	
	
	



How Have Video Games Helped Keep Connections During Lockdown?

During quarantine many people have found themselves at a loss of how to pass time (Grinevičius, 2020). For people unable to work or found themselves working at home during the pandemic many turned towards video games as a form of entertainment due to being stuck inside (Farokhmanesh, 2021). While video games could be viewed by many as a distraction from certain things (New Scientist, 2007) a large amount of people have recently found games to be a useful way to cope with the COVID-19 situation by meeting up in Multiplayer games (BBC News, 2021). In this essay I will be discussing the role of communication through video games during the trying times of the COVID-19 lockdown and how said games might help effect people in a positive way as well as building new connections and keeping in touch with already established connections.

Since Lockdown began at the end of March last year, people would naturally find themselves at a loss on what to do with themselves (Hartley, 2020). With only essential workers allowed to work as well as the Self Isolation rules put in place by the Government (UK Government, 2021), many found themselves lacking an entertaining activity to pass the time. With all this taken into consideration it was no wonder that people turned to video games to keep themselves occupied. A study done in America showed more than half of Americans had picked up video games during lockdown, 55% (Farokhmanesh, 2021). Reasons for picking up video games varied from boredom, to escapism, to communication. They provide an escape for many people all over the world which is something people need during the pandemic.
One of the main reasons for the surge in the purchasing and playing of games is mental health.  Taking time out of one’s day to relax and play a game helps with mental health as shown by a study done by researchers at the University of Oxford. Said research showed that participants who played more hours on average had an increase in positive emotions. However, that didn’t mean it was completely due to playtime, the results were also tied to what games the participants played. Those who played a game called ‘Animal Crossing: New Horizons’ were found to have enjoyed themselves much more than those who played ‘Plants vs Zombies: Battle for Neighborville’ (The Economist, 2020). 

Animal Crossing is a game developed and sold by the video game company Nintendo and the latest entry to the series, New Horizons, released on the Nintendo Switch platform on 20 March 2020. Since its release the game has sold over 31 Million copies, 11 million copies were sold within the first 12 days of its release. (Craddock, 2020) The game has a simple ‘plot’ in which the player is sent to a deserted island with a small number of humanoid animal friends and is tasked with creating an ‘island utopia’ (Nintendo, 2020) while creating friendships with the other villager. The game gives off a relaxing atmosphere and lets the player continue at their own pace. The game received overwhelmingly positive reviews from players and critics alike and with it being simple enough to pick up and play, there was no wonder it sold so well (Google, 2020) (Claiborn, 2020).  

The game not only provided an escape and a pass time for people it also served to allow players to visit one another’s islands via the Nintendo online service. When visiting other islands you can see how they have decided to develop them, what kind of villagers they have invited to stay and look through their collection of collectable bugs, fish and fossils. The player and their visitors can have fun touring the island, fishing together or pass the time with minigames. It’s activities like these that allow people to feel entertained for hours and feel a sense of fulfillment through the game. 

Many video games have an option for online multiplayer, allowing players to team up with others in order to compete or to complete a common goal. This feature allows many gamers to meet up with friends and family through their game letting them spend time together and have fun (Fishman, N.D). This means a lot to people who can’t meet up in person due to the current pandemic rules. Many find themselves going online and shooting zombies with friends on Call of Duty, building and surviving in Minecraft or playing a variety of different games. [image: ]
[Minecraft, Screenshot]
Animal Crossing is once again a prime example of how people can come together over a multiplayer game and enjoy themselves. Within the game you can type out to other players using the in-game keyboard in order to communicate with others, though it does take a while to type out what you want to. ‘ "First of all we can be on a call, you can have a little speech bubble above your head and you can type in what you want to say. Even when you're not on the same island, if they're online, you can say 'Good morning,' or something.’ (Jarvis, 2021).
[image: ]
[Animal Crossing: New Horizons, Screenshot]
Alternatively there is the Nintendo online application you can download onto your phone, allowing you to type in-game easier or, alternatively, use a voice chat through the app (Frank, 2017). Despite this many people who play games regularly agree that the Nintendo Online App is not the best for communicating and instead use other apps with better voice chats. Some examples of this would include such apps as Team Speak and Discord as you don’t have to be in the same game in order to talk with the people you want. Both give the user text channels and voice chats which allow for easy communication between friends.
[image: ]
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While gathering information for the essay I sent an Email containing a number of questions to a lecturer, Natasha John, who had been indulging in games over the COVID-19 lockdown, said questions can be seen below (Tierney, 2021).[image: ]In response to the first question Tash responded 'Yes. My 6-year-old niece, my sister and brother-in-law too.’ This shows that a variety of different age groups can connect through video games. The games she plays with them are ’Animal Crossing‘ and ’Trivia Royal’. They communicate ’In-game with Animal Crossing...’ and ’With Trivia Royal, my niece will usually FaceTime me as we play it so I can tell her all the answers!’ The next answer reads ’ My niece comes to visit my island in Animal Crossing (my island is better than hers). She always wants to play hide and seek on the island, or tag! Once I opened the Museum, I took her in to see it and it was as if I have taken her to a virtual museum. She loves it!! The butterfly room is her favourite. It encourages me to find more bugs, fossils, and fish so that she has new things to look at when she visits.’ This is an example of what I explained earlier, people show off their collections to their friends and their island as well. The final question is if they enjoy their time playing together, to which she responded ’Yes, it's so much fun! It's such a different experience than just taking to someone on the phone. You're in this virtual world together for an hour which just takes you away from reality. It definitely made lockdown a lot easier!’ This small questionnaire backs up the idea that video games have helped preserve and grow bonds between loved ones, even when they cannot see each other.

Through these games and apps people can still talk, hang out and enjoy each other’s company during the COVID-19 pandemic. They allow friends and family members to continue to keep in contact with one another in a fun way. It allows people to keep a natural conversation going, instead of thinking of topics to talk about they naturally come due to the activities the players partake in during game time. It allows people to enjoy each other’s company, without being in person, much better than just a simple phone call or facetime. Having a mutual interest in a game is a great thing to have, especially during something like lockdown as it provides a way to continue hanging out with your friends and family, doing activities like you would during a normal meetup. ' "There's also the sociability that occurs in the home. You know, we all play games together around the TV. That gives us something to do when we can't necessarily get out and do the things we would normally do.” ‘ (Jarvis, 2021). In conclusion, I believe that games have helped a lot of people stay connected during this past year of lockdown, keeping friendships and other relationships alive when, in normal circumstances, they might have struggled to do so.
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Have you used games to keep in contact with people? (If so, who?)
What game(s) have you used to do so?

How were you able to communicate? (Text, Facetime, In-game, Nintendo Online App, etc.)

What did you do in the game?

Did you enjoy yourself? Did the game improve conversation compared to just texting, calling or facetiming?
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