
Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Sarsenbayeva, Z;Tag, B;Yan, S;Kostakos, V;Goncalves, J

Title:
Using Video Games to Regulate Emotions

Date:
--

Citation:
Sarsenbayeva, Z., Tag, B., Yan, S., Kostakos, V. & Goncalves, J. (). Using Video Games
to Regulate Emotions. ACM International Conference Proceeding Series, pp.-.
ACM. https://doi.org/./..

Persistent Link:
https://hdl.handle.net//



Using Video Games to Regulate Emotions

ZHANNA SARSENBAYEVA, The University of Melbourne, Australia
BENJAMIN TAG, The University of Melbourne, Australia
SHU YAN, The University of Melbourne, Australia
VASSILIS KOSTAKOS, The University of Melbourne, Australia
JORGE GONCALVES, The University of Melbourne, Australia

In this paper we investigate the practice of using video games for digital emotion regulation. In a two-week
diary study we collected participants’ records on their emotional states and video games experience. Our
findings show that people use video games to respond to their reality, to socialise and communicate with
their friends. We also show that video games lead to intentional and unintentional emotional outcomes
depending on different aspects of the game. Our work provides insights on using video games for digital
emotion regulation and directions for future research.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Emotions are an integral part of human behaviour and occur as a set of behavioural and physiological
responses to challenges that people experience [12]. Negative emotions have been shown to have
adverse impact on human physical and mental health associated with cardiovascular diseases [39]
and mental disorders [6]. Meanwhile, positive emotions have been shown to improve educational
performance [23] and the ability to concentrate [29]. Therefore, emotions play an important role
in human well-being and the ability to regulate emotions can lead to improvements in people’s
mental and physical health [22].

The term “emotion regulation” implies that there exists a process separate from emotions used to
modulate emotions [6] and generally refers to the process of modulating one or more aspects of an
emotional experience or response [14]. Emotion regulation has been shown to act as an effective
response for borderline personality disorders [25] as well as substance abuse, eating disorders, and
depression [24]. Moreover, successful emotion regulation has been shown to reduce the risk of
heart attacks and coronary heart disease [22].

People often use intentional strategies to regulate their emotions. Some tend to do sports, spend
time with their loved ones, or interact with pets as it has been shown to improve mood and

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee
provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and
the full citation on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other uses,
contact the owner/author(s).
OzCHI ’20, December 2–4, 2020, Sydney, NSW, Australia
© 2020 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-8975-4/20/12.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3441000.3441035

1

https://doi.org/10.1145/3441000.3441035
https://doi.org/10.1145/3441000.3441035
https://doi.org/10.1145/3441000.3441035


OzCHI ’20, December 2–4, 2020, Sydney, NSW, Australia Sarsenbayeva, et al.

emotional well-being [27]. Due to the current prevalence of digital technology, people also tend to
default to digital technologies to regulate their emotions [47].

One example of such technology is video games. The popularity of video games has consistently
grown over the past few years. In the US alone there are 155 million video game players [3, 20].
Research has shown that video games lead players to experiencing a wide range of emotions,
both positive and negative [20]. Therefore, understanding emotions produced by video games and
their effect on emotional health provides new insights and opportunities for research in emotion
regulation [20].
In this work, we investigate how people attempt to regulate their emotions by playing video

games. We conducted a two-week diary study with 10 participants and found that participants play
video games in order to regulate their emotions to respond to real-world situations. We also found
that video games lead to both intentional and unintentional outcomes often depending on factors
such as game result and game setting. We discuss potential benefits and risks of using video games
for emotion regulation and outline opportunities for future work.

2 RELATEDWORK
Researchers suggest that in order to promote mental health, it is essential to better conceptualise
and, therefore, enable proactive emotion regulation [6, 44]. According to Gross [15], it is important
to understand that it is not the situation, but the individual’s judgement of the situation that
generates the emotion. Therefore, emotion regulation can be performed for example by changing
the way of evaluating the situation (i.e., use an emotion regulation strategy) [15].

2.1 Emotion Regulation Strategies
In Psychology research there exists two main emotion regulation strategies: antecedent-focused and
response-focused strategies [6]. Antecedent-focused strategies concentrate on the modification of
the input to the emotion-generative system and include such manipulations as selecting/modifying
the situation, monitoring attentional deployment, and cognitive reassessment of the situation to
change the emotional salience [4, 6]. Meanwhile, response-focused strategies work on altering
the output of the emotion-generative system, e.g., by suppressing emotional expressions when
emotionally aroused [6].

Nevertheless, inhibiting emotions has been shown to adversely affect emotional well-being [13].
For example, emotion inhibition increases the intensity and frequency of the cardiovascular and
sympathetic system highly correlating with immune and cardiovascular problems [13, 34]. It also
impairs memory recall [34] and causes higher incidences of depression [18]. Cognitive reappraisal,
on the other hand, has been shown to be effective in down-regulating negative emotions [16] and to
have several benefits [6]. For instance, reappraisal is effective in reducing emotional experiences of
anger and provides an improved sense of meaning without any physiological cost [1, 10]. Moreover,
it has been shown that cognitive reappraisal is more adaptive than the suppression of emotions [16].
Another widely adopted emotion regulation strategy is mindfulness. In contrast to reappraisal,

mindfulness suggests that emotions are mental events and do not need to be acted upon [6]. Instead,
mindfulness suggests developing a capacity to allow these mental events to come and go with a
purpose to consciously choose behaviours and thoughts that lead to pleasant results [6]. Therefore,
it is important to understand how people regulate their emotions as different emotion regulation
strategies may have different consequences on an individual’s well-being [17].
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2.2 Digital Media and Human Emotions
There has been a recent emergence of interest in digital emotion regulation in Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI) as digital technology has been shown to be successfully used for emotion reg-
ulation [47]. Different types of digital technologies have been shown to affect human emotional
states [47].
For example, digitally-mediated content is being used to cope with stress, to induce desired

emotions, and to distract from problems, by deflecting attention [46]. Furthermore, as consumers
of digital media typically respond to mediated content as if it occurs in real life [11, 32], it has been
suggested to improve emotional well-being, thus, potentially being useful as a low-cost method
to regulate emotions [2]. For example, online cat videos have been shown to generate pleasure
and positive affect [28]. However, digital media can also cause negative emotions in people. For
example, research has shown that individuals find spending time on online media as a way to
procrastinate, potentially leading to increased feelings of guilt [33].
Moreover, recent research has shown that smartphone usage may influence users’ emotional

states as well as emotionsmight define users’ smartphone usage [26, 36, 45]. Researchers also demon-
strate that depending on the content of mobile applications and smartphone use behaviour [37],
users may experience either positive or negative affect [36] and vice versa [42].

Another way to regulate emotions is to play video games due to the highly emotional nature of
modern videos games [20]. Ravaja et al. [31] found that positive valence arousal was connected
to active player engagement when playing video games. Collins and Cox [7] have demonstrated
that video games can potentially be associated with positive recovery from work-related strain.
Video games have also shown to cause aggressive emotions and frustration in players resulting
from inadequate and hindered performance [30]. Moreover, there is some evidence of video games
leading to emotional desensitisation to on-screen violence [5] and the inability to recognise emotions
in others [21]. As can be seen from the above examples, the impact of video games on human
emotional and mental states remains a subject for debate [9, 20]. To contribute to this discourse,
we are presenting our observations of participants’ motivation to play video games and investigate
how people use video games to regulate their emotions.

3 METHOD
We conducted a two-week diary study with 10 participants (5 men and 5 women) recruited via
university mailing lists and through snowball recruitment. Participants’ age varied between 18
and 35 years and they all reported to play video games on a regular basis (average game play time
is 1.6 hours per day). The most commonly played games among our participants were “World
of Warcraft”, “Dota 2”, “CSGO”, “Animal Crossing: New Horizons”, “Arena of Valor” and other
less commonly played games such as “Candy Crush”, “Angry Birds”, “Civilization V”, and “The
Witcher 3”. Participants had different educational backgrounds (e.g., Biomedicine, Computer Science,
Education, Literature) and original backgrounds (e.g., Australia, China, India, Indonesia, Saudi
Arabia). Prior to enrolling in the study, all participants received instructions to observe and keep
record of their daily video games experiences as well as emotional states before and after playing
the game. To confirm their agreement to participate in the study, all participants provided written
consent to the researchers. We sent our participants daily reminders to ensure they have kept a
record of their emotional experience and experience of playing video games. We also provided
our participants with a diary template and questions to support the data collection process. The
participants also had the opportunity to enter open-ended comments when they felt it was necessary.
At the end of the study we conducted online semi-structured face-to-face interviews with each
participant to hear their reflections on the study and their experience.
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4 RESULTS
We conducted a thematic analysis on the collected qualitative data. Two of the authors performed
initial coding of the data, after reading through each of the responses. Then the researchers
performed a comparison of the initial codes and produced the final codes based on their similarity
(e.g., “I play games to build up my confidence” and “I play games for fun” merged into “Intrinsic
motivation to play video games”). The data was then again coded according to the final codes,
which we then reviewed and finalised as themes presented below.

4.1 Theme 1 – People sometimes play video games to respond to their every day life
Participants stated that playing video games helps them to respond to reality. According to their
diary records, different external and internal factors cause negative emotions and unpleasant
feelings which they tend to regulate by playing video games. The majority of participants mentions
that they play video games in order to respond to stress caused by external factors such as pressure
of performing well at work and at university as well as dealing with deadlines. “This is my first
year on the job and I’m busy working during the day to learn job-related skills. I was stressed out, so I
play two hours of competitive games at night to relieve the pressure.” (P03), “I am busy studying every
day. I have too much homework to do. I feel anxious because of the heavy work, and I often play some
casual games to relieve my study pressure” (P05).

Moreover, participants state that they play video games to respond to their unpleasant internal
states in order to change their feelings, such as boredom and tiredness: “I think sometimes I’ll play
games to release my stress. But for most of time, I choose to play video games because I’m bored.” (P01),
“When I am in a bad mood or even angry, I choose to play some casual games to calm myself down. In
the process of playing games, I slowly release the negative emotions.” (P04).

Finally, participants reported that video games help them to immerse with the virtual world,and
thereby, escape reality. For example, several participants mentioned that the video games they
play let them feel things that do not exist in their everyday life: “A lot of the rules of the real world
have been made and I can’t change them. But in the game [it] is not the same, I can be a top team’s
head coach, can be a dragon warrior, can be an excellent soldier driving the mech. I will play some
simulation games and experience things that I can’t experience in real life. The pressure in real life
is released in virtual online games” (P08). This was particularly important for participants with
children as video games help them relax after a day full of childcare responsibilities. “My baby was
grumpy today, I needed to do something to relax after he [fell] asleep” (P01), “Playing games helps me
escape real life and change my emotions. Otherwise, I’m going crazy about taking care of my child.”
(P10).

4.2 Theme 2 – Video games are means of socialisation
We also found that our participants considered video games as means of socialising with their
friends. Several participants mentioned they play video games to catch up with friends and to spend
good time together: “It feels good to play games with friends” (P03), “Playing games with friends
makes me feel less stressed” (P08), “After a work day, I play video games with my friends to chat and
win some games to gain confidence and release the pressure” (P09).

Furthermore, participants recorded that the setting of the game plays a significant role in helping
them to regulate their emotions. For example, jokes and funny moments that occurred during video
games sessions with friends brought positive emotions to our participants: “Friend’s jokes made me
happy” (P02), “Happy with my friend’s joke and relaxed” (P04), “My friend’s bad performance made
me laugh at him and made me very happy” (P10).
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4.3 Theme 3 – Video games lead to intentional and unintentional emotional outcomes
We found that after playing games our participants felt either positive and negative emotions
depending on different factors. For example, participants reported feeling negative emotions
because they lost or were outperformed by their competitors: “I lost! I was so upset” (P02), “After
losing [the game] not in a good mood” (P03). Meanwhile, participants felt positive emotions when
they won: [I felt] happier after winning the game (P02), outperformed their competitors: “Because I
surpassed my colleagues, I was very excited” (P01) or reached some achievement: “I am happy because
I passed the level” (P01), “New top score makes me feel happy” (P04). The above examples describe
how the result of the game led to unintentional emotions of our participants. Some participants
claim that this then helps them improve their performance at work and at school: “I like playing
competitive games. Every victory inspires me. I enjoy the feeling of success. By playing competitive
games I constantly refresh my ranking, which makes my blood boil. I can continue this positive state
into my study.” (P07),
Not only the result of the game, but the game setting itself influenced participants’ emotional

states - without the players’ intent - both negatively and positively. By definition, this would
not qualify as emotion regulation, as emotion regulation requires a person’s intent to modify
emotions [12, 15, 19]. However, as all our candidates are regular players, they are aware of the
potential of surprising events happening in a game, we report these unintentional instances as
well. For example, one participant reported feeling “annoyed because of broken game functions”
(P10) while another participant reported feeling happy “because of getting a good equipment” (P08).
Furthermore, participants reported feeling guilty and frustrated when they played for long time, as
they felt they have “wasted” their time: “Frustrated because of playing for too long and slept so late”
(P04), “Playing games for too long makes me feel guilty” (P07), “Playing late makes me a little worried
about tomorrow’s work” (P09).

However, we also found that participants played video games with the clear intention of experi-
encing positive emotions, particularly due to game characteristics. For instance, several participants
mentioned that the game scenery and music lead them to feeling positive affect: “The beautiful
game scenery makes me relaxed” (P03), “Attracted by the game world, I am very happy to be immersed
in the beautiful scenery” (P07), “I feel free and relaxed in the game world” (P10).

5 DISCUSSION
Our results demonstrate that participants played video games with the intention of regulating their
emotions as a response to everyday life. Participants reported feeling relieved and less stressed
after playing video games. This finding indicates that playing video games could be used as means
of digital emotion regulation, as one of the significant features of digital emotion regulation tools is
their all-time accessibility and availability on a personal device, e.g., smartphone [43, 47, 48]. This
accessibility and the availability of different sensing modalities to detect emotions, such as front-
facing cameras [36], potentially enables smartphones to proactively provide emotion regulation
tools, similar to cognition-aware recommender systems [8]. However, to continuously detect the
emotional state of the user, it requires sensors that collect data even when the smartphone is not in
use, e.g., wristbands, smartwatches, or glasses [40].
Another main motivation for our participants to play video games was to socialise with their

friends. Participants mentioned that by playing video games they spend time with their friends
and enjoy the jokes and fun that occur during the game session. These findings are in line with
prior research showing that socialising is one of the main motivators to play online games Yee [49].
This might be due to the fact that friends can provide social support which decreases physiological

5



OzCHI ’20, December 2–4, 2020, Sydney, NSW, Australia Sarsenbayeva, et al.

responses to stressors [41]. Therefore, the social aspect of gaming allows video game players to
regulate their emotions and act as interpersonal emotion regulation [50].
We have also found that playing video games can lead to experiencing both intentional and

unintentional emotional experiences, and is highly dependent on the result of the game. For
example, in the case of a victory, participants felt happy and inspired, while in the case of a loss,
participants experienced frustration and annoyance. These results are in line with prior research
that shows digital emotion regulation strategies, similar to non-digital ones, can lead to both
negative [35] and positive [7] outcomes. However, we note that research has shown that feeling
negative emotions does not necessarily lead to negative experiences; rather the experience of both
positive and negative emotions compose people’s subjective well-being [38].
Moreover, our results show that participants also mentioned they played video games without

an intention of changing/regulating their emotions, but rather to experience a beautiful scenery or
to spend the time. These findings indicate that although video games might potentially be used
for digital emotion regulation, there are other reasons behind user’s motivation to play video
games [49].
In our future work we plan to run a more extensive study and investigate other criteria that

we did not consider in this research, such as examining if different types of video games are used
to regulate emotions. We also plan to have a wider range of participants to observe if age or
gender have an effect on digital emotion regulation strategies. We further plan to study if different
platforms are part of the player’s emotion regulation strategies. In our current study we noticed
that gamers who play video games on a regular basis tend to do it for communicating with friends
and teammates, which often results in emotion regulation. However, those who do not play so
frequently, tend to use video games intentionally to regulate their emotions. Nevertheless, our
sample size was not sufficient to support or disprove this observation. Hence, it remains open for
investigation in future work.

6 CONCLUSION
In this work we investigate how video games are used for emotion regulation. Our findings show
that participants play video games to regulate their emotions caused by their real-world situation.
Our results also show that video games are used as means of socialisation and communication with
friends, and lead to experiencing both intentional and unintentional emotional changes depending
on the elements of the game such as end result or game settings. We conclude that video games
have strong potential to become an accessible and affordable means of digital emotion regulation;
however, some research challenges still remain open. We plan to extend this work in the future to
a larger participant sample to understand the effects of different video game types, participant’s
personal and demographic characteristics on digital emotion regulation.
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