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Motivations for the use of games
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Introduction: This study explores motivations for the use of video games in coping,
using the twin theoretical lenses of mood management and stress response theory,
as well as how individual differences in motivational orientation moderate emotional
regulation. The role of genres in selective exposure and the extent to which this
overlaps with individual motivations for play are also addressed.

Methods: An exploratory survey (N = 348) was conducted to gather data on
respondents’ personalities, gameplay habits, motivations, genre preferences,
coping strategies, and emotional states.

Results: Gameplay as coping was found to be quite widespread, and associations
were found between this behavior and respondents’ motivations for gaming in
general, as well as with individual differences related to immersion. Motivational
orientations towards narrative involvement, social interaction, and escapism
were likewise associated with using games to cope with stress, while the
regulatory effects of gameplay were also found to be moderated by players’
orientation towards autonomy and exploration.

Discussion: These findings suggest that individual differences inimmersive tendencies
and motivational orientations play a crucial role in determining when and how video
games serve as effective tools for emotional regulation and coping with stress.
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1 Introduction

The popularity of video games has often been articulated in terms of their unique motivational
“pull” and the features of the medium that drive this motivation have been the subject of much
scholarly work (Ryan et al., 2006; Przybylski et al., 2010). It is generally understood that video games
fulfill some set of psychological needs for their players, and that this makes the experience of play
pleasurable (Tamborini et al., 2011). It is less clear how games affect players’ well-being, as scholars
have identified both beneficial and detrimental correlates of gameplay habits (Granic et al., 2014;
Pallavicini et al., 2018; Pine et al., 2020). The present study supposes that, alongside fun and
enjoyment, a desire to support emotional well-being may be one of the factors motivating
individuals to play video games and explores how the motivational aspects of the medium relate to
its use for the purposes of emotional regulation and coping with stress. Emotional well-being, in
this context, refers to the balancing of positive and negative affect, as well as the effective regulation
of emotional arousal (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002; Brockman et al., 2017; Oravecz and Brick, 2019).

1.1 Mood management and stress response

Mood management theory (MMT) accounts for the selection of mediated experiences by
arguing that individuals are motivated in their behavior by a desire to experience pleasurable
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emotional states and to ameliorate negative ones (Bryant and Zillmann,
1984; Zillmann, 2000). On this basis, mood—defined as a relatively stable
emotional state that operates in the background of experience and not in
direct response to any single stimulus—and selected media experiences
are conceptualized as elements in a self-regulating control system or
feedback loop (Larsen, 2000). Undesirable mood states are predicted to
lead to an emotion-regulatory response, involving the selection of media
that will aid in the restoration of a more desirable mood state, whether by
alleviating the cause of the negative mood or by providing a
counterbalancing positive stimulus. Notably, this theoretical framework
has been frequently invoked in the past to account for the appeal of video
games as a general category of media activity (Bowman and Tamborini,
2012, 2015; Reinecke et al., 2012); however, the emotional regulation
dynamics that lead to the selection of one game over another are
significantly less well understood (Villani et al., 2018).

The process of coping with stress is closely related to emotional
regulation and MMT, in that it also articulates a response motivated
by a negative emotional state; however, the theoretical literature has
remained strikingly divided between these two approaches,
particularly on the uses of media (Wolfers and Schneider, 2020). Stress
is typically theorized as a two-step process, whereby an individual first
recognizes a potential threat to their goals or well-being and then
evaluates their available psychological and instrumental resources for
mounting a response (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). More recent
iterations of stress response theory tend to see this as a cyclical process
of reappraisal and adaptive response (Smith and Lazarus, 1990), not
dissimilar to MMT. Coping with stress has likewise been frequently
identified as a motivating factor for video gameplay (Reinecke, 2009;
Tacovides and Mekler, 2019; Cahill, 2021), although theories of coping
have tended to take a dimmer view of media use on the whole, often
reflexively framing it in terms of distraction or avoidance (Nabi
etal., 2017).

1.2 Recovery and resilience

This view of media use as primarily oriented towards short-term
hedonic needs, such as emotional avoidance or mood repair, is challenged
by emerging perspectives that suggest the potential of entertainment
media in general and interactive entertainment media in particular for
supporting both short-term recovery and long-term resilience building.
The Recovery and Resilience in Entertainment Media Use (R’EM) Model
proposed by Reinecke and Rieger (2021) offers a comprehensive
theoretical framework encompassing both of these elements: it
incorporates hedonic motivations for engagement with entertainment
media content that serve immediate needs of allostatic regulation and
mood repair alongside eudaimonic motivations oriented towards personal
growth and the development of psychological resilience through
encounters with content that is cognitively and/or emotionally
challenging, providing opportunities for meaning-making.

This more inclusive conceptualization aligns with empirical
evidence suggesting that motivations for playing video games
frequently extend beyond simple mood optimization into more
eudaimonic domains (Bowman et al., 2024; Possler et al., 2024).
Eudaimonic experiences are characterized by mixed affect—that
is, by the simultaneous experience of positive and negative
affective states—and a desire to seek deeper meaning, emotional
engagement, or truth about oneself or the world (Oliver and
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Raney, 2011). There are numerous aspects of video games as a
medium that may contribute to their potential for providing
eudaimonic experiences to players, including the ability for players
to exert agency over the narrative and make meaningful choices,
the potential that this agency creates for introspection as players
are prone to identify more strongly with the characters they
control, the pairing of emotional engagement and cognitive
demand, and in some games, the opportunity to interact and
collaborate with other human players (Oliver et al., 2015; Daneels
etal., 2021). Such eudaimonic play experiences may be particularly
relevant when individuals use games to cope with significant life
stressors, as research suggests that the ability to approach and
engage with complex emotions in such circumstances (i.e.,
emotional approach coping) is frequently a predictor of positive
long-term outcomes in terms of mental and physical health
(Austenfeld and Stanton, 2004; Juth et al., 2015).

1.3 Immersive tendencies

Despite the growing recognition of gaming as a common means of
coping with stress, a critical gap remains in the present understanding of
the individual and situational factors that may affect this process. Much
of the extant research literature treats gaming as a relatively monolithic
activity and fails to account for the vast diversity of player motivations and
gaming experiences within the medium (Dale and Green, 2017; Dale
et al., 2020). Without understanding how these individual differences
affect both the propensity to use games for coping and the efficacy of such
use, it will remain difficult to adequately explain the mechanisms through
which games may support or undermine emotional well-being. Moreover,
this limitation constrains our ability to differentiate the circumstances
under which gaming may serve as an effective response to stress from
those under which gaming is potentially maladaptive.

Prior research has identified immersive tendencies—that is, the
propensity to become involved and immersed in mediated
experiences—as a meaningful predictor of the likelihood that an
individual will play games to cope with stress (Cahill, 2021). However,
this association has thus far been observed in a single exploratory
study and therefore warrants further empirical testing. This
observation is situated within a broader theoretical gap in our
understanding of the ways in which individual differences and
personality traits shape both selective exposure to game content under
conditions of stress and the efficacy of game-based coping. While the
role of individual differences and personality traits in media selection
as part of mood management has been long-established across various
contexts (Zillmann, 2000; Oliver, 2003; Luong and Knobloch-
Westerwick, 2021), and individual preferences have likewise been
studied with respect to game selection (Hartmann and Klimmt, 20065
Park et al., 2011; Braun et al., 2016), these two streams of research have
yet to be integrated with one another in the context of gameplay that
occurs in response to stress. Immersive tendencies represent a
particularly relevant personality trait in this context, as individuals
with a greater propensity towards immersion may find the fulfillment
of certain emotional needs through gameplay more accessible
(Tamborini et al., 2011). Therefore, we propose:

HI: The use of video games to cope with stress will be positively
associated with individual differences in immersive tendencies.
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1.4 Gaming motivations

Both MMT and stress response theory identify a connection
between emotional and motivational processes: individuals are
imagined to be driven in their actions—at least in part—by their
emotional needs. These actions are also informed by the conditioned
and individualized appraisal of the efficacy of similar actions in the
past, such that individuals are likely to select media experiences for
coping or emotional regulation on the basis of their individual
experience (Smith and Lazarus, 1990; Zillmann, 2000; Klimmt and
Hartmann, 2006). It has also been theorized that individuals” appraisal
of their own motivations for media use may moderate the emotional
effects they subsequently experience: Reinecke et al. (2014) observed,
for instance, that feelings of guilt experienced in relation to playing
video games or watching television significantly attenuated both
enjoyment of the experience and resulting ego recovery.

Motivations for playing games have been extensively theorized,
and scholarship in this area builds on a variety of frameworks, most
notably self-determination theory (Ryan et al, 2006), uses and
gratifications theory (Jansz et al., 2010), and social cognitive theory
(De Grove et al.,, 2016). Early approaches to this work tended to
emphasize the identification of player types (Hamari and Tuunanen,
2014), influenced by Bartle’s (1996) typologizing of MUD players into
achievers, explorers, socializers, and killers; these four categories were
an extension of two dimensions of “playing style” theorized by Bartle,
which contrasted world-oriented against player-oriented play and
action against interaction. While this typological approach was
influential, subsequent research has tended to focus more on
developing more nuanced multidimensional models of player
motivation that reflect the likelihood of multiple intersecting and
interacting motivations for play (Kiraly et al., 2022; Holl et al., 2024).

Given the interactive nature of video games, the staggeringly wide
range of gameplay experiences possible within the medium, and the
degree to which an individual’s experience is determined both by the
choice of game and their choices within the game, we theorize that
motivations for play will intervene in the use of games for coping and
emotional regulation. The particular aspects of gameplay experiences
that a player finds compelling (i.e., their motivations for play) may
be predicted to influence both their likelihood of selecting one such
experience in response to an undesirable emotional state, as well as
the consequences of that choice. This would be consistent with the
findings of prior studies that link both physical and mental health
outcomes of gaming to player motivations (Comello et al., 20165
Kaczmarek et al., 2017; Sauter et al., 2021).

RQI: How is the propensity to cope with stress through video games
affected by the player’s motivations for play?

RQ2: How are the outcomes of coping with stress through video
games affected by the player’s motivations for play?

Tacovides and Mekler’s (2019) qualitative study of gaming during
difficult life experiences offers some hints as to what motivations
might relate most strongly to coping behaviors: involvement with
game narratives and social connections with other players both figure
prominently in the accounts of their participants. Gaming also offers
an escape from the stressful conditions of reality, which may offer
either needed, temporary respite or lead to maladaptive disengagement,

Frontiers in Communication

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1585586

wherein individuals avoid stressors in a persistent way that allows
those stressors to become exacerbated and which ultimately leads to
non-beneficial outcomes (Bowditch et al., 2018; Plante et al., 2018).
Alternatively, video games may function as a space where the player
can experience a sense of autonomy or freedom that is absent from
their day-to-day lives (Tamborini et al., 2011; Reinecke et al., 2012).

1.5 Preferred gameplay genres

On a related note, we should consider the role of genre in the
selective exposure process implicated by MMT. While not central to
their study, Bowman and Tamborini (2012) touch upon the fact that
genre is generally predictive of the tone and affect of a given piece of
media, and may therefore be used by individuals to estimate the effect
it will have on their mood state. In addition to these aesthetic
distinctions, the mechanical affordances of different game genres are
such that they have been observed to have significantly different
effects on cognitive function and brain structure (Denilson et al., 2019;
Dale et al., 2020). Given the bodies of research tying games to well-
being and game genre to cognition, it is surprising how little empirical
research has been conducted on the relationships of genre and
emotion (Pallavicini et al., 2018). In the context of the present study,
we will begin to integrate game genre into the MMT and stress
response frameworks by exploring the effect of genre preference on
the self-identified use and selection of games in coping behavior.

RQ3: How is the propensity to cope with stress through video games
affected by the genre of the games played?

1.6 Displacement effects

There is also the question of whether using games to regulate
emotions or cope with stress has the potential to detract from available
time and attentional resources that might otherwise be allocated to
more productive activities. This possibility parallels Putnam’s (2000)
well-known displacement hypothesis that time spent on media
consumption has taken time away from social interaction. Similar
offsets have been proposed between media use and other activities,
such as physical activity and civic engagement, although empirical
support for the hypothesis has been mixed (Moy et al., 1999; Mannell
etal, 2013). MMT also frequently frames selective exposure to media
in terms of allocation of a limited quantity of time, energy, or attention
(Knobloch-Westerwick, 2007; Rieger et al., 2014a); in contrast, stress
response approaches tend to emphasize the flexible deployment of
multiple, complementary coping strategies (Bonanno and Burton,
2013). On the basis of past empirical research that supports this latter
approach in the case of video games (Cahill, 2021), we propose:

H2: The use of video games for coping with stress relates positively
to the use of other forms of coping, rather than displacing them.

1.7 Affective responses

Past work on both MMT and coping has been subject to a
remarkable degree of theoretical inconsistency in terms of how
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emotional responses are characterized. While some early scholars
conceptualized emotion as a simple, one-dimensional scale running
from negative to positive—such that a positively valenced stimulus
would offset a negative mood—this view struggles to account for any
motivated selection of media content with a less-than-positive tone
(Zillmann, 2000). Considering positive and negative affect as separate
dimensions of an emotional construct helps to resolve this difficulty
and opens the way for the possibility of media experiences that
individuals are motivated to select for themselves, despite mixed-
affective content (Oliver et al., 2015).

Additional dimensions of emotion have also been theorized in
relation to emotional regulation, most notably arousal, which
articulates both the subjective intensity of emotional experience and
the magnitude of the associated physiological response (Mehrabian,
1996; Bolls, 2017). Reinecke (2009) articulates the apparent paradox
of games as a medium that is both associated with excitement and
relaxation, and suggests that short-term increases in arousal during
play may nevertheless be associated with subsequent alleviation of
stress, in a manner similar to the relaxing after-effects of intense
physical activity.

On this basis, we may hypothesize the type of emotional response
that we would expect after an efficacious session of gaming in terms
of the different models of emotion discussed above: Following MMT,
positive affect or pleasure should be heightened as a product of
successful mood management. At the same time, arousal should
be lowered following gameplay consistent with the hypothesized effect
of stress relief. Both theoretical frameworks would then also predict a
decrease in negative affect as perhaps the most salient indicator of
their impact on the player’s mood. We therefore propose:

H3a: Positive affect will be elevated following the use of video games
for coping with stress.

H3b: Pleasure will be elevated following the use of video games for
coping with stress.

H3c: Arousal will be reduced following the use of video games for
coping with stress.

H3d: Negative affect will be reduced following the use of video games
for coping with stress.

1.8 Study overview

The present exploratory study investigated these relationships
through a survey measuring video gameplay habits, motivations,
genre preferences, and emotional outcomes. The conceptual
relationships of interest investigated in this study are illustrated in
Figure 1, however, it should be noted that this is merely intended as a
conceptual diagram and not as a unified, cohesive theoretical model,
given the exploratory nature of the study.

2 Materials and methods

An exploratory survey was conducted to study the relationships
between video gameplay habits, individual-level motivations for
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play, genre preferences, coping, emotional regulation, and emotional
outcomes. Given that the study did not collect personally
identifiable information and participation was deemed to pose no
more than minimal risk to respondents, approval was granted under
a standing protocol for anonymous self-report surveys authorized
by the Institutional Review Board at the authors’ home institution.
Data collection took place from April to December 2020. All
respondents received compensation in the form of transferable
course credit.

2.1 Sample

A convenience sample was collected (N =348) of students
enrolled in undergraduate and graduate communication courses at a
large private research university in the Northeastern United States.
The use of student samples has been rightly criticized in psychology
(Hanel and Vione, 2016) and communication research (Meltzer et al.,
2012); however, the particular intersection of behaviors that this study
examines—playing video games and coping with stressful
circumstances—with the typical university student experience
suggests that these concerns are slightly less salient in this case, and
that students do represent an appropriate population for study given
the topic area (Russell and Newton, 2008; Bowman and Tamborini,
2012) and the exploratory nature of the research.

As noted below, respondents were asked to report how frequently
they played video games. Respondents who reported playing games
on at least a monthly basis (n =220, 63.2%) were directed to the
complete version of the questionnaire, containing all of the measures
described in the following section. Respondents who reported never
playing video games (n = 123, 35.3%) were directed to a shortened
version of the questionnaire with all items that referred specifically to
gameplay behavior, motivations, and experiences removed. This latter
subsample of respondents who did not play games at all was collected
with the intent of forming a point of reference for comparison against
the subsample of respondents who did play games regularly for
measures related to immersive tendencies, coping strategies, and state
affect, as described below. As many of the research questions and
hypotheses concerned the incidence, motivation for and effects of
gameplay for coping relative to the population at large, analyses
included participants who did not play games at all whenever possible.
Where relevant, these participants were excluded from individual
analyses as described in the associated reporting of results.

2.1.1 Data cleaning

All incomplete responses (1 = 7) were removed from the dataset
prior to analysis. Additionally, extreme outliers (1 = 4) were identified
based on reported average weekly gameplay time, using 80 h as the
upper fence. This yielded a similar range of acceptability to the
standard rule of Q3 + 3IQR for extreme upper outliers, was aligned
with the upper bound of weekly gameplay credibly reported in other
studies (Williams and Skoric, 2007; Griffiths, 2009) and has been used
elsewhere as a threshold for reported weekly usage of video games and
the Internet (Barke et al., 2013). Other variables were not used as a
basis for outlier detection, since most other measures included in the
analysis (e.g., ITQ, PANAS) had a constrained range, and thus were
less susceptible to overestimation. Following data cleaning, 336 cases
remained in the dataset used for analysis.
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FIGURE 1
Conceptual diagram of relationships of interest.

2.1.2 Demographic characteristics

Out of the complete sample (following the data cleaning
procedures described above), 285 (84.8%) of respondents identified as
female, 48 (14.3%) identified as male, one (0.3%) identified as
non-binary, and two (0.6%) chose not to indicate a gender. The
proportion of male to female respondents was significantly higher
among the sub-sample who self-identified as playing video games
(¥’(1) = 16.61, p < 0.001). The median age of respondents was 21 years.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Immersive tendencies

Immersive tendencies—referring, again, to the propensity to
become involved and immersed in mediated experiences—was
measured using the Immersive Tendencies Questionnaire (Witmer
and Singer, 1998), which consists of a battery of 18 statements (e.g.,
“Do you ever become so involved in a video game that it is as if you are
inside the game rather than moving a joystick and watching the
screen?”) with a 7-point Likert-type scale of agreement ranging from
“Not at all” to “Almost always.” Overall scale reliability was acceptable
for the purposes of exploratory research (@ = 0.751).

2.2.2 Gaming motivations

Motivations for and attitudes towards video gaming as an activity
were measured using the Gaming Attitudes, Motives, and Experiences
Scales (GAMES), developed by Hilgard et al. (2013). The use of this
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instrument in the present study was informed by both methodological
and theoretical considerations: As this study was conducted in the
context of an ongoing program of research, the use of a consistent
scale across multiple studies conducted as part of the research project
enables comparability and aggregation of findings, and more direct
analysis of patterns that may appear across samples. Moreover, the
instrument is well-suited to the research purpose of the present study:
In contrast to instruments that have been developed with respect to
particular genres or even specific games, or for the evaluation of
problematic or maladaptive gaming behavior (Lopez-Fernandez et al.,
2020; Kiraly et al., 2022), GAMES was developed to capture a broad
range of potential motivations across diverse play contexts and player
populations. The motivational dimensions reflected in the instrument’s
scales encompass both hedonic aspects of gameplay that may facilitate
mood repair and more complex emotional motivations theorized to
support long-term psychological resilience (Reinecke and Rieger,
2021), and are relevant to both casual and highly-engaged players.
The GAMES battery consists of 59 declarative statements (e.g., “I
feel emotionally attached to the characters in my favorite games,”
“Violent games allow me to release negative energy, “I get upset when
I lose to other players”) along with 5-point Likert-type scales of
agreement ranging from “Strong disagree” to “Strongly agree” The
items are divided into nine scales reflecting different motivations for
playing games drawn from the literature: Story, violent catharsis,
violent reward, social interaction, escapism, loss-aversion, customization,
grinding/completion, and autonomy/exploration. The reliability
(Cronbach’s a) of these scales varied substantially, from 0.485 to 0.879.
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Accordingly, the loss-aversion and grinding/completion scales should
be interpreted with caution due to low reliability (x < 0.6).

2.2.3 Gaming habits

For the purposes of this study, gaming habits refer to the specific
preferences and tendencies that individuals may have when playing
games, such as frequency and duration of play, and the genres of games
played (Manero et al., 2017). Respondents were asked how frequently they
play video games on a single-item scale from “Never” to “Daily.” Those
that indicated a frequency of “Monthly” or higher were classified as
players and directed to a series of follow-up questions asking respondents
to rate how casual they considered themselves with regard to video
gameplay (on a 5-point scale from “Very hardcore” to “Very casual”) and
what proportion of their spare time they spent playing video games (on a
5-point scale from “Almost none” to “Almost all”). Finally, respondents
were asked to estimate how many hours (using a continuous slider from
0 to 6 h) they spent playing video games during each 6-h interval on an
average weekday and an average weekend day. These scales were
subsequently aggregated into a measure of average weekly play time. As
would be expected, preliminary analysis showed a strong correlation
between reported weekly play time and proportion of time spent gaming
(p=0.642, p < 0.001).

As a rough measure of genre preferences, respondents were also
provided with a list of 18 common game genre designations (e.g.,
“Platformer;” “Third-Person Action,” “Real-Time Strategy”), along
with an exemplar title for each category (“Donkey Kong,” “Tomb
Raider,” “Age of Empires”), drawn from Von Der Heiden et al. (2019).
Respondents were asked how frequently they played games within that
genre on a 4-point scale from “Never” to “Very often”

2.2.4 Coping strategies

Respondents also completed a modified version of Carver’s (1997)
Brief COPE scale, which asks about the frequency of 30 common coping
behaviors such as “reading;” “getting emotional support from others;” or
“using alcohol or other drugs;” using a 4-point scale. For our purposes, the
instructions were modified to emphasize that participants’ responses
should reflect their coping strategies “since the COVID-19 pandemic
began to affect your community;” on the basis of empirical evidence
suggesting that individual responses to stress may have been altered
significantly relative to a pre-pandemic context, particularly with respect
to gaming behavior (Fu et al., 2020; King et al., 2020; Ko and Yen, 20205
Park et al, 2020; Cahill, 2021). Additionally, five items specifically
addressing video gameplay and related behaviors were added to this
instrument (e.g., “T've been playing video games with people I live with”
and “T've been playing video games alone”). For most measures, these
items were averaged into a single overall game-based coping scale.
However, as we have specific theoretical interest in potential differences
between multiplayer and single-player gaming experiences and coping,
these two items were also used individually to report multiplayer coping
and single-player coping.

2.2.5 State affect

Respondents’ emotional state was measured using two
instruments, reflecting two different conceptualizations of affect
(two-dimensional and three-dimensional), and on two different time
scales (medium-term and short-term).

All respondents completed a version of the Positive and Negative
Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988), which provides a list of
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10 positively-valenced and 10 negatively-valenced emotional descriptors
(e.g., “Proud,” “Hostile”) and asks how well each describes their feelings
over the past month on a 5-point scale from “Does not describe” to
“Clearly describes” These scores were then aggregated to reflect positive
and negative dimensions of the respondents’ affective state.

All respondents also completed a version of the Pleasure, Arousal,
and Dominance (PAD) scale (Mehrabian, 1996) using a series of three
pictorial scales, each containing five pictorial (self-assessment
manikin) representations of scale points ranging from negative to
positive valence, from low to high arousal, and from low to high
dominance, respectively (Morris, 1995).

Respondents who reported playing video games on at least a
monthly basis were also directed to recall a specific time when they
played a video game in the past month, and then completed versions
of both the PANAS and PAD instruments to indicate how they
recalled feeling after they completed their play session.

3 Results
3.1 Incidence of game-based coping

Before reporting analyses pertaining to research questions and
hypotheses, we first note the prevalence of game-based coping, as well
as its association with individual demographic characteristics.
Consistent with past findings (Cahill, 2021), a substantial majority
(n =215, 64.0%) of all respondents reported engaging in some form
of coping using video games. More than half of all respondents
(n =175, 52.1%) reported playing alone (single-player coping) to cope
with stress, while an even greater number (n = 192, 57.1%) reported
playing video games with others (multiplayer coping) to cope with
stress, either in-person or online.

The incidence of game-based coping was first contrasted between
male and female respondents (n=333). Male respondents were
significantly more likely than female respondents to report engaging in
overall game-based coping, °(1) = 4.37, p = 0.037. This trend was even
more pronounced for coping through single-player games (*(1) = 8.26,
P =0.004), but was not significant for coping through multiplayer games
(/(1) =3.29, p=0.070). However, these group differences are at least
partially a function of male respondents being generally more likely to
play video games on a regular basis. As a demonstration of this, gender
ceased to be a significant predictor of game-based coping when
controlling for the frequency of overall video gameplay using a logistic
regression model, y*(1) = 3.73, p = 0.053.

3.1.1 Immersive tendencies

To test the first hypothesis, regarding the relationship between
immersive tendencies and game-based coping, a series of t-tests were
conducted, comparing immersive tendencies among both those who
did and did not use games for coping (n = 336). Those who reported
engaging in game-based coping ranked significantly higher on the
immersive tendencies scale than those who did not (d=0.32,
(334) = 2.85, p =0.005). This trend held true for coping activity
through both single-player (d = 0.32, #(334) = 2.97, p = 0.003) and
multiplayer games (d =0.33, #(334) =2.96, p =0.003). Likewise,
immersive tendencies were positively correlated with the extent of
reported game-based coping in both single-player (r = 0.19, p < 0.001)
and multiplayer (r=0.17, p=0.001) contexts. H1 was therefore
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supported, and these findings were consistent with past research
indicating the relevance of immersive tendencies as a notable predictor
of a preference for game-based coping styles in individuals.

3.1.2 Gaming motivations

A set of hierarchical linear models was used to investigate the
first research question, regarding the effects of gaming motivations
on the extent to which individuals reported engaging in coping
through video gameplay. Since the gaming motivation measures
refer specifically to those who actively play video games in some
capacity, only those who reported playing games on at least a
monthly basis (1 = 213) were included in these models. A control
model was fit containing ordinal measures of overall gameplay
frequency. This control model accounted for a significant
proportion of the observed variance in game-based coping, F(3,
209) = 44.28, R* = 0.389, p < 0.001. Scales of gameplay motivation
from the GAMES battery were then entered into the model in two
blocks: The first block contained those aspects of gameplay
motivation that were associated, on some level, with coping in the
literature, and were thus considered most theoretically salient: story,
social interaction, escapism, and autonomy/exploration. The second
block contained the remaining gaming motivation scales. The
impetus for this approach was to balance the desire for a
parsimonious, theoretically grounded model while also reflecting
the exploratory nature of the study. See Table 1 for a complete
reporting of all model parameters.

The first block showed a significant improvement over the control
model, together accounting for over half of the observed variance, F(7,
205) = 34.89, p < 0.001; R* = 0.544. Motivational orientations towards
story (f#=0.16, t=2.84, p=0.005), social interaction (f=0.23,
t=4.17, p <0.001), and escapism (3 = 0.18, t = 2.97, p = 0.003) were
all statistically significant predictors of increased game-based coping
behavior. By contrast, none of the alternative scales contained in the
second block showed a statistically significant relationship with
coping, and the addition of the block as a whole did not result in a
significant improvement in model performance, supporting the
theoretical orientation of the selected motivational parameters, F(5,
200) = 0.61, p = 0.689; AR? = 0.007.

TABLE 1 Overall game-based coping from gaming motivations.

Parameter Block 1 Block 2

P p p
Story 0.16 0.005 0.16 0.015
Social interaction 0.23 <0.001 0.23 <0.001
Escapism 0.18 0.003 0.17 0.007
Autonomy/exploration —0.08 0.154 —0.08 0.163
Violent catharsis 0.05 0.451
Violent reward —-0.06 0.389
Loss-aversion —0.06 0.291
Customization —0.01 0.880
Grinding/completion 0.07 0.254
Block AR? 0.16 (p < 0.001) 0.01(p = 0.689)

All coefficients are standardized. All models include a control block of overall gameplay
frequency measures. n = 213.
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On this basis, two additional models were fit on reported levels of
coping through multiplayer and single-player games, separately. These
models contained a similar control block reflecting gameplay
frequency, as well as the four theoretically salient motivational scales
(see Table 2). Notable differences emerged in these two models
reflecting potentially distinct motivational antecedents for coping
through play with others, as opposed to play alone: Motivation
through social interaction was the main predictor of increased coping
through multiplayer games (ff = 0.34, t = 5.81, p < 0.001), but was not
a significant predictor of coping through single-player games. In
contrast, escapism was the only statistically significant predictor of
coping through single-player games (ff = 0.29, t = 4.26, p < 0.001), but
did not predict coping through multiplayer games. Story motivation
was also a significant predictor of coping through multiplayer games
(f=0.17, t =2.68, p = 0.008), and while a similar relationship was
observed for single-player games (f = 0.10), it was not statistically
significant within the model. Motivation based on autonomy and
exploration appeared to negatively influence the propensity to cope
through multiplayer games (3 = —0.17, t = —2.98, p = 0.003), but did
not have a significant impact on single-player games.

3.1.3 Moderating effects of motivation

The second research question regards the extent to which
individual gaming motivations influenced the effectiveness of
gameplay for mood repair and coping with stress. To investigate RQ2,
change scores were calculated first based on reported medium-term
and post-gaming levels of each dimension of state affect (using both
PAD and PANAS scores) to approximate the short-term effect of a
gaming session on each respondent who reported playing games at
least monthly on their emotional state (n = 213). A series of linear
regression models were then fit on these difference scores using the
same hierarchical block design outlined in the preceding section. For
several of these dimensions, the change scores were also correlated
with medium-term state affect levels (e.g., reduction in negative affect
from medium-term to post-gaming levels was significantly greater for
those with an overall higher level of medium-term negative affect,
r=—0.601, p <0.001). For this reason, state affect was entered as a
quasi-autoregressive control term for each model. See Tables 3, 4 for
a complete reporting of model and block-level parameter estimates.

On the whole, motivational factors accounted for a small, yet
statistically significant proportion of post-gaming differences in
respondents’ emotional state’, along the dimensions of positive affect
(AR?=10.20, F(9, 202) = 8.03, p < 0.001), negative affect (AR’ = 0.11,
F(9,202) = 4.65, p < 0.001), and pleasure (AR? = 0.07, F(9, 202) = 2.76,
p =0.005). Notably, in several of these models, alternative motivational
factors that have not been well-covered in the literature were observed
to have a significant effect, as discussed below.

Distinct motivations were implicated in the moderation of post-
gaming emotion, compared to the decision to play games to cope with
stress. When only the first block of motivational factors was considered,
motivational orientation towards story (#=0.17, p=0.012), social
interaction (f = 0.13, p = 0.037), and escapism (= 0.17, p = 0.014) were
associated with greater increases in positive affect. With the inclusion of

1 For these comparisons only, AR? was calculated for the joint entry of both

blocks of motivation variables (i.e., all of the GAMES gaming motivation scales).
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TABLE 2 Multi-player and single-player coping from gaming motivations.

Parameter Multiplayer Single-player
p i p
Story 0.17 0.008 0.10 0.136
Social interaction 0.34 <0.001 —0.05 0.408
Escapism 0.07 0.251 0.29 <0.001
Autonomy/exploration -0.17 0.003 0.09 0.120
Model AR? 0.19 0.13
(p <0.001) (p <0.001)

All coefficients are standardized. All models include a control block of overall gameplay
frequency measures. n = 213.

the second block, orientation towards grinding and completionism was
also associated with greater increases in positive affect (f=0.27,
P <0.001). Uniquely among all of the models incorporating motivational
parameters, an orientation towards grinding/completion was also
observed to correspond to post-gaming increases in dominance (= 0.14,
p =0.010). Similarly, autonomy and exploration motivations enhanced
reductions in post-gaming negative affect (f=—0.19, p =0.002) and
arousal (f=-0.14, p=0.026). By contrast, story motivations were
associated with increases in negative affect (= 0.15, p = 0.023), as were
motivations associated with violent catharsis when entered as part of the
second block (f#=0.17, p=0.024). Finally, there was a statistically
significant association of loss-aversion with post-gaming reductions in
pleasure (B = —0.12, p = 0.037); however, this effect should be interpreted
with caution given the comparatively low performance and fit of the
model, as noted above.

3.1.4 Preferred gameplay genres

The third research question concerns genre preferences and the
use of video games for coping. To present the relationships involving
preferences for many different genres and game-based coping clearly
and directly, Spearman correlations® were established between the
reported frequency of play in 18 game genres and reported game-
based coping (see Table 5). These allow for a parsimonious account of
the relationship between observed genre preferences and coping,
without controlling for factors that might closely relate to genre
preferences (e.g., overall time spent gaming, motivations for gaming).
Correlations were also established with coping specifically through
single-player and multiplayer games, keeping in mind that some genre
designations are explicitly associated with multiplayer modes of play
(e.g., MMORPGs) while others may have both single-player and
multiplayer elements (e.g., real-time strategy). Notably, these analyses
compare participants’ preference for games as a coping tool with their
preference for certain genres, rather than the specific instance of
playing each genre as a form of coping strategy and should
be interpreted with caution.

Nonetheless, numerous significant positive correlations were
observed between preferences for several genres and the tendency
to cope with stress through video games: The strongest
associations were with turn-based strategy (p = 0.41, p < 0.001),

2 Given the unequal distribution of preferences across different genre

categories, Spearman’s rank-order correlation was used for this analysis.
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single-player and multiplayer first-person shooters (p = 0.34,
p <0.001; p =0.39, p < 0.001), single-player and multiplayer role-
playing games (p = 0.37, p < 0.001; p = 0.33, p < 0.001), third-
person action games (p = 0.35, p < 0.001), and adventure games
(p=0.31, p < 0.001). While all observed correlations were positive,
several were small enough not to be statistically significant, for
example, puzzle games (p = 0.07) and single-player card games
(p = 0.05).

After dividing game-based coping behavior into play alone and
play with others, some notable differences in the associated genre
preferences emerged: for instance, preference for the life
simulation genre was uniquely associated with coping through
solo play (p = 0.18, p = 0.010), while preference for the economy
simulation genre was more strongly associated with coping
through multiplayer activity (p=0.16, p=0.016). Stronger
preferences for real-time strategy games (p = 0.25, p < 0.001),
online gambling and card games (p = 0.21, p = 0.002), browser-
based games (p = 0.32, p < 0.001), and music games (p = 0.15,
p = 0.031) were likewise uniquely associated with coping through
play with others.

Given that both genre preferences and gaming motivations
arguably relate to the predilection of the individual player towards
particular mechanical or narrative gameplay elements—albeit through
very different conceptual lenses—it seemed worthwhile to investigate
the possibility that these two factors overlapped to the point of
redundancy. For this reason, an additional parameter block containing
all genre preference measures was added to the previously fit model
containing gaming motivation measures (see Table 1). While this
expanded model was not parsimonious enough for the parameter
estimates to be illustrative on their own, it was observed that the
addition of genre measures resulted in a small but significant increase
in model performance (AR’ = 0.08, F(18, 182) = 2.17, p = 0.005). This
suggests that genre designations capture some dimension of difference
between games that is both salient for use in coping and not fully
accounted for by motivational factors.

3.2 Displacement effects

The second hypothesis, that the use of games for coping would
be positively associated with other forms of coping, was assessed
through a series of bivariate Pearson correlations comparing coping
through gaming to the other components of the Brief COPE scale.
Here, 11 out of 14 other coping behaviors showed significant positive,
albeit weak, correlations with coping through gaming, providing
support for H2. This suggests a complementary approach between a
wide variety of coping techniques, including the use of video games,
rather than the displacement of other coping behaviors by gameplay.
Notably, significant positive correlations were observed between
game-based coping and coping behaviors that are typically appraised
as adaptive in the literature, such as emotional support (r=0.15,
p =0.007) and planning (r = 0.17, p = 0.002), as well as those typically
appraised as maladaptive, such as denial (r=0.14, p=0.011),
behavioral disengagement (r=0.19, p < 0.001), and substance use
(r=0.14, p=0.012). Only small differences were observed in the
correlations of single-player and multiplayer gameplay with alternative
coping styles. See Table 6 for a complete reporting of all
correlation coefficients.
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TABLE 3 Change in positive and negative affect from gaming motivations.

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1585586

Parameter Positive affect Negative affect

Block 1 Block 2 Block 1 Block 2
State affect (AR) —0.47 <0.001 —0.51 <0.001 -0.57 <0.001 -0.57 <0.001
Story 0.17 0.012 0.15 0.032 0.15 0.023 0.15 0.045
Social interaction 0.13 0.037 0.10 0.087 0.11 0.067 0.06 0.331
Escapism 0.17 0.014 0.14 0.050 0.00 0.942 —0.09 0.201
Autonomy/exploration 0.05 0.375 0.03 0.638 -0.19 0.002 -0.15 0.018
Violent catharsis 0.04 0.607 0.17 0.024
Violent reward —0.02 0.748 0.04 0.612
Loss-aversion —0.10 0.109 0.10 0.101
Customization —0.10 0.145 —0.02 0.718
Grinding/completion 0.27 <0.001 0.00 0.990
Block AR? 0.148 0.053 0.058 0.051

(p<0.001) (p = 0.003) (p = 0.001) (p=0.002)

All coefficients are standardized. All models include a control block containing a quasi-autoregressive term of state affect. n = 213.

TABLE 4 Change in pleasure, arousal, and dominance from gaming motivations.

Parameter Pleasure Arousal Dominance
Block 1 Block 2 Block 1 Block 2 Block 1 Block 2
State affect (AR) —0.627%#%* —0.62%#%* —0.57%%% —0.56%%% —0.74%%% —0.73%%%
Story 0.09 0.13 0.04 0.02 —0.04 —0.04
Social interaction 0.02 0.05 0.08 0.04 0.03 0.02
Escapism 0.02 0.07 0.04 —0.01 0.05 0.03
Autonomy/exploration 0.07 0.06 —0.14% —0.08 0.07 0.05
Violent catharsis —-0.01 0.10 0.07
Violent reward —-0.13 0.10 —-0.10
Loss-aversion —0.12%* —0.04 0.00
Customization —0.09 —-0.01 —0.04
Grinding/completion 0.11 —-0.02 0.14%%*
Block AR? 0.024 0.0427%* 0.025 0.025 0.010 0.020

All coefficients are standardized. All models include a control block containing a quasi-autoregressive term of state affect. n = 213; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, **¥p < 0.001 (2-tailed).

3.3 Affective responses

To test the hypotheses regarding state affect before and after
gaming, a series of t-tests were conducted, first comparing medium-
term PANAS and PAD scores between participants who reported
playing games as a means of coping and those who did not, to establish
potential emotional precursors to game-based coping behavior. As
these hypotheses are primarily concerned with the effects of a session
of gameplay, t-tests were also conducted to compare the medium-term
affect of participants who played games at least monthly with the state
affect they described following a session of gameplay. In conjunction,
these analyses allow us to understand both how participants who use
games to cope differ from those who do not, as well as how gameplay
directly influences affective states.

Within the entire sample (including respondents who did not play
video games at all; n = 336), the general medium-term positive affect
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and pleasure of those who chose to use video games to cope with stress
was significantly lower than those who did not, d=-0.27,
#(334) = —2.39, p = 0.018; d = —0.27, #(334) = —2.34, p = 0.020. No
significant differences were observed in the medium-term levels of
negative affect, arousal, or dominance.

Conversely, for those who did play video games on at least a
monthly basis (n = 213), reported post-gaming positive affect was
elevated, although the increase from the medium-term baseline was
not statistically significant (d=0.80, #212)=1.17, p=0.121).
Reported post-gaming levels of pleasure were significantly higher than
their overall medium-term levels over the preceding month (d = 0.65,
#(212) =9.50, p < 0.001). Post-gaming levels of arousal were also
significantly lower (d = —0.40, #(212) = —5.81, p < 0.001), indicating a
potential short-term calming or stress reduction effect of gameplay.
Post-gaming levels of negative affect were also significantly lower
(d=-0.95,1(212) = —13.84, p < 0.001). Taken as a whole, these results
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TABLE 5 Correlations between game-based coping and game genre preferences.

Game genre

Overall coping

Multiplayer coping Single-player coping

Life simulation 0.11 0.05 0.18%%
Economy simulation 0.16* 0.17* 0.10
Other simulation 0.21%* 0.17* 0.19%*
Real-time strategy 0.21%%* 0.25%%* 0.09
Turn-based strategy 0.41%%%* 0.41%%* 0.29%%%*
Single-player first-person shooter 0.34%%% 0.30%** 0.30%*%*
Multiplayer first-person shooter 0.39%#%* 0.42%%% 0.227%%*
Third-person action 0.35%%%* 0.31%** 0.30%#%*
MMORPG 0.33%##5% 0.35%#% 0.21%%*
Single-player role-playing 0.37%%% 0.327%#% 0.34%%%
Adventure 0.31%%% 0.33%#% 0.17*
Platformer 0.23%%%* 0.21%%* 0.18%*
Brain training 0.07 0.07 0.05
Online gambling and cards 0.20%* 0.21%%* 0.10
Single-player cards 0.05 —0.01 0.11
Browser-based 0.277%#% 0.327%#% 0.12
Music games 0.13 0.15% 0.07
Puzzle games 0.07 0.02 0.12

All coefficients reflect bivariate Spearman correlations. n = 213; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (2-tailed).

support H3b, H3c and H3d, but not H3a. In sum, these results provide
support for both mood management and stress relief as outcomes of
game-based coping.

4 Discussion

This exploratory study of coping activity and mood management
using video games builds upon previous research in the area by
confirming the widespread prevalence of the phenomenon and the
salience of individual psychological differences, as well as by
expanding our nascent understanding of the differences between
games in this context. Approaching the choice to play video games
during times of stress, ego depletion, or negative emotion as an
instance of selective exposure driven by individual needs allows the
field to move away from the paradigm of treating gaming as a
monolithic activity. From here, scholars can move towards theoretical
models that can articulate different dimensions of the play experience
in terms of their psychological significance for players. Our key
findings support this reorientation at the intersection of game studies
and media psychology by providing a tentative outline of the
motivational pathways that lead to coping through video games, and
how the interactions between player motivations and the play
experience predict psychological outcomes of this behavior.

4.1 Key findings

The results of this study suggest connections between the use of
video games for coping and mood repair and individual psychological
needs on the level of both stable personality traits and medium-term
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TABLE 6 Correlations between game-based coping and alternative
coping strategies.

Coping strategy Overall = Multiplayer Single-
coping coping player
coping
Self-distraction 0.05 0.06 0.04
Active coping 0.11 0.11 0.08
Denial 0.14% 0.15%* 0.09
Substance use 0.14% 0.13%* 0.11
Emotional support 0.15%%* 0.13% 0.13*
Instrumental support 0.05 0.02 0.07
Behavioral disengagement 0.19%#% 0.18%#* 0.16%*
Venting 0.14% 0.11 0.15%*
Positive reframing 0.07 0.08 0.03
Planning 0.17%%* 0.15%%* 0.16%*
Humour 0.227%%% 0.17%* 0.247#%%
Acceptance 0.10 0.13% 0.03
Religion 0.16%* 0.14%* 0.16%*
Self-blame 0.11% 0.08 0.13*

All coefficients reflect bivariate Pearson correlations. n = 335; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
#kp < 0.001 (2-tailed).

emotional states. Immersive tendencies were identified as a relevant
predictor of an individual’s likelihood of using games to cope with
stress, further establishing this as a salient aspect of personality for
understanding behavioral patterns of engagement with new media
(Cahill, 2021; Cummings et al., 2022). This measure is often deployed
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in studies involving the use of games and virtual reality but remains
undertheorized to the point where it remains unclear whether this
reflects a latent psychological need, or merely an affinity for certain
types of mediated experience.

Several novel relationships emerged between individuals’
motivations for gaming and their propensity to cope through video
games. This builds upon recent studies that have illustrated the
important role of player motivations in the complex relationships
between video game use and psychological well-being (von der Heiden
et al, 2019) and also addresses gaps in the literature on mood
management (Villani et al., 2018) by attempting to isolate specific
motivational pathways that lead to selective exposure. The results of the
present study confirm the overall relevance of player motivations for
coping behavior, and in particular, orientations towards story, social
interaction, and escapism. The nature of these motivations suggests that
while some players do use games for the purpose of avoidant coping and
recovery, there may be other psychological needs at play that encourage
players to seek out meaningful narrative experiences or social
connection in games as a response to stress (Rieger et al., 2014a).

Notable differences were observed between the motivations
involved in coping through playing single-player games versus coping
through multiplayer games. As might be expected, social interaction
was closely associated with multiplayer game-based coping but was
not significantly associated with coping through single-player games.
In addition to being a fairly intuitive finding given the intrinsically
social component of multiplayer game design, this observation aligns
with past studies that focused on the motivations of online players
(Yee, 2006; Hainey et al, 2011; Bonny and Castaneda, 2022).
Conversely, coping by playing games alone was closely associated with
a motivational orientation towards escapism, while this was not
significantly associated with coping through multiplayer games. This
association of escapist motivations with exclusively single-player
game-based coping may be accounted for by noting that escapism
typically implicates a desire to separate or remove oneself, at least
temporarily, from “the real world” and its associated concerns. The
fulfillment of this desire may therefore be made more difficult by the
intrusion of real-world interpersonal relationships and social
interactions into the game world. This aligns with the grouping of
escapism into the “self-oriented play” cluster of motivations observed
by Tychsen et al. (2008) in their study of play motivations in the
context of role-playing games (RPGs).

Preferences for genres were also observed to be associated with
the use of games for coping, to a degree not entirely accounted for by
motivational factors alone. This suggests that subjective understanding
of genre categories by players—which they presumably use to appraise
and select from potential games—captures some salient aspects of the
experience that go beyond the largely mechanical affordances
addressed through the GAMES framework (Hilgard et al., 2013).
Understanding genre as a heuristic for multi-layered, evolutionary
combinations of game mechanics, aesthetics, narratives, and
production practices, as has been suggested by numerous critical
scholars (Apperley, 2006; Arsenault, 2009; Clearwater, 2011; Clarke
etal, 2017), may thus lead to a deeper understanding of both selective
exposure and media effects as they pertain to video games.

Following the model of emotional regulation as a control system
(Larsen, 20005 Villani et al., 2018), coping or mood management
strategies will inherently operate as both a response to and an
influence upon the emotional state of the individual. This dynamic
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was observed in the present study, which found that respondents were
more likely to engage in game-based coping when their overall mood
was lower, as indicated by lower levels of pleasure and positive affect.
Subsequent to a gaming session, however, respondents reported
significantly improved mood states—notably, this was marked by a
decrease in negative affect and arousal, suggesting that not only did
playing games provide players with enjoyment, but also relaxation and
relief. Theoretically, this helps to situate games within the intersection
of mood management and stress response.

In addition to affecting the decision to use games to cope with
stress, gaming motivations were also observed to moderate the effects
of play on respondents’ emotional state, in an interaction that has been
frequently theorized (Villani et al., 2018) but rarely measured
empirically. In this context, greater post-gaming improvements in
positive affect were associated with motivational orientations towards
story, social interaction, and escapism, while players who were
motivated by a sense of autonomy and the ability to explore appeared
to experience the greatest reduction in negative affect as a result of
playing video games, which aligns with suggestions that the innate
psychological need for autonomy is related to mood repair (Reinecke
et al, 2012; Rieger et al, 2014b). In this study, autonomy also
strengthened the observed attenuating effect of gameplay on arousal,
suggesting that fulfillment of this need plays a role in stress response
as well.

While the present study was not intended to test the R>EM model
(Reinecke and Rieger, 2021), its findings can nevertheless
be productively interpreted through this framework. In particular, the
observation of motivational orientation towards narrative involvement
as a significant predictor of game-based coping aligns with the
eudaimonic elements of the model by suggesting that when coping
with stress, players seek not only distraction but also opportunities for
meaning-making through engagement with interactive narrative. The
observation that narrative motivations were associated with post-
gaming increases in both positive and negative affect is also consistent
with the mixed affect typical of eudaimonic experience (Oliver and
Raney, 2011). Our findings also broadly align with Possler et al’s
(2024) observation that game selection is informed in part by both
hedonic and eudaimonic motivations, which are in turn influenced by
individual and situational factors.

4.2 Limitations and future directions

The results of this study are unfortunately bounded by the
inherent limitations of a cross-sectional survey design—by observing
respondents’ emotional states at a single point in time, we are
prevented from making causal inferences, and must rely, to some
extent, on the memory of respondents, which may be prone to error
(Kahn etal., 2014; Araujo et al., 2017; Sewall et al., 2020). Additionally,
the cross-sectional design limited our ability to investigate the longer-
term resilience-building effects proposed by the R’EM model
(Reinecke and Rieger, 2021). Future studies may address these
shortcomings by collecting longitudinal data on user experiences
through panel surveys or journal studies, and by leveraging software
logging through platforms like Steam to generate more reliable
measures of behavior (Dale and Green, 2017; Vuorre et al., 2022).

It should also be noted that our analysis involved multiple
hypothesis tests, thereby inflating the family-wise error rates for the

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2025.1585586
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Cahill et al.

study (i.e., the probability for each group of tests that the results include
one or more Type I errors). We have elected not to attempt to control
the family-wise error rate in our reporting of results, given the
exploratory nature of the study. Additionally, the degree of statistical
significance in most instances where we have rejected the null
hypothesis is such that even a relatively conservative correction such as
the Bonferroni procedure would not substantively alter our conclusions.
This being said, those results with more marginal significance
(0.001 < p < 0.05) should be interpreted with greater caution.

Since the inception of this research project, additional instruments
for the measurement of gaming motivations have been developed,
such as the Gaming Motivation Inventory (Kiraly et al., 2022) and the
Motivation to Play Scale (Holl et al., 2024), which may have superior
psychometric properties or expanded coverage of relevant
motivational factors compared to the GAMES instrument (Hilgard
et al,, 2013) used in the present study. Therefore, future research
examining the relationship between gaming motivations and game-
based coping may benefit from evaluating these newer scales.
Comparative studies using multiple instruments in parallel could also
help clarify which theoretical constructs are most relevant for
understanding players’ motivations in the specific context of
emotional regulation and stress management.

The generalizability of this research is also constrained by the
nature and context of the sample used. While we contend that the
population of university students is more relevant to this topic than
most, efforts should nonetheless be made in future studies to recruit
a more diverse sample of respondents and to employ probabilistic
sampling techniques. There may be substantive differences in the
frames of reference used by older adults to engage in emotional
appraisal, as well as to select gaming experiences. Furthermore, the
findings of this study are limited by a geographic focus on the
United States and would ideally be contrasted against parallel data
drawn from other national and cultural contexts. Finally, our sample
consisted predominantly of women (84.8%), limiting our ability to
generalize to men. However, while gender differences were noted with
regard to gameplay for coping, these differences vanished when
controlling for time spent playing games. On the whole, this suggests
that gender is principally meaningful in this context insofar as it serves
as a weak proxy for interest in video games, and is of limited theoretical
concern once time or interest in games is accounted for.

Data collection for the study also took place in the midst of the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which likely affected respondents’
daily routines and levels of stress. While this fact does demand
confirmation of these findings through future studies as the immediate
social and psychological effects of the pandemic dissipate, the context
arguably renders the present study even more necessary. Initial
research suggests that the stress of the pandemic and the associated
public health restrictions may have led individuals to adopt new
patterns of coping behavior, particularly with respect to video games
and entertainment media (Fu et al., 2020; King et al., 2020; Cahill,
2021), and there is no guarantee that this behavioral shift will simply
reverse once the conditions that necessitated it subside.

Finally, while the results of this study demonstrate the continued
practical relevance of genre distinctions to media psychology, the
instrument used for operationalizing genre preferences was fairly
crude and relied on an arbitrary typology, which has been used in past
research (von der Heiden et al., 2019) but lacks a strong theoretical
basis. This is indicative of the significant work that still remains to
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be done in forming psychologically meaningful genre classifications
for video games and accompanying measurement techniques
(Apperley, 2006; Prena et al., 2018; Dale et al., 2020), including a
general tendency towards inconsistent, arbitrary, and contradictory
approaches to classifying games in psychological research (Starosta
etal., 2024).

The challenges inherent in video game genre classification are
further compounded by a historical increase in what have been
variously referred to as “hybrid genres” (Dale and Green, 2017;
Dale et al., 2020) or “genre collapse” (Bowman et al., 2025), based
on the observation that modern games increasingly include design
aspects that would conventionally be associated with several
different game genres, and thereby resist categorization using
established genre labels. Dale et al. (2020) give as examples of
games belonging to a hybrid genre the action-RPGs The Elder
Scrolls V: Skyrim (2011) and Mass Effect: Andromeda (2017),
observing that “each contain elements of both classic RPGs and
classic shooter games” (p. 5). A preliminary cluster analysis of 100
modern and 100 retro games by Bowman et al. (2025) indicated
that more than half of modern games may be described as “mixed
genre” in contrast to retro games, which displayed much more
clearly delineated boundaries between genre categories. The
implications of genre collapse for research into the psychological
effects of video games on players are significant in that the utility of
categorical genre designations for generalizing and contrasting
results is substantially reduced (Dale and Green, 2017; Dale
et al., 2020).

Several approaches have been taken in recent years to address
these issues, including preliminary attempts to operationalize genre
in non-discrete ways that account more readily for hybridity, such
as a semantic network (Li and Zhang, 2020) or continuous
multidimensional space (Bowman et al., 2025); in these models,
differentiating the genre from one game to another is more a matter
of distance than boundary conditions. Starosta et al. (2024) argue
that there may also be some utility in treating genres as
“constellations of lower-order characteristics” (p. 26) and that, for at
least some research questions, “we should not divide games into
MMORPGs and non-MMORPGs but ask what mode the
participants of the study play in, or at least what modes the game
offers” (p. 26). Given these limitations, the use in the present study
of conventional genre categories represented a pragmatic
compromise, which was justified by the absence of a practically
implementable and widely accepted alternative methodology.
However, we nevertheless observe that our results are in line with
the general principle that lower-order measures of engagement, such
as player motivations, may ultimately prove to be more valuable
within the domain of media psychology.

Despite these limitations, this study nevertheless offers a novel
contribution to the scientific understanding of how individuals select
game experiences to support their own emotional well-being through
coping and mood regulation, and the role that individual differences
play in moderating the emotional effect of these experiences.
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