my summer camp in Animal
Crossing. I was supposed to start working there again this summer
but it was cancelled. I did it mostly myself, but friends gave me
items" (participant 98) and “My friends and I recreated a Ralph’s
because we would hang out by there all the time bc there is a park
near by" (participant 3). This theme was discussed in 14 question
responses by 13 participants. 6 of the 14 played 10 or fewer hours
of games a week prior to quarantine and 10 of them reported an
increase in game time during quarantine.

Often, building was a group activity, that gave friends and family
an objective to work towards together, i.e. “I have been building
a castle with my friends over online play and we were just bored
and wanted to play with each other so that’s why we did that"
(participant 61) and “I have worked with my sister, who lives with
me, on some buildings like the Eiffel Tower, some skyscrapers,
and various pyramids. We were prompted to build these together
because we were bored and these gave us a goal to reach. My role
was as an equal with my sister, we both worked on it equally."
(participant 19).

4.5 Category 4: People are using quarantine as
an opportunity to create games:

Neither theme in this category relates to previous work.

4.5.1 Theme 4.1: People are using quarantine time to look into cre-
ating games: This theme emerged from responses to question eight
(see Table 2) in which people discussed how the time and frequent
gaming afforded by quarantine had sparked an interest in pur-
suing game development. This theme emerged from 18 question

responses from 14 participants. 10 of the 14 reported playing 10 or
fewer hours of games a week prior to quarantine, and 14 of them
reported an increase in game time during quarantine.

This does not relate to the findings of previous work, as it is
specific to the quarantine context. Examples of statements this
theme applies to are: “I have started making a board game because
I have lot of ideas." (participant 101) and “I might get into making
games. I have a lot of time now and if it’s something that I can get
into right now I can see myself keeping at it because of what videos
games does to enhance my life" (participant 123).

4.5.2 Theme 4.2: People are gamifying everyday activities: This
theme emerged from responses to question nine (see Table 2) in
which participants discussed the tendency to gamify day to day or
unpleasant activities during quarantine in an attempt to make them
more enjoyable. This theme emerged from responses from only 6
question responses from 5 participants, making it one of the least
prominent themes in the set. 3 out of the 6 reported playing 10 or
fewer hours of games a week prior to quarantine, and 4 reported
an increase in game time during quarantine.

Like the previous theme, this is quarantine specific and does not
relate to benefits of gaming discussed in previous work. In some
cases, the gamification was a way to inject fun into, and therefore
keep people focused on, productive activities, i.e. “Me and my sister
raced to see who could do chores quicker and the winner got a
smoothie. " (participant 55) or “Trying to stack the dishes at peak
effectiveness in the dishwasher..." (participant 122).

5 DISCUSSION
Our results shed light on how people have used games to main-
tain mental well-being and foster connections in order to cope
with quarantine, confirming the relevance of previous work and
highlighting new themes.

Previous work highlighted numerous ways in which games can
help people manage their mental well-being [1, 7, 23, 24]. The
themes in category 1, confirm that these benefits remain relevant
during the quarantine, as games continue to help people manage
mental illness and escape from unpleasant situations. However, the
most prominent theme in the entire data set is theme 1.4, which
relates to games providing a routine. This benefit was not brought
up in previous work, as it is likely unique to the quarantine, a pe-
riod in which many have been stripped of school or work related
routines. The prominence of this theme suggests that games can
help people manage mental well-being not only through escape but
also through replacement, by providing surrogates for normalcy.
This phenomenon can also be seen in relation to theme 1.1, related
to coping with loneliness through online and NPC interaction, and
the entirety of theme category 3, related to substituting reality with
in game locations, events, and interactions. This indicates that the
ability to generate a sensation of normalcy through virtual replace-
ment of real world activities may be a key way that games can help
people cope with quarantine, and similar isolating circumstances.

Previous work also highlights the ability to connect with oth-
ers as a benefit of gaming [12, 22, 54]. Overall, survey responses
confirmed that this benefit persists even within the context of quar-
antine, as highlighted by the themes in category 2. While none of
the themes in this category are exclusively new findings, confirming
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their persistent relevance during the unique context of quarantine
is an important stepping stone to future work that may examine the
phenomenon in more detail. For example, the emphasis on seeking
connections may be connected to the construct of relatedness from
Self Determination Theory (SDT) [14]. Previous work has used SDT
to understand the benefits of games [54], and this indicates that
SDT may still be a relevant lens to examine game usage during
quarantine. Additionally, while all of the themes in this category
appear, or partially appear, in previous work, it is worth noting the
general absence of discussions of toxicity, recognized in previous
work as an obstacle to connecting through games [51, 52]. It is
possible that the quarantine context has turned people’s attention
to the perceived benefits of their gameplay so much so that any
negative experiences are forgotten. Future work will be necessary
to examine the impact of quarantine on in-game toxicity.

Finally, theme category 4, which revealed that people were using
quarantine as an opportunity to start creating games, encompasses
two themes not related to previous work. These themes were largely
restricted to responses to the two questions that asked participants
about creating games during quarantine. A potential avenue for
future research is to examine the extent to which game development
is the result of more time, inspired by playing more games, or
fueled by the sense of accomplishment that comes from creating
something.

5.1 Limitations
We acknowledge that there may be a bias in our results in that
people who use certain social media sitesmay be of similarmindsets,
and that by not recruiting from other internet communities (such as
Reddit or Tumblr) we may have missed some information. Although
we acknowledge this as a limitation, the themes collected from
Twitter became survey questions that resonated relatively well
with respondents from Facebook, implying that there is likely a
common ground between online communities. Additionally, we
acknowledge that 130 people is not a statistically significant sample
size. However, given the qualitative focus of this work we argue that
this does not invalidate the results, which we present as insightful
and useful starting points for future research. We also acknowledge
that we only collected survey responses from participants residing
within the United States, and that people quarantined in other
countries, with different policies and infection rates, may have
different experiences. We argue that this does not invalidate the
results of this work, which can act as a foundation for future studies
comparing the use of games during quarantine across borders.

6 CONCLUSION
As COVID19 spread across the world in the early months of
2020, millions of people were confined to their homes. With the
stress of an unprecedented quarantine bearing down on them,
many people turned to games as a way to foster social connec-
tions and maintain mental well-being. The goal of this work was
to explore the ways in which people used games to cope with
quarantine.

To this end, we conducted a two-step study. The first step was
a thematic analysis of collected tweets that discussed gaming in
the context of quarantine. This analysis resulted in 12 themes

with an IRR of .84 that were then used to create a 12-question
open-answer survey. In the second step, the survey was distributed
online, and through thematic analysis of the responses we were
able to derive a set of 15 themes organized into four categories
with an IRR of .86. These themes reveal the ways in which quar-
antined individuals leveraged games as a tool to cope with their
circumstances. We discussed these findings and how they relate
to previous work, confirming the continued relevance of past find-
ings as well as highlighting new patterns in behaviors as dis-
cussed by participants. Further, we discuss insights into why par-
ticipants have chosen games over other mediums, how they feel
about their gameplay, and implications for future research and
design.

The results of this study inspire several avenues for future work.
As discussed, the themes presented here offer opportunities to
explore the use of games as a tool to cope with quarantine and iso-
lation. We envision this work as a stepping stone for future research
that may examine these themes, and their impact on quarantined
players, in more detail.
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