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Gameplay and Human 
Flourishing

Mary K. Bryant

Abstract
Flourishing as communities and individuals requires well-being in a variety 
of areas so that we thrive and grow toward our human potential. Playing 
games can contribute significantly to our flourishing. If we engage with 
games in responsible and thoughtful ways, gameplay can help us engage 
with the world, steward ourselves, and enhance our learning.

When I launched into the engaging mobile app, Duolingo, which turns 
language learning into a game, I eagerly anticipated my imminent fluency in 
Mandarin Chinese. While I already enjoy learning languages, I struggle to get 
very far studying new languages outside of the classroom. Using the app lit a 
fire that kept me coming back. Unfortunately, the fire was not a metaphor 
for my internal motivation—it was 
literally the image of a flame on 
the screen that tracks how many 
days in a row I practiced. By the 
411th day of my streak, I was at 
53,448 experience points, with 
1,008 gems available for unlocking 
future challenges.

You might think that stats like these mean I am really developing my skills 
in Mandarin. No such luck. I can recognize some Mandarin characters and 
am able to say a few basic sentences, but it is not the progress I had hoped 
for. Worse, while I started out enjoying the app, it now feels monotonous, 
pointless. I often get annoyed with the inflexible, repetitive questions (how 
many times do I have to spit out the exact phrase, “He doesn’t play sports, 
he only likes to sleep”? I honestly can’t tell if the app designers are trying 

Duolingo's stat block for tracking progress
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to be funny) as I attempt to hurry through my daily lessons so I can earn 
enough points to stay in the Diamond league and see my “Day streak” 
increase by one. The desire to beat out the competition and earn bragging 
rights has overshadowed my original interest in the Mandarin language. 
This isn’t the experience I had hoped for, but I can’t stop. I made it this 
far without interruption—not because I have made a habit of learning 
Mandarin, but because I am compelled to continue my streak! 

Nearly every area of life has an app aimed at making mundane tasks more 
enjoyable. So much so that in 2010 Apple trademarked the phrase, “there’s 
an app for that.” I love gameplay in general and try to fit in a game when my 
free time allows it—especially puzzle games, board games, and roleplaying 
games—so gamification sounded great to me. 

But as a descendent of the “Pious” Danes,1 a group of Danish immigrants 
who formed a strict Christian sect that did not allow “entertainments,” 
including dancing and games,2 every now and then I get a nagging feeling 
that gameplay is not the productive activity I should be spending my time 
on.3 It must run in the family—my mother, who remembers hiding her 
family’s deck of cards behind the curtains when her grandparents came to 
visit, still hesitates to sit down to play a game rather than do something 
“useful.” A gamified app that teaches me a new language is bound to 
fall into the productive side of gameplay, I reasoned. But once the joy of 
learning Mandarin with Duolingo 
morphed into an unrelenting desire to 
dominate, I realized I hadn’t made much 
progress even when it was fun and the 
nagging feeling returned. And I began 
to wonder whether all this gameplay is 
truly that good for me—or anyone, for 
that matter. That is, does it contribute 
to flourishing?

Human Flourishing

I think of flourishing as thriving and growing, externally and internally, 
usually due to the presence of optimal conditions. The image comes to 
my mind of four pumpkin plants I grew last summer. The leaves, as wide 
as my torso, stood four feet tall. The thick vines climbed a nearby tree to 
benefit more fully from the sun’s rays. The resulting eight pumpkins were 
huge and beautiful. Their rinds were thick and tough, full of large seeds. 

Every now and then I 
get a nagging feeling 
that gameplay is not the 
productive activity I should 
be spending my time on.

https://www.dbq.edu/wendt/publications/
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The combination of soil make-up, 
drainage, rain, and placement 
for the best sunlight allowed my 
pumpkins to flourish together as 
they pursued all their pumpkin 
potential.

Human flourishing is similar, with 
perhaps a few more dimensions 
to consider. While the concept of 
human flourishing has its roots 
in the philosophy of Aristotle, a 
variety of contemporary philosophers, positive psychologists, and social 
scientists have proposed ways to think about what it means to flourish as a 
human.4 My favorite synthesis of the idea comes from Tyler J. VanderWeele, 
director of Harvard’s Human Flourishing Program, who suggests that human 
flourishing is overall well-being in regard to six domains: happiness and life 
satisfaction, physical and mental health, meaning and purpose, character 
and virtue, social relationships, and material and financial stability.5 The 
key here is overall well-being. Everyone’s situation is different. While it may 
not be possible to reach full thriving due to barriers to well-being beyond 
our control, the pursuit of well-being in these areas ideally gets us closer to 
flourishing as a community as well as individually.

Surely gameplay must contribute to well-being in some of those categories! 
With this in mind, let’s consider whether and how gameplay can help us 
flourish,6 beyond the temporary good feeling we experience during play. 
Free, imaginative play as well as physical sports admittedly apply to much of 
this discussion, but to keep the scope of my exploration manageable, I will 
focus on video games, tabletop games, and gamified apps.7

Engagement with the World through Games

Although games often lead players to think about imaginary situations or 
turn their focus away from immediate needs of regular life, in many ways 
social gameplay and roleplay provide rich environments that allow for deep 
engagement with the world and society. 

Social Engagement

Social games, or games that involve interacting with others (think 
Monopoly, Charades, trivia contests), offer opportunities to work with 

My small but flourishing pumpkin patch
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others and develop relationships, and help to improve social skills and 
virtues, community-mindedness, and bonding. Evidence of the spread of 
games around the ancient Middle East indicate that people played games 
during times when different cultural groups interacted for trade purposes. 
Archaeologist Walter Crist and his colleagues drew the conclusion that board 
games served as “social lubricants” and “allowed individuals from distant 
regions to interact across real and imagined boundaries.”8 Games made 
room for growing empathy and community among strangers.

Similarly, today many game stores, libraries, and even restaurants have 
instituted game nights that invite and encourage a variety of people, often 
strangers to each other, to play games together, not to mention huge annual 
gaming conventions that see gamers of all varieties coming together for play. 
Massively multiplayer online video games (MMOs) offer opportunities for 
players to virtually play with friends as well as form new friendships with 
strangers. Playing with others has served to help people form connections 
throughout history.

While I have played my share of games 
at conventions and game stores, my 
favorite gameplay happens when I 
visit the friends I found in college. 
Still today—some twenty-odd years 
later—when we get together, it is safe 
to assume that we’ll play at least one 
game. Spouses, children, and new 
friends have joined us in our play over 
the years, forming the foundations of a 
close-knit game-playing community. 

Whether collaborative or competitive, in person or virtual, playing games 
together gives us the chance to learn about and practice being good sports 
and to deepen our friendships.9 We learn the value of letting others suggest 
the game for the evening, practice collaborative problem solving, and 
develop strategies for helping others have fun even when the gameplay 
is not going well for them or for being civil and patient when we are very 
irritated. 

This is not to say that everything always goes smoothly. Sometimes I think I 
am on the same page as my fellow game players, only to realize that one 
person is not having fun because of how another player is playing. Years ago, 
I played a game designed to start out collaboratively until one player is 

Forming and maintaining community 
through gameplay
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supposed to secretly become a traitor to the other players. But the betrayal 
never happened. The player who drew the betrayal card didn’t want to 
cause strife among us, and simply kept playing as an ally. I was confused and 

a little disappointed, as I love the intrigue of 
trying to figure out who is behind the 
double-crossings and deceit. After the 
game, we talked about what had happened, 
laughed over it, and reflected on the fact 
that we had not picked the right game for 
everyone in the group. 

Sometimes problems arise from a difference in how seriously the players 
are taking the game. It can certainly be hard to get in the flow, and stay in it, 
when another player keeps disrupting the play with off-topic conversation; it 
can be equally frustrating for the person who joined the game for the social 
element to not be allowed to chat and enjoy everyone’s company. Another 
common difficulty is a difference in competitiveness among players. Too 
much competitive zeal on the part of one player can suck the joy out of the 
game for someone who just wants to relax, and vice versa. Sometimes we 
don’t play well together and have to patch things up, but that’s part of living 
in community and learning from our mistakes—in fact, it is part of growing 
and developing into better people—kind, humble, patient people—who 
flourish together.

None of this means that I think all collaborative gameplay is bound to lead 
to good outcomes. There are certainly roleplaying groups who have engaged 
in and enjoyed misogyny, racism, and destructive stories together.10 The 
anonymity made possible by playing MMOs can more easily lead to abuse 
and harassment with low risk of meaningful consequences.11 This sort of 
reinforcement of damaging worldviews is likely the source of much of the 
vitriol some gamers displayed with Gamergate, a culture war that erupted 
within the video game world against an infusion of diversity, played out 
mostly in the form of harassment of marginalized groups and prominent 
women in video game culture.12 Even when we are playing, it is important to 
evaluate whether we are in echo chambers that dismiss (or worse, degrade, 
suppress, or harm) others and, when necessary, change course. 

Changing Perspectives

Just as our social groups and gaming activities can reinforce our current 
worldview, they can also challenge our worldview. Games that encourage 
players to think about other viewpoints allow for experimenting with 

Playing with others has 
served to help people 
form connections 
throughout history.
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and discovery of new perspectives on the world. Roleplaying games in 
particular—video or board—make it possible for us to broach subjects and 
explore together possibilities that we do not normally have easy access 
to, or that we may be ignorant of. I am heartened by the publication of 
social action video games and board games that address serious issues 
for reflection, such as the environmental crisis, mental health, and the 
desperate decisions made in war time.13 

In Playing as Others: Theological and Ethical Responsibility in Video Games, 
Benjamin J. Chicka calls for theologians to enter the video game sphere to 
shape it, post-Gamergate, into a more inclusive, welcoming place to all. As 
Chicka says, “God is brought forth in meeting the other and realizing one’s 
ethical responsibility to them in the cultural form of video games.”14 The 
opportunity to encounter or even play as the wholly unfamiliar Other may 
make it easier to interact with the Other outside of gameplay. Research has 
found that immersive games in which players actively play roles with 
perspectives different from their own have the power to impact player 
biases and grow their empathy.15 Stepping into the shoes of Michael 
Sterling, a Black character in the virtual reality game 1,000 Cut Journey, I 
witnessed realistic injustices that he faced,16 which led me to reflect on how 
I can expand my own efforts to combat racial inequality. When our empathy 
translates into positive action,17 it leads to better community-mindedness 
and promotes flourishing at a societal level.

We can also explore ethical 
decision-making in play. According 
to some recent research, not all 
immoral decisions made during 
gameplay represent players’ 
morality outside of play. A player 
engaged in a first-person shooter 
video game does not necessarily 
feel inclined toward war or want 
to harm others in regular life. Some evidence suggests that this sort of 
behavior may represent exploration of possibilities or it may be cathartic, 
satisfying urges rather than allowing them to come out in immoral behaviors 
outside of the game.18 Perhaps pretending violence goes beyond satisfying 
urges and allows for exploration of responses to bad behavior and its 
consequences.

Roleplay in science fiction and fantasy games offers a safe and separate 
realm of possibility and hope where the players can encounter the wonders 

When our empathy translates 
into positive action, it leads to 
better community-mindedness 
and promotes flourishing at a 
societal level.

https://www.dbq.edu/wendt/publications/


Bryant: Gameplay and Human Flourishing

P a g e | 21

and horrors of reality, address, analyze, and ascribe meaning. Science fiction 
and fantasy literature have long been genres that allow for reflection, 
examination, and analysis of truths such as human frailty and meaning, but 
at a distance. In Dangerous Games: What the Moral Panic Over Role-Play 
Games Says About Play, Religion, and Imagined Worlds, Joseph Laycock 
writes, “Human beings need play and fantasy to be psychologically well. Play 
provides a mental space through which we can order our world.”19 Play 
makes the unapproachable approachable.

Through roleplaying games, I, too, have 
reflected on reality. The characters I play 
tend to have much harder lives than I do. 
They lose loved ones, fight long odds, 
and struggle to make the best choice in 
an impossible situation—do I save the 
townsperson dangling precariously over 
the fiery pit or go after the ogre who is 
running away with an ancient artifact 
that could lead to the destruction of 
the world? Of course, it’s all pretend, but it does lead me to think about 
possibilities and choices, mortality, the Other, and assumptions we all 
regularly make.20

With social games, we can develop a variety of moral virtues such as civility, 
compassion, patience, and humility. Games that offer the opportunity 
to take on new roles help us learn to value the Other, to look at new 
perspectives with open minds, and to reflect on important questions about 
life and meaning, which brings us closer to living in community, seeing the 
humanity in each other. 

Stewardship of Our Selves through Gameplay

Outside the framework of community and worldview, gameplay impacts our 
selves—our health and satisfaction, for instance. Integrity demands that we 
steward our selves well—that we care for ourselves—through discerning 
what is good for us and acting on that determination.21

Health Impacts

Gameplay affects our physical and mental health. Adults who play board 
games are less likely to develop dementia22 and more likely to stave off 
cognitive decline.23 Board gameplay even helps us fight depression and heart 

Taking on fictional roles to explore 
possibilities
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disease, through its capacity to lower stress levels.24 When we find ourselves 
laughing during our gameplay (a common occurrence in my experience, 
though I admit that not every game turns hilarious), we may also benefit 
from laughter’s many positive psychological and physiological effects.25 Take 
note, however, that those who consider leisure activities a waste of time 
tend not only to enjoy them significantly less than they would otherwise, 
but they also miss out on many of the mental health benefits of leisure.26 
Unfortunately, there is concern that video gameplay may actually be linked 
to increased risk of cardiovascular disease, due to the longer amounts of 
time video gamers tend to spend sitting, as well as higher incidence of eye 
strain, problems with tendons in the hand and wrist, and back and neck 
pain.27 Video game players can still benefit from other aspects of play if they 
take care to be aware of those risks and act to mitigate them by shortening 
the duration of play and learning healthy play postures, for example.

Cerebral puzzles and the challenges 
posed by games open our minds and we 
discover new ways of finding solutions. 
My favorite puzzle is The New York 
Times daily crossword. I love unraveling 
the wordplay and gimmicks hidden in 
many of them. Sometimes the struggle 
proves too much and I do not manage to 
complete the puzzle that day, but I feel 

so good when I figure out a particularly hard clue, discover the day’s hidden 
theme, or in fact solve the entire puzzle. As Bernard Suits succinctly summed 
it up: “Playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary 
obstacles.”28 The relaxed, pleasant experience of getting into “the zone” is a 
focused state called “flow.” Flow can be easy to enter when playing a game, 
likely because the best games satisfy the conditions necessary to enter it: 
the goals of an activity are clear, there is sufficient feedback, it is not too 
hard nor too simple. It is essential that our play have some level of challenge 
in order to draw and engage our focus.29 Otherwise we get bored and find 
something else to do.

When we enjoy ourselves with these fun challenges, we are strengthening 
our brains.30 The play doesn’t necessarily increase our chances of 
solving other puzzles or add to our knowledge banks. But it is practice 
at considering problems and figuring out ways to address them within a 
relatively safe context, which helps us prepare for real problems that arise 
when we are not playing.31 The practice I have had with the crossword and 

Challenging play
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other puzzles, taking my time to consider different ways to interpret clues, 
has even helped me think more creatively when faced with more difficult 
passages of text in my work as a literary translator.

Distraction and Coping

Gameplay provides distraction and relief from pain and hardship. The 
pleasure we feel when we are having fun or receiving rewards comes from 
the release of endogenous (naturally produced) opioids, such as endorphins, 
which, among other functions, also lower stress and block pain receptors.32 
These chemicals can trigger a simultaneous release of dopamine, which 
drives our desire for more rewards, motivating us to absorb ourselves 
in the activity, distracting us until further regulatory mechanisms inhibit 
the process and lead us to naturally transition out of that activity.33 But 
beyond distracting us, researchers have found that playing games can 
actually decrease the level of pain, anxiety, or stress felt by the player.34 Our 
endorphins dull our suffering in addition to pleasurably distracting us. 

Humanity’s use of games to distract ourselves and cope with hardship goes 
back thousands of years. Archaeologists have pieced together evidence 
that some ancient peoples played games while they waited for better work 
conditions, such as during the cold months between growing seasons. In 
one case, ancient Mesoamericans likely played games while they waited in 
their temporary harvesting site for the tide to go out so they could continue 
collecting shellfish.35

The Ancient Greek historian Herodotus wrote in The Histories of a famine 
that had happened hundreds of years previous in Lydia. The ruler of Lydia 
decreed that, in order for the kingdom to survive the famine, people must 
only eat food every other day. On the fasting days, they were to play games 
to distract themselves from their hunger.36 Perhaps it was the enjoyment 
that was a respite from hardship, or the endorphins dulling the gnawing 
hunger, or it’s possible that they found the flow and it made the time 
between meals pass quickly. Either way, the story illustrates the potential for 
play to help us persevere through hard times. 

I can’t help but see a connection to the increased interest in games and 
puzzles during the COVID-19 pandemic. Not only were people looking for 
activities at home to replace the activities they had previously pursued in 
public or in social groups, but perhaps the play element in particular made 
it easier to bear the heightened level of discomfort that many of us were 
feeling (whether it was due to anxiety, mourning, loneliness, or frustration). 
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When I had COVID, I was sick enough during my isolation period that I 
spent most of the days in bed and didn’t have the stamina to do much 
remote work. I couldn’t even manage to sit up on my couch long enough to 
play a solo board game at the coffee table. But I had The New York Times 
online crosswords to distract me. I lay in bed with my phone next to me, 
alternately napping and puzzling through the clues, and the time passed 
more comfortably. 

Limitations of Coping

There are limits to how much play can help us 
cope, however. The mechanisms in our brain 
that allow us to feel pleasure, seek rewards, and 
transition out of the pleasure and reward cycle 
should work together smoothly but they can fall 
out of sync with one another. The problem of 
addiction arises when reward-seeking behavior 
runs unchecked, even in the absence of pleasurable outcomes.37 When we 
fill all possible time with gameplay, seeking out the rewards of play at the 
expense of our responsibilities to ourselves and our community, it is no 
longer healthy coping.38 Relationships suffer, we skip meals and showers, 
and subsequently our health might decline. If we neglect our work, we could 
take a financial hit as well.

Neurological mechanisms should naturally limit how much play we want 
at a time. However, addiction is a real concern in video and online games 
because digital game designers have used what scientists have discovered 
about neurobiology to take direct aim at the mechanisms hidden behind 
our pleasure-seeking natures.39 Adam Alter, author of Irresistible: The Rise 
of Addictive Technology and the Business of Keeping Us Hooked, identifies a 
number of elements of behavior addiction that video games and online apps 
use to keep our interest and attention, keeping high our desire and hope for 
imminent pleasure:

compelling goals that are just beyond reach; irresistible and 
unpredictable positive feedback; a sense of incremental progress 
and improvement; tasks that become slowly more difficult over 
time; unresolved tensions that demand resolution; and strong social 
connections.40

While the digital technology industry may defend itself, claiming that 
designers do not want to encourage addiction because doing so would 

There are limits 
to how much play 
can help us cope.
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cause them to eventually lose customers who stop playing to treat their 
addiction,41 I am skeptical. The digital game industry is huge (the global 
video game market took in $184.9 billion (USD) in 2021),42 and it would take 
massive numbers of players to recognize a problem and quit playing entirely 
to make a financial impact. An estimated 1.96% of the world’s population 
suffers from video game addiction,43 now recognized by the World Health 
Organization as an illness called “gaming disorder.”44 Too many people are 
suffering, but I wonder if even that is enough to motivate the less morally 
conscious designers to consider their digital users’ health and well-being.45 

To play games with integrity, in ways that lead to flourishing, we must 
remember to watch out for and avoid the ways games can lead to problems. 
Thoughtfully limiting time on video games and digital devices may help 
us avoid neglecting other areas of our lives, such as relationships and 
commitments. Being careful not to spend too long sitting without a break 
while playing video games or long tabletop board game sessions will help 
maintain good physical health—something to keep in mind with other 
activities, too, such as sitting all day at work and driving long distances. In 
addition, as noted earlier, immoral actions within a roleplaying game do 
not necessarily indicate that the players themselves lack moral character. 
However, we should still be cautious with gratuitous violence in our games, 
based on recent studies that suggest violent video games may have the 
capacity to increase aggression among those players already predisposed to 
aggressive behavior.46 

Using games to strengthen the mind, learn to cope, and improve our health 
are all acts of integrity, as we practice good stewardship of ourselves. 
Certainly gameplay is just one of the strategies we have available to 
care for these aspects of our well-being, but it is a good one to consider 
implementing, especially in view of the variety of other benefits of playing 
games. 

Learning through Gameplay

In many ways, caring for oneself includes pursuing knowledge and 
developing skills, as we work to improve our careers, financial situations, 
even satisfaction. And it turns out that the neurochemical activity behind 
the good, engaged feeling we often get when we play primes us for 
learning.47 Play stimulates neural growth in areas of the brain that process 
emotions and executive decisions.48
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Educational impacts of play are wide ranging, and not just on children. Play 
enhances creativity and innovation and leads to better problem-solving 
and motivation to stay with a task. It is also linked to learning to be less 
aggressive and developing life skills and risk management.49 

Animals tend to stop playing once they have matured and developed the 
skills and knowledge they need to survive and reproduce. Among the 
notable exceptions to this pattern are humans and their domesticated dogs 
and cats.50 It turns out that retaining 
the ability to play into adulthood 
allows us to continue to learn new 
things and adapt to new situations. 
According to play expert Stuart 
Brown, “Life-long play is central to our 
continued well-being, adaptation, and 
social cohesiveness.”51 So it makes 
sense to allow ourselves to 
incorporate gameplay in the learning 
and growth we do beyond early 
childhood.

Research shows that games can be useful tools for teaching some topics 
and skills. While the evidence is not definitive, the findings are certainly 
promising.52 Teachers have been using games more and more in secondary 
school and college curricula to teach a variety of topics. Students engage in 
simulations and play historical games to encounter information in spheres 
separate from reality. They play trivia games to prepare for upcoming tests. 
I remember a high school typing class that used timed challenges to help us 
practice. I could keep up but it challenged me enough to keep me focused 
on it. I found myself getting into the zone as my fingers flew across the 
keyboard. It was indeed fun, and I came out of it a proficient typist.

Digital developers have introduced many “games” for learning. There are 
thousands of apps in the Play Store promising to turn the slog of everyday 
life and lessons into a fun game. This is widely known as gamification, the 
use of superficial game mechanics to add competition to something not 
normally considered a game. Examples of such mechanics are badges, 
points for actions, countdowns, streak counts, leaderboards, daily 
“quests.” Duolingo (the app I tried out for language learning), Habitica (for 
personal productivity), EpicWin (for getting chores done), Plant Nanny (for 
remembering to drink water) are a few of the gamified apps available. Even 

Playing to learn about the dangers posed by 
newspaper rolls and the like
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the Red Cross and Audible have gamified apps that assign badges based on 
the user’s activity in the app. 

Some people call gamified apps “exploitationware” or “gamblified” apps, as 
numerous in-app purchases and pitches to subscribe reveal the monetary 
priorities of their creators. The companies behind gamified apps want you 
“to do something you otherwise wouldn’t do,” says YouTuber Chris Franklin. 
He identifies their strategies to exploit our instinctual urges to hoard and 
compete in a hierarchy, such as awarding badges, jewels, and experience 
points, and provide ways to level up that creates the illusion of productivity. 
When we do something that they profit from, they give us rewards.53 They 
use the same strategies discussed above to take advantage of our innate 
neurobiology and get us hooked. 

While gamification in theory strives to create a useful vehicle for motivating 
people to accomplish otherwise unattractive tasks, in practice there 
are often problems. Gamification via digital devices provides instant 
gratification, which cultivates impatience54 and cuts out the reflection step 
of habit-building55 that would help us directly accomplish our goals of our 
own accord, rather than through the app.56 In gamification, the reward 
provided by the shell of game mechanics often supersedes the satisfaction 
of completing whatever everyday task 
that gamification was supposed to 
make fun (sometimes we’re playing 
for the rewarding “ding” instead 
of the correct answer),57 which 
complicates things. The never-ending 
challenges that keep us hoping for 
a reward, along with the lack of 
resolution baked into many gamified 
apps, are prime ground for behavioral 
addiction.

When we encounter gamified lessons in school, teachers supervise our 
engagement. They make sure the content is of an appropriate level and 
direct students’ attention to new activities when it is time to move on. Many 
gamified apps do not have that sort of oversight. The apps are designed to 
keep us coming back to them for more, not (or at least not usually) to help 
us take the next step to turn it into a habit free from digital control.

But maybe there is nothing to be concerned about. After all, doomsayers 
predicted the demise of society when crosswords took off in the early 

Instant gratification via digital devices, 
prime ground for behavioral addiction
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1900s. They feared that puzzle players, addicted to the new diversions, 
would end up harming themselves and others.58 The same things happened 
with novels in the 1700s and 1800s. In this case the fears were that women 
who read such escapist literature would become so lost in their imaginations 
or disillusioned with reality that they would not be able (or want) to 
continue in their usual tasks and responsibilities.59 There is a difference with 
gamification, though. To my knowledge, novelists and crossword puzzle 
designers weren’t taking advantage of behavioral science to manipulate us 
and override our self-control. 

Perhaps we will find a way to overcome gamification’s weaknesses and they 
will eventually help us develop personal motivation, so we can consistently 
accomplish our goals without artificial prompting. Maybe, as game designer 
Jane McGonigal hopes, games will eventually be used to reinvent the human 
experience and solve so many of the terrible problems in the world today.60 
But since it is unlikely that games and players will solve the world’s problems 
immediately, we are left to consider how best to grow as people through 
gameplay.

Gameplay primes us for learning. We more easily learn useful skills and 
grow in creativity through games, which may lead to greater satisfaction, 
purposeful work, and stability. Gamified apps that aim to help us get over 
the hump of learning a good new habit can be just what we need if we can’t 
motivate ourselves otherwise. But again, we need to practice awareness and 
discernment, to be thoughtful about any potentially detrimental effects of 
our gamified activities.

Conclusion

After researching gameplay and gamification, I finally quit playing Duolingo. 
It took me a few months of joyless, fruitless, rote “play” before I managed 
to quit, as I was unwilling to break my precious streak, which represented a 
commitment, a lot of time—something to brag about. I was afraid that if I 
broke the streak, I wouldn’t have the pride-stroking, impressive number to 
motivate me to continue. But the feeling that the app was more in control 
than I was—that perhaps I had even formed an addiction—finally won out. 
At 460 days, I quit, cold turkey. I got out my old college books and signed up 
for another online learning program available through the library—this one 
much more like traditional lessons—and made it a personal goal to continue 
my habit of studying Mandarin, but at my own prompting.
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And I have kept it up so far! I was shocked to learn that, indeed, through 
Duolingo I had been successful in establishing the habit of studying 
Mandarin. The fire has been re-lit inside me, rather than on my phone’s 
screen. My study has now gone from gameplay to work, but it is fun work 
that challenges me to puzzle through and retain new information, not to 
race through it all in order to trounce the other players. 

Using Duolingo to help me over the 
hump of initiating this language 
learning and establish a good habit was 
the right thing for me at the beginning. 
I would not have gotten to the point 
when I was ready to work on my own 
if not for Duolingo. Though there 
was some struggle and discomfort 
as I transitioned from play to work 
(and I confess it’s no longer on a strict 
daily schedule), I flourished through the experience—I exercised my brain, 
developed discipline and willpower, and practiced discernment and integrity.

My experience with Duolingo highlighted for me the necessity of 
determining whether an activity is truly beneficial, and acting upon that 
discernment—keeping in mind that an activity may be beneficial at one time 
and unhelpful in another. Though I love to play (even competitively), I don’t 
actually want to play every moment of my life. I might use another gamified 
app someday to help me form a good habit, but on the whole, it turns out 
that I prefer gameplay that benefits me in less concrete or obvious ways.

Play does not have to produce a measurable outcome to be meaningful 
and helpful. We should not feel ashamed of leisure activities that do not 
satisfy society’s idea of “productive,” or we risk missing out on the benefits 
that play offers. We all have the opportunity, on some level, to pursue 
the well-being, the flourishing that we can achieve together through 
gameplay, whether it is engaging with the world to grow our community and 
relationships, stewarding ourselves to improve our health and cope with 
pain, or enhancing our learning to develop our minds and abilities. 

Today’s Puzzle: Unscramble the following anagram.

Fun work

M AE L GY A P
Clue: A strategy for 
flourishing?
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Answer:

Mary K. Bryant is Director of Media and Programming for the Wendt Center for 
Character Education at the University of Dubuque. She is delighted to serve students 
and tackle creative projects such as editing this journal and producing videos, 
animations, and podcasts for the Center. With a BA in Biology, Theatre Arts, and 
German, along with an MFA in Comparative Literature—Translation from the 
University of Iowa, she pursues of variety of interests, including music, crafting, 
gardening, and, of course, playing games.

Image Credits

p. 15: Duolingo, fair use
pp. 17, 18, 21, 26: photos by Mary K. Bryant
p. 22: photo by Steve Buissinne via Pixabay
p. 27: photo by natureaddict via Pixabay
p. 29: photo by Lela Bryant-Henry

G MA E LP A Y

Notes

1. Also referred to as “Holy Danes” and “Sad Danes” (as opposed to the “Happy 
Danes”—no, I’m not kidding. You see, the Happy Danes allowed games. Maybe 
that’s why they were happy!).
2. Spiegel, “The ‘Happy Danes’ vs. the ‘Sad Danes’”; Nebbe, “Happy Danes and 

Holy Danes.”
3. For discussion on the culture of productivity and the need for play in the world 

of science, see Adam J. Kleinschmit’s article in this issue.
4. For further readings on human flourishing, see Stuhr, ed., Philosophy and 

Human Flourishing; English and Love, eds., Literary Studies and Human Flourishing. 
For readings in the realms of psychology and sociology, see works by Deborah 
Carr, William C. Compton, Barbara L. Fredrickson, Corey L. M. Keyes, Martin E. P. 
Seligman.
5. VanderWeele, “On the Promotion of Human Flourishing,” 8149, 8153–54.
6. I recognize that some people have such challenges with financial and material 

stability that leisure time is fleeting, but I hope that everyone can find space in their 
lives for a little gameplay, for the reasons laid out in this article. 
7. Despite the limits I have imposed, a broad variety of games come under this 

umbrella, as there are many styles and genres within the realms of video games 
(online, console-based, virtual reality, roleplaying games, first-person shooter, 
sandbox, simulations, etc.) and tabletop game (board games, card games, dice 
games, tabletop roleplaying games, puzzle games, etc.).
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8. Crist, Voogt, and Dunn‐Vaturi, “Facilitating Interaction,” 191.
9. I was very interested to learn from a music therapist friend of mine about a 

new tool for therapists, Critical Core, a game system very similar to Dungeons & 
Dragons, structured to provide a safe space for clients to practice skills such as self-
regulation and collaboration with others.
10. Laycock, Dangerous Games, 191–92.
11. Suler, “The Online Disinhibition Effect,” 322.
12. Chicka, Playing as Others, 2–5, 139.
13. A few social action games I find particularly compelling are Gone Home, a 

video game with themes around mental health and LGBTQ+ identity, Daybreak, a 
boardgame with a focus on fighting climate change, and 1000 Cut Journey, a virtual 
reality roleplay promoting racial equality.
14. Chicka, Playing as Others, 152.
15. Fuist, “Agentic Imagination,” 120–22; Schrier, “Reducing Bias Through 

Gaming”; Gutierrez et al., “‘Fair Play’”; Stephan and Finlay, “The Role of Empathy in 
Improving Intergroup Relations,” 736. 
16. Cogburn et al., “1,000 Cut Journey.”
17. Though empathy does not invariably lead to compassionate action or 

willingness to approach the Other, it can be a powerful tool in improving intergroup 
relations. See Warren, “The Utility of Empathy”; Eisenberg, “Empathy-Related 
Responding”; Stephan and Finlay, “The Role of Empathy.”
18. Laycock, Dangerous Games, 190–94.
19. Laycock, 243.
20. I recently complained about the discomfort I feel when considering the 

Trolley Problem (a philosophical exercise that calls for us to choose who lives and 
who dies in a hypothetical trolley accident) and how awful it feels to weigh and 
compare human lives. While that discomfort has its place (see articles by Adam 
Benjamin Smith, Beth Lindquist McCaw, and Annalee R. Ward in Character and . . . 
Discomfort), at its worst it can also be distracting from the moral work at hand (see 
Hoffman, Empathy and Moral Development, 13, 203-206; Paciello et al, “High Cost 
Helping Scenario”). Setting moral struggles in a fantasy land, one layer further from 
reality, may be helpful for those of us distracted by the horror of practicing making 
life-and-death decisions.
21. Carter, Integrity, 10–11.
22. Dartigues et al., “Playing Board Games.”
23. Nakao, “Special Series on 'Effects of Board Games.'”
24. Nakao; Brown, Play, 71; Osborne et al., “Disentangling the Links.”
25. Louie, Brook, and Frates, “The Laughter Prescription.”
26. Tonietto et al., “Viewing Leisure as Wasteful,” 2, 6–7.
27. Gwinup, Haw, and Elias, “Cardiovascular Changes in Video-Game Players”; Lam 

et al., “Health Risks and Musculoskeletal Problems of Elite Mobile Esports Players.”
28. Suits, The Grasshopper, 43.
29. Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow.
30. Huberman, “Using Play to Rewire and Improve Your Brain.”
31. Bateson and Martin, Play, Playfulness, Creativity and Innovation, 43–45, 
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75–76.
32. Chen, “Please Stop Calling Dopamine the ‘Pleasure Chemical’”; Pilozzi, Carro, 

and Huang, “Roles of β-Endorphin in Stress, Behavior, Neuroinflammation, and Brain 
Energy Metabolism.”
33. Chen, “Please Stop Calling Dopamine the ‘Pleasure Chemical.’” “Endorphin 

- an Overview”; Froehlich, “Opioid Peptides”; Kringelbach and Berridge, “New 
Pleasure Circuit”; Barrot et al., “Braking Dopamine Systems,” 14094.
34. Mortensen et al., “Women with Fibromyalgia’s Experience”; Ünver, Güray, 

and Aral, “The Effects of Game Intervention”; Koushali et al., “The Effect of a 
Multi-Dimensional Play Program”; Inan and Inal, “The Impact of 3 Different 
Distraction Techniques”; Colwell, “Needs Met through Computer Game Play among 
Adolescents,” 2072; American Pain Society, “Video Games and Virtual Reality.”
35. Voorhies, Prehistoric Games of North American Indians, 6–7.
36. McGonigal, Reality Is Broken, 5–6. If you liked this tidbit of Lydian history, 

Jane McGonigal tells the full story of the Lydians who faced down famine through 
gameplay in Reality is Broken. The conclusion of the story is surprising, so make sure 
to read all the way to the end of the book to learn what we know today about what 
happened next!
37. Kringelbach and Berridge, “New Pleasure Circuit”; Robinson et al., “Roles of 

‘Wanting’ and ‘Liking.’”
38. “Internet Gaming.”
39. Song, Restless Devices, 54–57.
40. Alter, Irresistible, 9.
41. McGonigal, Reality Is Broken, 43.
42. “Video Games - Worldwide.”
43. Stevens et al., “Global Prevalence of Gaming Disorder”; Jovanovic, “Gamer 

Demographics.”
44. Kamenetz, “Is ‘Gaming Disorder’ An Illness?”; “Gaming Disorder.”
45. For more on the moral responsibilities of game designers and consumers, see 

Rafic Sinno’s article, “Navigating a Pokémon Go World.”
46. In fact, the research on aggression and violent video games has led to 

ambiguous results over the years, with many studies finding no link between the 
two. Coyne et al., “Who Is Most at Risk for Developing Physical Aggression After 
Playing Violent Video Games?”; Ferguson, Bowman, and Kowert, “Is the Link 
Between Games and Aggression More About the Player, Less About the Game?”; 
Yao et al., “Violent Video Games Exposure and Aggression”; Kühn et al., “Does 
Playing Violent Video Games Cause Aggression?”; Przybylski and Weinstein, “Violent 
Video Game Engagement.”
47. Wang and Aamodt, “Play, Stress, and the Learning Brain,” 5–6; Ranjbar-

Slamloo and Fazlali, “Dopamine and Noradrenaline in the Brain.”
48. Gordon et al., “Socially-Induced Brain ‘Fertilization,’” 1; Brown, Play, 33.
49. Bateson and Martin, Play, Playfulness, Creativity and Innovation, 109; chaps. 

3, 5, 8.
50. Brown, Play, 48–73.
51. Brown, 58.
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52. Nakao, “Special Series on 'Effects of Board Games.'”
53. qtd. in Ramirez and Squire, “Gamification and Learning,” 630.
54. Selinger, Sadowski, and Seager, “Gamification and Morality,” 380–81.
55. Reflection is a key component in developing virtuous practices, as described 

by Michael Lamb, Jonathan Brant, and Edward Brooks in “How is Virtue Cultivated? 
Seven Strategies for Postgraduate Character Development.”
56. Sicart, “Playing the Good Life,” 233–34.
57. Rigby, “Gamification and Motivation,” 123.
58. Jacobs, The Puzzler, 8–9.
59. North, “When Novels Were Bad For You.”
60. McGonigal, Reality Is Broken, 354.
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