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Kids Will Find a Way:
The Benefits of Social Video Games

Brenda K. Wiederhold, PhD, MBA, BCB, BCN

V
ideo games were becoming increasingly popular even
before the world undertook social distancing measures

early last year. In 2019, there were more than 2.5 billion
gamers worldwide, who combined spent $152.1 billion on
games that year—an increase of nearly 10% from 2018.1

Still, the onset of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic has proven to be a significant boon to the industry.
In the 6 days between March 16 and March 22, 2020, video
game sales increased by 63% worldwide.2 As the pandemic
trudges on, video games are proving to be not only an en-
joyable way to pass the time during lockdown, but also an
essential resource for people to connect with each other.3

Video games are attractive as a social outlet not just for
adults, but also for teens and children. For example, the
Roblox game, a favorite among children aged 9–12 in the
United States, reported an average of 31.1 million users per
day during most of 2020—an increase of 82% over the year
before.4 Gaming is one of the main ways that children and
teens are socializing during this time of social distancing.
Instead of the group texts and happy hour video calls popular
with adults, more than half of teens prefer to catch up with
friends through gaming.5 Much like the mall or a playground
during pre-pandemic times, social games provide a virtual
meeting place—somewhere that friends and acquaintances
can meet to hang out and have a shared experience.

Social video games are games that involve interaction with
other players rather than simply one user with their device. The
play can be synchronous or asynchronous, simple or complex,
console or mobile, free or monetized. The defining character-
istic is that the game enables the players to communicate in
some way during gameplay.

Some social video games encourage collaborative prob-
lem solving through providing specific quests or challenges,
while others support open-ended play in a common envi-
ronment. The socialization opportunities provided by these
games are limited only by the imaginations of the users.
During the pandemic especially, people have found myriad
ways to re-create in-person socialization opportunities within
video games, embracing the freedom of not being bound by
geography or physical capabilities.

Many have found the game Animal Crossing: New Hor-
izons to be a convenient venue for virtual events. With a
release date that coincided with the start of COVID-19
lockdowns, Nintendo’s record-breaking Switch game that
tripled the company’s profits6 lets players freely explore a
tiny tropical town, gathering and crafting items, catching
insects and fish, and talking with anthropomorphic animal

neighbors. Players can visit the towns of both real-life friends
and strangers who share their village code. In the past year,
people have held birthday parties,7 gone on dates,8 run talk
shows,8 and even gotten married9 in the game.

Beyond re-creating the socialization opportunities avail-
able in the physical world, the virtual world opens up its own
unique experiences, which is especially appealing to chil-
dren and teens. Young people need to play. They need to
join their friends and follow their imaginations, to explore
the world around them in an open-ended way. Games, espe-
cially ‘‘sandbox’’ games in which players are able to wander a
complex world freely,10 can provide an ideal space to do this—
a space that helps young people to cross the boundaries be-
tween fantasy and reality safely and creatively and, perhaps
most importantly, together.

Video games, especially collaborative social video games,
are popular among young people because they are often more
engaging and interactive than other online activities such
as streaming, video calls, or even single-player gaming. They
not only provide entertainment and distraction, but also
give children and adolescents a chance to learn by doing, to
practice the social and emotional skills that they otherwise
are not able to exercise in real life right now, leading to
a sense of well-being during a time that can otherwise be
isolating and frightening.11

Studies have found that playing video games, especially
those that are social and collaborative, can lead to more
prosocial behaviors (behavior that is positive, helpful, and
aimed toward social acceptance and friendship) among
children.12 The shared experiences that social games provide
can result in young people who are more inclined to help one
another, in both online and real-world settings.13 In addition,
social video games can increase the player’s exposure to
people from different regions and cultures—an important
factor in promoting the development of empathy and identity
formation. This is especially crucial during a time when
children and adolescents are not able to socialize in school or
to travel.13

Today’s children and teens are part of a generation that has
been raised on technology. They are digital natives, used to,
and most comfortable with, socializing via their devices.
Phone calls and emails are not the main ways that they in-
teract with each other; those are reserved for communication
with adults. In fact, research finds that nearly a quarter of
teenagers claim to give their gaming handle instead of their
phone number when meeting new people, both online and in
person, and nearly 80% of teens say that gaming with friends
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helps them feel more connected to each other, even in pre-
pandemic times.14 The digital world is the realm in which
young people feel most at ease and linked to their peers.

This sense of comfort is also important for identity for-
mation, which research suggests can, and during the pandemic
may have to, take place in virtual environments.10Games give
children and adolescents a space to try out different avatars,
with their different appearances, abilities, social positions,
personalities, and even genders. Experimenting with these
aspects in the virtual world can have fewer significant
consequences than doing so in the real world.10

Of course, there is always concern about increased screen
time and overuse of devices in young people. This concern is
not unfounded. Just as with in-person social activities, it is
always crucial for parents and guardians to supervise children
and teens in the virtual world and to provide reasonable age-
appropriate limits for device use. However, in the case of
gaming, screen time alone is not the most important metric.
Spending a significant amount of time on a specific game
might not indicate a gaming ‘‘addiction,’’ but rather a search
for social interaction during a time when opportunities for
connection are scarce. To adults, it may appear that children
are escaping into games and ignoring the outside world. After
all, they are not engaging in the activities we tend to asso-
ciate with socializing: talking on the phone, Zooming, or even
texting. Yet, it is important to remember that those are not the
primary ways that young people connect with each other.

Ideally, playing a video game should not replace in-person
experiences. During the best of times, gaming should be an
adjunct to face-to-face interaction and other modes of social
interaction. Yet, during the pandemic, and in other geograph-
ically separated scenarios, social video games are providing
new and exciting opportunities for connection, especially
among young people.

In the end, there is not such a vast difference in social
interaction between planning and creating a theme park with
a buddy on Roblox and building Legos with a classmate, or
visiting a friend’s town on Animal Crossing and heading over
to their house for a playdate. It may not look like the type of
play that current adults engaged in as children, but neither
does our technology or our world. In this environment of
upheaval, kids are persevering. They are continuing to play
and to connect with each other, finding a way forward.
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