The world needs heroes. Do your part and stay indoors. (non-fiction, journalism piece)
In these trying times, the ‘new normal’ that is constantly mentioned is that of isolation and boredom while we are in lockdown. Many have found new hobbies and new ways to keep in touch with their friends, but how about combining these into a fun, novel experience?
Today I ask, have gamers had it right all along?
It is obvious that gaming is still somewhat looked down upon as a hobby, despite becoming more mainstream. Most misconceptions involve ideas of addiction, of asocial people sitting in front of a screen all day, doing little to nothing else. Others include threats of possible cyber bullying; while I cannot deny that undesirable behaviour exists within the gaming community, it makes up a far smaller proportion than you’d expect. Gaming can unite people in a unique way I haven’t seen elsewhere.
Now is the time of the ‘gaming renaissance’ – more people than ever are picking up consoles and purchasing games, often for the first time. Take the recent success of the new Animal Crossing game for example, which has had 13 million sales in just six weeks, and has become practically iconic in terms of pop culture.[endnoteRef:1] It has taken the world by storm; people just cannot seem to stop talking about it! I am sure the sales would not be so high if it had not been released at the beginning of the lockdown. It gives people something to look forward to, some hope, something to discuss when days are monotonously repetitive.  [1:  2020. [online] Available at: <https://www.video-game.reviews/animal-crossing-new-horizons-huge-sales-figures-were-about-50-digital/> [Accessed 9 May 2020].
] 

In the words of Fawnsdad, a close gaming friend of mine, ‘what the fuck am I doing here?’ He often catches himself staring at his computer screen asking that exact question. He loves spending time outside; while his daughter grew up on video games, he admits he had the mentality originally that they were ‘evil’ as most parents do. “No drugs, no swearing, no videogames” he laughs, when I ask him why, the basic rules every parent teaches their kids. Despite this, this daughter has gone on to work in the gaming industry and is very successful from what I hear – this all sprung from her passion in childhood.
Indeed, there is some stigma still around gaming.
Another gaming friend, called Roms, had a lot to say about how attitudes toward gaming have changed thanks to the lockdown.
“Funnily enough pre-corona there was a lot of stigma towards gaming with regards to violence and sex. During this pandemic, people and organisations have now encouraged it, contradictory to say the least. Growth within e-sports and the multitude of career paths have also lessened the stigma toward gaming. As people who are born in the 90’s and millennials, this stigma will surely fall away due to our understanding of modern times. 
Gaming is a hobby and more so now a professional pathway. There will always be a stigma stuck to gaming due to addiction, affecting children with regards to school work etc. All the above mentioned can be avoided, tolerated even with correct parenting, supervision and correct upbringing.”
While talking to Roms, another friend joins our team. Upon hearing the question, he jokes how now during lockdown “if I play for more than an hour a day my mom will call me a gaming addict, while I really only play games when my friends are there to tag along.”
I bought Overwatch on September 25th 2019 as an early birthday present to myself, a small investment of £16.99 which has brought me much joy since. It was at one of the lowest points of my life quite frankly; I was isolated in my room, barely able to leave, and dreading my birthday.
Almost predictably, I made a suicide attempt around the time of my birthday. But my online friends were there to help pick up the pieces in a way that my real friends weren’t. To cut a long story short, I had never felt so alone. But now in lockdown, despite a similar sense of isolation creeping in, I feel I am not struggling in the same way. It is thanks solely to the friends I have made online.
Gaming with other people is a bridge to learning new languages, finding out about different cultures, and meeting those you would not otherwise have the chance to. This often results in longer lasting friendships, more than just a teammate on an online game.
For those of you who are not acquainted with Overwatch, it is a worldwide online-based game, set sixty years into the future of earth. Its tagline, the world needs heroes, is very fitting considering the state of the globe currently. The main conflict within the lore of Overwatch is that of the Omnic Crisis. “Before the Omnic Crisis, humanity had been in a golden age of prosperity and technology development. Humans developed robots with artificial intelligence called "Omnics". The Omnic Crisis began when the worldwide automated facilities that produced them started producing a series of lethal, hostile robots that attacked humankind. When individual countries' efforts failed to ward off the Omnics, the United Nations quickly formed Overwatch, an international task force combining these individual programs to combat this threat and restore order.” [endnoteRef:2] [2:  En.wikipedia.org. 2020. Overwatch (Video Game). [online] Available at: <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overwatch_(video_game)> [Accessed 7 May 2020].
] 

Overwatch is a team-based multiplayer first-person shooter, where people are divided into two teams of six players, going against each other to complete a number of objectives such as “work[ing] together to defend control points on a map or escort a payload across the map in a limited amount of time.” [endnoteRef:3] [3:  En.wikipedia.org. 2020. Overwatch (Video Game). [online] Available at: <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overwatch_(video_game)> [Accessed 7 May 2020].
] 

A player will select a ‘hero’ from a roster of thirty-two characters, all of whom have a unique play style and varying play difficulties. Players can choose their “hero from a diverse cast of soldiers, scientists, adventurers, and oddities”[endnoteRef:4] The thirty-two characters are divided into three classes, Tanks, Damage or DPS heroes, and supports who are more commonly known as healers. [4:  Overwatch. 2020. Overwatch. [online] Available at: <https://playoverwatch.com/en-us/> [Accessed 7 May 2020].
] 

While it may not appeal to some, the developers of the game boast some 40 million players worldwide. [endnoteRef:5] [5:  Overwatch. 2020. Overwatch. [online] Available at: <https://playoverwatch.com/en-us/> [Accessed 7 May 2020].] 

I can remember my first ever friend on Overwatch, a seventeen-year-old by the name of KayGamerX5 from the Netherlands. We met some time last year while playing a match of competitive overwatch, after which we queued up together as duo and kept talking for a while. I recall in delight the day he played my requests immensely well on his piano while we waited for a game, although distorted somewhat by the microphone. When I asked what he found enjoyable, he stated that he “mostly game[s] to have fun with my friends, it’s a great way to spend time together. We mostly just goof around and use the weirdest strategies imaginable, this makes the game so much more about having fun than just killing free time.”
Kay feels that gaming is definitely helping him through lockdown, describing to me how at first “I just laid in bed all day watching Netflix for an average of 9 hours a day, now I boot up my pc and see if my friends are online so we can have some fun together.”
“I would say the biggest benefit of gaming is probably getting to have fun with your friends regardless of distance, especially in times like these, games are a great way to connect with friends in a safe way.”
Roms, a South African guy who is a kind and genuine individual; we met online during a casual game of Overwatch during January, and we have played together ever since. He really enjoyed being interviewed as it is something he is passionate about, obvious from his response below:
“You can sometimes meet genuine and honest people online. People that can help you with your academics, professional careers, languages, even to some extent job offers, but mostly the sense of having someone understand your state of mind and not actually carry any “friendship” baggage of past and present. They take you and understand you at face value. 
I have personally made some really great friends over the years from many parts of the world and we connect brilliantly even with topics outside of gaming, more inclined towards our personal lives, be it positive or negative aspects, helping each other along the way. And the older we become the more connected we become.
Gaming is the biggest entertainment industry and it’s the modern-day way. Some folks prefer to sit and watch Netflix or TV for hours on end, some folks play sport, some folks prefer to play a video game, get engrossed into that game, take up the effort and mental strength of improving or learning and possibly turn that hobby into something meaningful down the line. 
It’s also important to mention the number of cognitive and mental benefits that gaming can offer such as improved memory, improved co-ordination, improved attention, concentration span, social skills, multitasking skills, leadership qualities and in some cases reduced mental stress as well as offering a distraction to negative aspects in your life as opposed to consuming alcohol and drugs.”
Gust09, a Portuguese girl about my age whose real name is Ana, is a kind, talented player. Predictably one does not find other women quite as often as I would have liked on there, so I often unconsciously make more of an effort to support her and try to be her friend. I often find myself apologising to her as we switch between support heroes as she is far more skilled than I could even dream of being, and she is surprisingly patient considering the amount of times I get in her way. She feels gaming has helped to distract from the lockdown, and that she has a lot of fun while she plays and gets the chance to meet awesome people.
She has added me to her WhatsApp book club, an international effort called ReadAThon. She recruits new people interested in reading tirelessly, there is often a new member every other day. She has tried to interest our mutual overwatch friends; we joke that Fawnsdad cannot read, simply because he never seems to, and despite Ana’s efforts, he refuses to.
Houssam, in his late 20s from Egypt, who I met through our mutual friend Ana and is also part of the worldwide book club, enjoys gaming as a way to socialise and as a break from his programming job. He found that he met so many people around the world, … got to know many cultures that completely changed the way he viewed the world.
The answers coming up constantly from my interviews with friends seem to be that of meeting new people, exploring the world virtually, as well as a way to engage one’s brain through puzzle solving.
A typical Friday night gaming session for our team would be playing with a group of people in competitive play, all the while drinking copiously. The rules have never properly been disclosed to me, but it seems it is a sip for each round of the game, or a drink for each new game, but it never becomes clear as the evening descends into uncontrollable giggles. As the night progresses, it is not a matter of whether we win or lose, but rather that we have a good time. Quips and innuendos are constantly made while we play; we discuss anything from the state of our daily lives to what would happen if the world ended tomorrow.
There is a sense of camaraderie, closeness even, more so now in difficult times. It is a heart-warming, if unconventional, story of those connected around the world who otherwise wouldn’t be, but can be there for each other in times of need.

