INTRODUCTION

Reality Is Broken

Anyone who sees a hurricane coming should wam others.
I see a hurricane coming.

Over the next generation or two, ever larger numbers of
people, hundreds of millions, will become immersed in vir-
tual worlds and online games. While we are playing, things
we used to do on the outside, in “reality,” won’t be happen-
ing anymore, or won't be happening in the same way. You
can't pull millions of person-hours out of a society with-
out creating an atmospheric-level event.

If it happens in a generation, I think the twenty-first
century will see a social cataclysm larger than that caused
by cars, radios, and TV, combined. . . . The exodus of these
people from the real world, from our normal daily life, will
create a change in social climate that makes global warm-

ing look like a tempest in a teacup.

— EDWARD CASTRONOVA,
Exodus to the Virtual World'




amers have had enough of reality.
They are abandoning it in droves—a few hours here, an entire

weekend there, sometimes every spare minute of every day for stretches
at a time —in favor of simulated environments and online games. Maybe you
are one of these gamers. If not, then you definitely know some of them.

Who are they? They are the nine-to-fivers who come homne and apply all
of the smarts and talents that are underutilized at work 1o plan and coordinate
complex raids and quests in massively multiplayer online games like Final
Fantasv XI and the Lineage worlds. They're the music lovers who have in-
vested i)lll\dreds of dollars on plastic Rock Band and Guitar Hero instruments
and spent night after night rehearsing, in order to become virtuosos of video
game performance,

They're the World of Warcraft fans who are so intent on mastering the
challenges of their favorite game that, collectively, they've written a quarter
of a million wiki articles about the fictional universe — creating a wiki resource
nearly one-tenth the size of the entire Wikipedia.? They're the Brain Age and
Mario Kart players who take handheld game consoles everywhere they go,
sneaking in short puzzles, races, and minigames as often as possible, and as a
result nearly eliminating mental downtimie from their lives.

They're the United States troops stationed overseas who dedicate so many
hours a week to burnishing their Halo 3 in-game service record that carning
virtual combat medals is widely known as the most popular activity for oft-duty
soldiers. ‘They're the young adults in China who have spent so much play
money, o "QQ coins,” on magical swords and other powerful game objects
that the People’s Bank of China intervened to prevent the devaluation of the
yuan, China's real-world currency.}

Most of all, they're the kids and teenagers worldwide who would rather
spend hours in front of just about any computer game or video game than do
anything else,

hese gamers aren't rejecting reality entirely. ‘I'hey have jobs, goals. schook
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work, families, commitments, and real lives that they care about. But as they
devote more and more of their free tine to game worlds, the real world -
creasingly feels like it's missing something,

Gamers want to know: Where, in the real world, is that gamer sense of being
fully alive, focused. and engaged i every moment? Where is the gamer feching
of power, heroic purpose, and community? Where are the bunts of exlularat-
ing and creative game accomplishment? Where 1 the heart-expanding thnll
of success and team victory? While gamers may expenience these pleasures
occasionally in their real lives, they experience them almost constantly when
they're playing their favorite games.

The real world just doesn’t offer up as easily the carefully designed plea-
sures, the thrilling challenges, and the powerful social bonding afforded by
virtual environments. Reality doesn’t motivate us as effectively. Reality sn't
engineered to maximize our potential. Reality wasn't designed from the bot-
tom up to make us happy.

And so, there is a growing perception in the ganting community:

Reality, compared to games, is broken.

In fact, it is more than a perception. It's a phenomenon. Econonust Fdward
Castronova calls it a “mass exodus” to game spaces, and yvou can see it already
happening in the numbers. Hundreds of millions of people worldwide are
opting out of reality for larger and larger chunks of time. In the Umted States
alone, there are 183 million active gamers (individuals who, in sunveys, re-
port that they play computer or video ganes “regularh” — on average, thirteen
hours a week).! Globally, the online gamer community — inchuling comole,
PC, and mobile phone gaming —counts more than 4 milhon gamers m the
Middle East, 10 million in Russia, 105 millon in Indu, 10 million m Viet-
nam, 10 million in Mexico, 13 million in Central and South Amenica, 15
million in Australia, 17 million in South Korea, 100 milhon in Furope, and
200 million in China.®

Although a typical gamer plays for just an hour or two a day, there are now
more than 6 million people in China who spend at least twent-two hours a
week gaming, the equivalent of a part-time job." More than 10 nnlhon “hard-

core” gamers in the United Kingdom, France, and Gennany spend at least
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twenty hours a week playing.” And at the leading edge of this growth curve,
more.than 5 million “extreme”
fortv-five hours a w eck.®

With all of this play, we have turned digital games—for our computers, for
and for our home entertainment systems—into what is

gamers in the United States play on average

our mobile phones,
expected to be a $68 billion industry annually by the year 2012.” And we are

creating a massive virtual silo of cognitive effort, emotional energy, and col-
lective attention lavished on game worlds instead of on the real world.

The ever-skyrocketing amounts of time and money spent on games are being
observed with alarm by some—concemed parents, teachers, and politicians—
and cagemess by others—the many technology industries that expect to profit
greatly from the game boom. Meanwhile, they are met with bewilderment and
disdain by more than a few nongamers, who still make up nearly half of the
U.S. population, although their numbers are rapidly decreasing, Many of them
deem gaming a clear waste of time.

As we make these value judgments, hold moral debates over the addictive
quality of games, and simultaneously rush to achieve massive industry expan-
sion, a vital point is being missed. The fact that so many people of all ages, all
over the world, are choosing to spend so much time in game worlds is 2 sign
of something important, a truth that we urgently need to recognize.

The truth is this: in today’s society, computer and video games are fulfilling
genuine human needs that the real world is currently unable to satisfy. Games
ate providing rewards that reality is not. They are teaching and inspiring and
engaging us in ways that reality is not. They are bringing us together in Was
that reality is not.

And unless something dramatic happens to reverse the resulting exodus,
we're fast on our way to becoming a society in which a substantial portion
of our population devotes its greatest efforts to playing games, creates its best

memories in game environments, and experiences its biggest successes 1M

game worlds.
Maybe this sounds hard to believe. To a nongamer, this forecast might
seem surreal, or like science fiction. Are huge swaths of civilization really
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disappearing into game worlds? Are we really rushing headlong into a fu-
ture where the majority of us use games to satisfi many of our most impor-
tant needs?

If so. it will not be the first time that such a mass exodus from realitv to
games has occurred. Indeed, the very first written histons of human gameplay,
Herodotus’ Histories, the ancient Greek account of the Persian Wars —dating
back more than three thousand vears—describes a nearly identical scenano.
While the oldest known game is the ancient counting game Mancala—
evidence shows it was plaved during Egvpt's age of empires, or the fifteenth
to the eleventh centuries BC —it was not until Herodotus that anyone thought
to record the origins or cultural functions of these games. And from his an-
cient text, we can leam a great deal about what's happening today —and what's
almost certainly coming next.

It's a bit counterintuitive to think about the future in terms of the past. But
as a research director at the Iustitute for the Future —a nonprofit think tank in
Palo Alto, California, and the world’s oldest future-forecasting organization —
I've leamed an important trick: to develop foresight. you need to practice hind-
sight. Technologies, cultures, and climates may change. but our basic human
needs and desires—to survive, to care for our families, and to lead happy,
purposeful lives — remain the same. So at IFTF we like to sav, “To undentand
the future, you have to look back at least twice as far as vou're lookig ahead ™
Fortunately, when it comes to games, we can look even farther back than that
Games have been a fundamental part of hunan civilizahon for thousands
of years.

In the opening book of The Histories, Herodotus writes:

When Atys was king of Lydia in Asia Minor some three thowsand
vears ago, a great scarcity threatened his realm: For a while people
accepted their lot without complaiming, m the hope that times ot
plenty would return. But when things fuled to get better. the [vd-
ians devised a strange remedy for their problem “The plan adopted

against the famine was to engage in games one day o entirels as



6 | REALITY IS BROKEN

not 1o feel any craving for food . . . and the next day to eat and ab-

stain from games. In this way they passed cighteen years, and
along the way they invented the dice, knuckle-bones, the ball,

3 1Y
and all the games which are common.

What do ancient dice made from sheep’s knuckles have to do with the f,.
ture of computer and video games? More than you might expect.

Herodotus invented history as we know it, and he has described the goal of
history as uncovering moral problems and moral truths in the concrete daty
of cxp'cnencc. Whether Herodotus' story of an cighteen-year famine survived
through gameplay is true or, as some modem historians believe, apocryphal,
its moral truths reveal something important about the essence of games.

We often think of immersive gameplay as “escapist,” a kind of passive re-
treat from reality. But through the lens of Herodotus' history, we can see how
games could be a purposeful escape, a thoughtful and active escape, and most
importantly an extremely helpful escape. For the Lydians, playing together as
a nearly full-time activity would have been a behavior highly adaptive to dif-
ficult conditions. Games made life bearable. Games gave a starving popula-
tion a feeling of power in a powerless situation, a sense of structure in a chaotic
environment. Games gave them a better way to live when their circumstances
were otherwise completely unsupportive and uninhabitable.

Make no mistake: we are no different from the ancient Lydians. Today,
many of us are suffering from a vast and primal hunger. But it is not a hunger
for food—it is a hunger for more and better engagement from the world
around us.

Like the ancient Lydians, many gamers have already figured out how to use
the immersive power of play to distract themselves from their hunger: a hun-
ger for more satisfying work, for a stronger sense of community, and for a more
engaging and meaningful life.

Collectively, the planet is now spending more than 3 billion hours a
week gaming,

We are starving, and our games are feeding us.
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AND 50, in 2011, we find ourselves at a major tipping point.

We can stay on the same course. We can keep fecding our appetites with
games. And we can watch the game industry continue to create bigger, better,
and more immersive virtual worlds that provide increasingly compelling al-
ternatives to reality.

If we stay this course, we will almost certainly see the exodus from reality
continue. Indeed, we are already well on our way to a world in which many
of us, like the ancient Lydians, spend half our time gaming. Given all the
problems in the world, would it really be so bad to pass the coming decades
as the Lydians did?

Or we could try to reverse course. We could trv to block gamers’ exit from
reality— perhaps by culturally shaming them into spending more time i real-
ity, or by trying to keep video games out of the hands of kids, or. as some
U.S. politicians have already proposed, by heavily taxing them so that ganung
becoies an unaffordable lifestyle.!

To be honest, none of those options sounds like a future F'd want to live in.

Why would we want to waste the power of games on escapist entertainment?

Why would we want to waste the power of games by trying to squelch the
phenomenon altogether?

Perhaps we should consider a third idea. Instead of teetering on the tipping
point between games and reality, what if we threw ounselves off the scale and
tried something else entirely?

What if we decided to use everything we know about game design to fix
what's wrong with reality? What if we started to live our real lives like Bamer,
lead our real businesses and conmunities like game designers, and think about
solving real-world problems like computer and video game theonists?

Imagine a near future in which most of the real world works more like 2
game. But is it even possible to create this future? Would it be 4 reality we
would be happier to live in? Would it make the world a better place?

When I consider this potential future, it's not just a hypothetical idea. I've
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already posed it as a very real challenge to the one community who can truly

help launch this transformation: the people who ma.kc games for a living,
I'm one of them—TI've been designing games professionally for the past de-
cade. And I've come to believe that people who know how to make games
need to start focusing on the task of making real life better for as many people
as possible.

[ haven't always been so sure of this mission. It has taken a good ten years
of research and a series of increasingly ambitious game projects to get to
this point.

Back in 2001, I started my career by working on the fringes of the game-
design industry, at tiny start-up companies and experimental design labs. More
often than not, | was working for free, designing puzzles and missions for low-
budget computer and mobile phone games. I was happy when they were
played by a few hundred people, or—when I was really lucky—a few thou-
sand. I studied those players as closely as possible. | watched them while they
played, and I interviewed them afterward. [ was just starting to learn what gives
games their power.

During those early years, [ was also a “starving” graduate student—eaming
a PhD in performance studies from the University of California at Berkeley. |
was the first in my department to study computer and video games, and I had
to make it up as [ went along, bringing together different findings from psy-
chology, cognitive science, sociology, economics, political science, and per-
formance theory in order to try to figure out exactly what makes a good game
work. | was particularly interested in how games could change the way we
think and act in everyday life—a question that, back then, few, if any, research-
crs were looking at.

Eventually, as a result of my research, I published several academic papers
(and eventually a five-hundred-page dissertation) proposing how we could
leverage the power of games to reinvent everything from government, health
care, and education to traditional media, marketing, and entrcprencurship~
even world peace. And increasingly, I found myself called on to help large
compauies and organizations adopt game design as an innovation strategy—
from the World Bank, the American Heart Association, the National Academy
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of Sciences, and the U.S. Department of Defense to McDonald's, Intel. the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and the International Olvmpic Com-
mittee. You'll read about many of the games I created with these organizations
in this book—and for the first time, I'll be sharing my design motivations and
strategies.

The inspiration for this book came in the spring of 2008, when [ was invited
to deliver the annual “rant” at the Game Developers Conference. the most
important industry gathering of the year. The rant is supposed to be a wake-up
call, a demand to shake up the industry. It's always one of the most popular
sessions at the conference. That year, the room was packed to standing-room
capacity with more than a thousand of the world’s leading game designers and
developers. And in my rant, they heard the same argument you're reading
here: that reality is broken, and we need to start making games to fix it.

When I finished, the applause and cheers took what seemed hke forever to
die down. I had been nervous that my rant would be rejected by my peers.
Instead, it seemed to strike a chord with the industry. I started to get e-mails
every single day from people who had heard about the rant or read the tran-
script online and wanted to help. Some were just starting out in the industry
and had no idea how to go about doing it. Others were industry leaders who
genuinely wanted to change the direction of games for good. Seemingly over-
night, start-up companies were founded, capital was raised, and today there
are hundreds of games in development that aspire to change reality for the
better. I wouldn’t dream of taking credit for this tum of events, of course. [ was
just lucky enough to be one of the first people to see it happening, and one of
the strongest voices cheering it on.

In 2009, I was invited back to the Game Developers Conference to give
a keynote address about what game developers needed to do over the next
decade to reinvent reality as we know it. This time, I wasn't surprised to dis-
cover that some of the most popular sessions at the conference were about
“games for personal and social change,” “positive impact games.” “social real-
ity games,” “serious games,” and “leveraging the play of the planet” Exery-
where I turned, I saw evidence that this movement to harness the power of

games for good had already started to happen. Suddenly, my personal mission
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to sec i game developer wina Nobel Peace Prize in the next twenty-five yeary

didin't seem o far-fetched.

When 1 look at the remarkable worldchanging work game developers are
stathing 1o o, | sec an opportunity to reinvent the ancient history of games for
the twenty-first century,

Some twenly-five hundred years ago, Herodotus looked back and saw the
carly gamnes played by the Greeks as an explicit attempt to alleviate suffering,
‘Today, [ look forward and I see a future in which games once again are explictly
designed to improve quality of life, to prevent suffering, and to create real, wide-
spread happiness.

When Herodotus looked back, he saw games that were large-scale systems,
designed to organize masses of people and make an entire civilization more
resilient. 1 look forward to a future in which massively multiplayer games are
once again designed in order to reorganize society in better ways, and to get
scemingly miraculous things done.

Herodolus saw games as a surprising, inventive, and effective way to inter-
venc in a social crisis. I, too, sec games as polential solutions to our most press-
ing shared problems. He saw that games could tap into our strongest survival
instincts. | sce games that once again will confer evolutionary advantage on
those who play them.

Herodotus tells us that in the past games were created as a virtual solution
to unbcarable hunger. And, yes, | see a future in which games continue to
satisfy our hunger to be challenged and rewarded, to be creative and success-
ful, to be social and part of something larger than ourselves. But I also see a
future in which the games we play stoke our appetite for engagement, pushing
and enabling us to make stronger connections—and bigger contributions—to
the world around us.

The modem history of computer and video games is the story of game
designers ascending to very powerful positions in society, effectively enthrall-
ing the hearts and minds—and directing the energies and attention—of in-
creasingly large masses of people. Game designers today are extremely adept
wielders of that power, no doubt more adept than any game designers in all
of human history. They have been honing their craft and refining their tactics

1 s
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for thirty years now. And 50 1t is that more and more people are being drawn
to the p;mcr of computer and video games —and finding themsehes engaged
by thesn for longer and longer penods of ime, for greater and greater stretches
of therr lives.

Amazingly, some people have no interest in understanding win this s
happening or figurnng out what we could do with it Ther will never pick up
a book about games, because they re already certain they know exacth what
games are good for —wasting time, tuning out. and losing out on real life

The people who continue to wnte off games will be at 2 major disadh antage
in the coming vears. Those who deem them unworthy of their time and at-
tention won't know how to leverage the powcr of games in their communibes,
in their businesses, in their own lives. Thev will be less prepared to shape the
future. And therefore they will miss some of the most promising opportunities
we have to solve problems, create new expernences. and fix what's w rong with
reality.

Fortunately, the gap between gamers and nongamers is growing smaller all
the time. In the United States, the biggest gaming market in the world. the
majority of us are already gamers. Some recent relevant statistics from the En-
tertaininent Software Association’s annual study of game plavers —the largest
and most widely respected market research report of 1ts kind:

* 69 percentofall heads of household play computer and video games.

* 97 percent of youth play computer and video games.

* 40 percent of all gamers are women.

* One out of four gamers is over the age of fifty.

* The average game player is thirty-five vears old and has been play-
ing for twelve vears.

Most gamers expect to continue plaving games for the rest of
their lives.'?

Meanwhile, the scientific journal Cyberpsvchology, Behavior, and Soctal
Networking reported in 2009 that 61 percent of survered CEOs, CFOs, and
other senior executives say they take daily game breaks at work "
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These numben demomstrate how quickly a gaming culture can take holg.
And trends from every continent —from Austria, Brazil, and the United Arab
Exmstes to Malaysia, Menico, New Zealand, and South Africa—show that
gamer mathets are cmerging rapidly with similarly diverse (Icmogmphicg, Over
the neat decade, these new markets will increasingly resemble, if not com.
pletely cach up to, those in leading gamer countries like South Korea, the
United States, Japan, and the United Kingdom today.

As games journalist Rob Fahey famously pronounced in 2008 “It's iney;.

table: soon we wall al be gamers.™

We have to start taking this growing gamer majorily seriously. We are living
in a world full of games and ganers. And so we need to decide now what kinds
of games we should make together and how we will play them together, We
need a plan for determining how games will impact our real socicties and our
real lives. We need a framework for making these decisions and for shaping
these plans. This book, I hope, could serve as that framework. It's written for
gamers and for everyone who will one day become a gamer—in other words,
for virtually every person on this planct. It's an opportunity to understand now
how games work, why humans are so drawn to them, and what they can do
for us in our real lives.

If you are a gamer, it's time to get over any regret you might feel about
spending so much time playing games. You have not been wasting your time.
You have been building up a wealth of virtual experience that, as the first half
of this book will show you, can teach you about your true self: what your core
strengths are, what really motivates you, and what make you happiest. As you'll
see, you have also developed world-changing ways of thinking, organizing,
and acting. And, as this book reveals, there are already plenty of opportunities
for you to start using them for real-world good.

Ifyou don't have a lot of personal expericnce with games yet, then this
book will help you jump-start your engagement with the most important me-
dium of the twenty-first century. By the time you're finished reading it, you'l
be deeply familiar with the most important games you can play today —and

be able to imagine the kinds of important games we will make and play in the
years to come.
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If you're not already a gamer, it's entirely possible that you still might not
become the kind of person to spend hours in front of a video game. But by
reading this book, you will better understand the people who do. And even if
you would never play computer or video games, let alone make one, you can
benefit enormously from leaming exactly how good games work —and how
they can be used to fix real-world problems.

Game developers know better than anyone else how to inspire extreme
effort and reward hard work. They know how to facilitate cooperation and
collaboration at previously unimaginable scales. And they are continuously
innovating new ways to motivate players to stick with harder challenges, for
longer, and in much bigger groups. These crucial twenty-firstcentury skills
can help all of us find new ways to make a deep and lasting impact on the
world around us.

Game design isn't just a technological craft. It's a twenhy-first-century way
of thinking and leading. And gameplay isn't just a pastime. It's a twenty-first-
century way of working together to accomplish real change.

Antoine de Saint Exupéry once wrote:

As for the future, your task is not to see it, but to enable it.

Games, in the twenty-first century, will be a primary platform for enabling
the future.

SO LET ME describe the particular future that | want to create.

Instead of providing gamers with better and more immersive alternatives
to reality, I want all of us to be responsible for prov iding the world at large with
a better and more immersive reality. I want gaming to be something that ev-
erybody does, because they understand that games can be a real solution to
problems and a real source of happiness. | want games to be something even-
body learns how to design and develop, because they understand that games
are a real platform for change and getting things done. And [ want f.n_nnlics.

schools, companies, industries, citics, countries, and the whole world to come
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together to play them, because we're finally making games that tackle rea|
dilemmas and improve real lives.

If we take everything game developers have learned about optimiz-
ing human experience and organizing collaborative communities and apply
it to real life, I foresee games that make us wake up in the morning and feel
thrilled to start our day. I foresee games that reduce our stress at work and
dramatically increase our career satisfaction. I foresee games that fix our edu-
cational systems. I foresee games that treat depression, obesity, anxiety, and
attention deficit disorder. I foresee games that help the elderly feel engaged
and socially connected. 1 foresee games that raise rates of democratic partici-
pation. I foresee games that tackle global-scale problems like climate change
and poverty. In short, I foresee games that augment our most essential human
capabilities—to be happy, resilient, creative—and empower us to change the
world in meaningful ways. Indeed, as you'll see in the pages ahead, such games
are alrcady coming into existence.

The future I've described here seems both desirable and plausible to me.
But in order to create this future, several things need to happen.

We will have to overcome the lingering cultural bias against games, so that
nearly half the world is not cut off from the power of games.

We need to build hybrid industries and unconventional partnerships, 50
that game researchers and game designers and game developers can work with
engineers and architects and policy makers and executives of all kinds to har-
ness the power of games.

Finally, but perhaps most importantly, we all need to develop our cor¢
game competencies so we can take an active role in changing our lives and
enabling the future.

This book is designed to do just that. It will build up your ability to enjoy life
more, to solve tougher problems, and to lead others in world-changing efforts.

In Part I: Why Games Make Us Happy, you'll go inside the minds of top
game designers and game researchers. You'll find out exactly which emo
tions the most successful games are carefully engineered to provokc—-and
l'fow these feclings can spill over, in positive and surprising ways, into our real
lives and relationships.
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In Part II: Reinventing Reality, you'll discover the world of alternate real-
ity games. It's the rapidly growing field of new software, services, and experi-
ences meant to make us as happy and successful in our real lives as we are
when we're playing our favorite video games. If you've never heard of ARGs
before, you may be shocked to discover how many people are already making
and playing them. Hundreds of start-up companies and independent design-
ers have devoted themselves to applying leading-edge game design and tech-
nologies to improving our everyday lives. And millions of gamers have already
discovered the benefits of ARGs firsthand. In this section, you'll find out how
ARGs are already starting to raise our quality of life at home and at school, in
our neighborhoods and our workplaces.

Finally, in Part I1I: How Very Big Games Can Change the World, vou'll
get a glimpse of the future. You'll discover ten games designed to help ordinary
people achieve the world’s most urgent goals: curing cancer, stopping climate
change, spreading peace, ending poverty. You'll find out how new participa-
tion platforms and collaboration environments are making it possible for any-
one to help invent a better future, just by playing a game.

Ultimately, the people who understand the power and potential of games
to both make us happy and change reality will be the people who invent our
future. By the time you finish reading this book, you will be an expert on how
good games work. With that knowledge. vou'll make better choices about
which games to play and when. More importantly, you'll be ready to start
inventing your own new games. You'll be prepared to create powerful, alter-
nate realities for yourself and for your family; for your school, vour business,
your neighborhood, or any other community you care about; for your favorite
cause, for an entire industry, or for an entirely new movement.

We can play any games we want. We can create any future we can unagine.

Let the games begin.



PART ONE D

Why Games Make Us Happy

C-) One way or another, if human evolution is to go on, we

shall have to learn to enjoy life more thoroughly.

— MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALY!'
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CHAPTER ONE

What Exactly Is a Game?

Imost all of us are biased against games today —even gamers. We can't

help it. This bias is part of our culture, part of our language, and it's

even woven into the way we use the words “game” and “player” in
everyday conversation.

Consider the popular expression “gaming the system.” If I say that you're
gaming the system, what I mean is that you're exploiting it for your own per-
sonal gain. Sure, you're technically following the rules, but you're plaving in
ways you're not meant to play. Generally speaking, we don’t admire this kind
of behavior. Yet paradoxically, we often give people this advice: “You'd better
start playing the game.” What we mean is, just do whatever it takes to get
ahead. When we talk about “playing the game” in this way, we're really talking
about potentially abandoning our own morals and ethics in favor of someone
else’s rules.

Meanwhile, we frequently use the term “player” to describe someone who
manipulates others to get what they want. We don't really trust players. We
have to be on our guard around people who play games—and that's why we
might warn someone, “Don’t play games with me.” We don't like to feel that

someone is using strategy against us, or manipulating us for their personal
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o't like to be played with. And when we say, “This isn’t 5
* i is behaving recklessly or not taking 3

game!,” what we mean is that someone s' ; g g

This admonishment implics that games encourage and

hat aren’t appropriate for real life.

Jtion., vou realize how collectively suspicious we

amusement. We do

situation seriously.
train people to act in ways ¢

\When you start to pay atter
are of gan-lcs. Just by looking at the language we usc, ).'ou can sec we're .“-a,).
of how games encourage us to act and who we are liable to become if we

play them. ‘
But these metaphors don't accurately reflect what it really means to plava

well-designed game. They're just a reflection of our worst fears about games.
And it turns out that what we're really afraid of isn’t games; we're afraid of los-
ing track of where the game ends and where reality begins.

If we're going to fix reality with games, we have to overcome this fear. We
need to focus on how real games actually work, and how we act and interact
when we're playing the same game together.

Let's start with a really good definition of game.

The Four Defining Traits of a Game

Games today come in more forms, platforms, and genres than at any other
time in human history. '

We have single-plaver, multiplayer, and massively multiplayer games. We
have games you can play on your personal computer, your console, your hand-
held device, and vour mobile phone —not to mention the games we still play
on ficlds or on courts, with cards or on boards.

We can choose from among five-second minigames, ten-minute casual
games, cight-hour action games, and role-playing games that go on endlessly
twenty-four hours a day, three hundred sixty-five days a year. We can play stor”
based games, and games with no story. We can play games with and without
scores. We can play games that challenge mostly our brains or mostly ouf
bodies—and infinitely various combinations of the two.

¢ i Y D o @ING
And vet somehow, even with all these varieties, when we're playing gan
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we just know it. There’s something essentially unique about the way games
structure experience.

When you strip away the genre differences and the technological complex-
ities, all games share four defining traits: a goal. rules, a feedback svstem. and
voluntary participation.

The goal is the specific outcome that plavers will work to achieve. It fo-
cuses their attention and continually orients their participation throughout the
game. The goal provides plavers with g sense of purpose.

The rules place limitations on how players can achieve the goal. By remos-
ing or limiting the obvious ways of getting to the goal. the rules push plasers
to explore previously uncharted possibility spaces. Thes unleash creatnity and
foster strategic thinking.

The feedback system tells plavers how close they are to achieving the goal.
It can take the form of points, levels, a score. or a progress bar. Or., in its most
basic form, the feedback system can be as simple as the plavers” know ledze of
an objective outcome: “The game is over when . . " Real-time feedback senes
as a promise to the players that the goal is definitely achievable. and it provides
motivation to keep plaving.

Finally, voluntary participation requires that evenvone who is plaving the
game knowingly and willingly accepts the goal, the rules, and the feedback.
Knowingness establishes common ground for multiple people to plav together

And the frecdom to enter or leave a game at will ensures that mtentionall
stressful and challenging work is experienced as safe and pleasurable actnib

This definition may surprise vou for what it lacks: interactnaty, graphics, nar-
rative, rewards, competition, virtual environments, or the Wdea of “winming ™ —
all traits we often think of when it comes to games today. True, these are
common features of many games, but they are not definng features What
defines a game are the goal, the rules, the feedback satem, and voluntan
participation. Fxenvthing ehse 1s an effort to reinforce and enhance these tour
core clements. A compelling ston makes the goal more enticmg Compley
scoring metrics make the feedback sistems more motnatimg. Achicvaments
and levels multiply the opportunities for expenencing success Multiplner

and massively multiplayer experiences can make the prolonged plav more
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unptedictable or more pleasurable. Immersive graphics, sounds, and 3 en.
vitosinents merease our abilily to pay sustained attention to the work we're
dog m the game. And algonthims that merease the game's difficulty as yq,

plin are qust ways of redefining the goal and introducing more challeng.

iy rules
Bermard Suits, the late, great philosopher, sums it all up in what | consider

the single most convincing and uscful definition of a game ever devised:

Playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary

obstacles.!

“That definition, in a nushell, explains everything that is motiviting and
rewarding and fun about playing games. And it brings us to onr first fix for

realily:

C FIX #1: UNNECESSARY OBSTACLES

Compared with games, reality is too easy. Games challenge us
with voluntary obstacles and help us put our personal strengths

to better use.

“[o see how these four trails are essential to every game, let’s put them toa
quick test. Can these four criteria effectively describe what's so compelhing
about games as diverse as, say, golf, Scrabble, and Tetris?

Lets tuke golf to start. As a golfer, you have a clear goal: to get a ball na
series of very small holes, with fewer tries than anyone else. If you werent
playing a game, you'd achicve this goal the most efficient way possible: vou'd
walk right up to each hole and drop the ball in with your hand. What makes
golf a game is that yon willingly agree to stand really far away from cach
hole and swing at the ball with a club. Colf is engaging exactly because you
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along with all the other players. have agreed to make the work more challeng-
ing than 1t has any reasonable nght to be

Add to that challenge a reliable feedback system —you have both the objec-
tive measurement of whether or not the ball makes it into the hole, plus the
tally of how many strokes you've made —and you have a system that not enh
allows you to know when and if vou've achieved the goal, but also holds out
the hope of potentially achieving the goal 1n increasingly satishing wavs: 1n
fewer strokes, or against more players.

Colf is, in fact, Bernard Suits’ favonte, quintessential example of a game —
it really 1s an elegant explanation of exactly how and why we get so thoroughh
engaged when we play. But what about a game where the unnecessan ob-
stacles are more subtle?

In Scrabble, your goal is to spell out long and interesting words with let-
tered tiles. You have a lot of freedom: you can spell any word found in the
dichonary. In normal Iife. we have a name for this kind of activiby- it's called
typing. Scrabble turns typing into a game by restnicting vour freedom in sex-
eral important ways. To start. you have only seven letters to work with at 4 ime.
You don't get to choose which kevs, or letters, vou can use. You also hase to
base your words on the words that other plavers have alreads created. And
there’s a fintte number of times each letter can be used. Without these arbi
trary limutations, [ think we can all agree that spelling words with lettered tiles
wouldn't be much of a game. Freedom to work n the most logical and effi-
cient way possible 1s the ven opposite of gameplay But add a set of obstad les
and a feedback system —in this case, points—that shows yvou exacthy how well
you're spellng long and complicated words in the face of thee obstacles You
get a system of completely unnecessan work that has enthralled more than
150 million people in 121 countries over the past seventy veans.

Both golf and Scrabble have a clear win condition, but the ability to win s
nota necessan defining trait of games. Tetns. often dubbed “the greatest com-
puter game of all time.” 15 4 perfect example of 4 game vou caunot win

When you play a traditional 2D game of Tetns, vour goal s to stack falling
puzzle pieces, leaving as few 8aps as possible n between them  The preces
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fall faster and faster, and the game simply gets harder and harder. It never
ends. Instead, it simply waits for you to fail. If you play Tetris, you are guaran.

teed to lose.?

On the face of it, this doesn't sound very fun. What's so compelling about
working harder and harder until you lose? But in fact, Tetris is one of the most
r games ever created —and the term “addictive” has probably

beloved compute
been applied to Tetris more than to any single-player game ever designed
What makes Tetris so addictive, despite the impossibility of winning, is the
intensity of the feedback it provides.

As you successfully lock in Tetris puzzle picces, you get three kinds of feed-
back: visual—you can see row after row of pieces disappearing with a satisfying
poof; quantitative—a prominently displayed score constantly ticks upward;
and qualitative—you experience a steady increase in how challenging the
game feels.

This variety and intensity of feedback is the most important difference
between digital and nondigital games. In computer and video games, the -

teractive loop is satisfyingly tight. There seems to be no gap between vour

i.‘

actions and the game's responses. You can literally see in the animations and

count on the scoreboard your impact on the game world. You can also fecl

how extraordinarily attentive the game system is to your performance. It only
gets harder when you're playing well, creating a perfect balance between hard
challenge and achievability.

In other words, in a good computer or video game you're always playing
~ on the very edge of your skill level, always on the brink of falling off. When
you do fall off, you feel the urge to climb back on. That's because there 1
 virtually nothing as engaging as this state of working at the very limits of your
 ability—or what both game designers and psychologists call “flow.”* When

s
L

‘,-'mle‘»powlanty of an unwinnable game like Tetris completely upends the
stereotype that gamers are highly competitive people who care more¢ about

g than anything else. Competition and winning are not defining tra®
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Many gamers would rather keep playing than win— thereby ending the game
In high-feedback games, the state of being intensely engaged may ultimately
be more pleasurable than even the satisfaction of winning.

The philosopher James P. Carse once wrote that there are two kinds of
games: finite games, which we play to win, and infinite games, which we play
in order to keep playing as long as possible.” In the world of computer and
video games, Tetris is an excellent example of an infinite game. We play Tetris

for the simple purpose of continuing to play a good game.

LET'S TEST OUR proposed definition for a game with one final example, a
significantly more complex video game: the single-player action/puzzle game
Portal.

When Portal begins, you find yourself in a small, clinical-looking room
with no obvious way out. There is very little in this 3D environment to inter-
act with: a radio, a desk, and what appears to be a sleeping pod. You can

shuffle around the tiny room and peer out the glass windows, but that's about

Screenshot from the first room of Portal.
(Valve Corporation, 2007]

R —
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it. There’s nothing obvious to do: no encmies to fight, no treasure to pick up,
no falling objects to avoid.

With so few chues for how to proceed, your goal at the start of the game is
simply to figure out what your goals are. You might reasonably guess that your
first goal 1s to get out of the scaled room, but you can't really be sure. It would
seem that the main obstacle you face is that you have no idea what you're
supposed to be doing. You're going to have to learn how to advance in this
world on your own.

Well, not completely on your own. If you poke around the room enough,
vou might think to pick up a clipboard lying on the desk. This movement
.lriggcn an artificial intelligence system to wake up and start speaking to
you. The Al informs you that you are about to undertake a series of laboratory
tests. The Al does not tell you what you are being tested on. Again, it's up to
vou, the player, to figure it out.

What you eventually discover as you continue to play is that Portal is a
game about escaping from rooms that operate according to rules you are un-
aware of. You learn that cach room is a puzzle, increasingly booby-trapped,
and the game requires you to understand more and more complex physics in
order to get out. If you don't teach vourself the physics of each new room—
that is, if you don’t learn the rules of the game —you'll be stuck there forever,
listening to the Al system repeat herself.

Many, if not most, computer and video games today are structured this way.
Players begin cach game by tackling the obstacle of not knowing what to do
and not knowing how to play. This kind of ambiguous play is markedly different
from historical, predigital games. Traditionally, we have needed instructions
in order to play a game. But now we're often invited to learn as we go. We
explore the game space, and the computer code effectively constrains and
guides ns. We leam how to play by carefully observing what the game allows
us to do and how it responds to our input. As a result, most gamers never read
game manuals. In fact, it's a truism in the game industry that a well-designed
game should be playable immediately, with no instruction whatsoever.

A game like Portal turns our definition of a game on its head, but doesn't

m—-—
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destroy it. The four core elements of goals, rules, feedback, and voluntary
participation remain the same— they just play out in a different order. It used
to be that we were spoon-fed the goal and the rules. and we would then seek
feedback on our progress. But increasingly, the feedback systems are what we
learn first. They guide us toward the goal and help us decode the rules. And
that's as powerful a motivation to play as any: discovering exactly what is pos-

sible in this brand-new virtual world.

1 THINK it's fair to say that Suits’ definition, and going forward our defimtion,
holds up remarkably well against these diverse examples. Any well-designed
game —digital or not—is an invitation to tackle an unnecessary obstacle.

When we understand games in this light, the dark metaphors we use for
talking about games are revealed to be the irrational fears they really are. Gamn-
ers don't want to game the system. Gamers want to play the game. They want
to explore and learn and improve. They're volunteering for unnecessary hard
work —and they genuinely care about the outcome of their effort.

If the goal is truly compelling, and if the feedback is motivating enough,
we will keep wrestling with the game’s limitations — creatively, smcerely, and
enthusiastically—for a very long time. We will play until we utterly exhaust
our own abilities, or until we exhaust the challenge. And we will take the
game seriously because there is nothing trivial about playing a good game.
The game matters.

This is what it means to act like a gamier, or to be a truly gameful person.
This is who we become when we play a good game.

But this definition leads us to a perplexing question. Why on earth are so
many people volunteering to tackle such completely unuecessany obstacles?
Why are we collectively spending 3 billion hours a week workig at the ey
limits of our ability, for no obvious external reward? In other words: Why do
unnecessary obstacles make us happy>

When it comes understanding how games really work, the answer to this
question is as crucial as the four defining traits.
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How Games Provoke Positive Emotion

Games make us happy because they are hard work that we choose for ourselves,
and 1t turns out that almost nothing makes us happier than good, hard work,

We don'tnonmally think of games as hard work. After all, we play games, and
we've been taught to think of play as the very opposite of work. But noth-
mg could be further from the truth. [ fact, as Brian Sutton-Smith, a leading
pvchologist of play, onee saud, “The opposite of play isn't work. It's depression ™

When we're depressed, according to the clinical definition, we suffer from
twa things: a pessumistic sense of mudequacy and a despondent lack of activity
IFwewere to reverse these two traits, we'd get something like this: an optims-
tic sense of our own capabilities and an invigorating rush of activity. Therc's
no chinical psvchological term that describes this positive condition But itsa
pertect description of the emotional state of gameplay. A game is an opportu-
i to tocus our energy, with relentless optimism, at something we're good at
tor getting better at) and enjov. In other words, gameplay is the direct emo-
tional opposite of depression.

When we're plaving a good game —when we're tackling unnccessary
obstacles—we are actively moving ounelves toward the positive end of the
emotional spectrum. We are itensel engaged, and this puts us in precisels
the night frame of mind and physical condition to generate all kinds of positive
emotions and evpenences. Al of the neurological and physiological sy
tems that underhie happiness —our attention svstems, our reward center, our
motisation systemns, our emotion and memory centers—are fully actnated by
gameplas,

This extremie emotional actiation is the primary reason why today's most
successful computer and video games are so addictive and mood-boosting:
When we're in a concentrated state of optimistic engagement, it suddenh
becomes biologically more posble for us to think positise thoughts, to ke

woctal connections, and to buld personal strengths. We are actively condition-
mg our munds and budies to be happier.

Ifonky hard work i the real world had the same effect. In our real hves.
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hard work is too often something we do because we have to do it—to make a
living, to get ahead, to meet someone clse’s expectations, or simph because
someone clse gave us a job to do. We resent that kind of work. It stresses us
out. It takes time away from our friends and farmmly. It comes with too much
criticism. We're afraid of failing. We often don’t get to see the direct impact
of our cfforts, so we rarely feel satisfied.

Or, worse, our real-world work isn't hard enough. We're bored out of our
minds. We feel completely underutilized. We feel unappreciated. We are wast-
ing our lives.

When we don't choose hard work for ourselves, it's usually not the right
work, at the nght tune, for the right person. It's not perfecthy customized for
our strengths, we're not in control of the work flow, we don't have a clear pic-
ture of what we're contributing to, and we never see how it all pass off in the
end. Ilard work that someone else requires us to do just doesn’t activate our
happiness systems in the same way. It all too often doesn't absorb us. doesn't
make us optimistic, and doesn't invigorate us.

What a boost to global net happiness it would be if we could positinely
activate the minds and bodies of hundreds of imillions of people by offering
them better hard work. We could offer them challenging, customuzable mis-
sions and tasks, to do alone or with fuends and farmly, whenever and wher-
ever. We could provide them with vivid, real-time reports of the progres
thev're making and a clear view of the impact they're having on the world
around them.

That's exactly what the game industn is doing today 1t’s fulfilling our need
for better hard work —and helping us chaose for oussehes the nght work at
the right time. So vou can forget the old aphonsin “All work and no play
makes Jack a dull boy.” All good gameplay os hard work. Its hard work that we
enjoy and choose for ourselves. And when we do hard work that we care about,
we are prmning our minds for happiness

The nght hard work tukes different forms at difterent times for different
people. 1o meet these indwidual needs, games have been offenmg us ingreas-
ingly diverse hinds of work for decades now.

There's high-stakes work, which is what mamn people think of first when
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it comes to video games. It fast and action oriented, and it thrills us with the
possibilits not only of success but also of spectacular failure. Whether we're
driving hairpin tums at top speeds in a racing video game like the Gran Tyr.
ismo scries or battling zombies in a first-person shooter game like Left 4 Dead,
it's the nisk of crashing, burning, or having our brains sucked out that makes
us feel more alive.

But there's also busywork, which is completely predictable and monoto-
nous. Busywork generally gets a bad rap in our real lives, but when we choose
it for ounselves, it actually helps us feel quite contented and productive. When
we're swapping multicolored jewels in a casual game like Bejeweled or harvest-
ing virtual crops in a social game like FarmVille, we're happy just to keep our
hands and mind occupied with focused activity that produces a clear result.

‘There's mental work, which revs up our cognitive facultics. It can be rapid-
fire and condensed, like the thirty-second math problems in Nintendo's Brain
Age games. Or it can be drawn-out and complex, like the simulated ten-thousand-
year conquest campaigns in the real-ime strategy game Age of Empires. Either
way, we feel a rush of accomplishment when we put our brains to good use.

And then there’s physical work, which makes our hearts beat faster, our
lungs pump harder, our glands sweat like crazy. If the work is hard enough,
we'll flood our brains with endorphins, the feel-good chemical. But more im-
portantly, whether we're throwing punches in Wii Boxing or jumping around
to Dance Dance Revolution, we just enjoy the process of getting ourselves
completely worn out.

There’s discovery work, which is all about the pleasure of actively investigat-
ing unfamiliar objects and spaces. Discovery work helps us feel confident, pow-
erful. and motivated. When we're exploring mysterious 3D environments, like
avast ity hidden in the sea in the role-playing shooter game BioShock, or when
we're interacting with strange characters, like the fashionable undead teenagers
who populate Tokyo in the handheld battle game The World Ends with You, we
relish the chance to be curious about anything and everything,

Increasingly in computer and video games today there’s teamwork, which
emphasizes collaboration, cooperation, and contributions to a larger group:

When we carve out special duties for ourselves in 4 complex mission like the

M
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twenty-five-player team raids in World of Warcraft, or when we're defending
our friends’ lives in a four-player cooperative game of the comic adventure
Castle Crashers, we take great satisfaction in knowing we have a unique and
important role to play in a much bigger cffort.

Finally, there’s creative work. When we do creative work, we get to make
meaningful decisions and feel proud of something we've made. Creative work
can take the form of designing our homes and families in the Sims games, or
uploading video karaoke performances of ourselves to the SingStar network,
or building and managing an online franchise in the Madden NFL games. For

every creative effort we make, we feel more capable than when we started.

HIGH-STAKES WORK, busywork, mental work, physical work, discovery work,
teamwork, and creative work—with all this hard work going on in our favorite
games, I'm reminded of something the playwright Noél Coward once said:
“Work is more fun than fun.”

Sure, this sounds mildly absurd. Work more fun than fun? But when it comes
to games, this is measurably and demonstrably true, thanks to a psychology re-
search method known as “experience sampling.”

Psychologists use the experience sampling method, or ESM, to find out
how we really fecl during different parts of our day. Subjects are interrupted
at random intervals with a pager or by text message and asked to report two
pieces of inforination: what they're doing and how they feel.” One of the most
common findings of ESM research is that what we think is “fun” is actually
mildly depressing.

Virtually every activity that we would describe as a “relaxing” kind of fun—
watching television, eating chocolate, window -shopping, or just chilling out—
doesn’t make us feel better. In fact, we consistently report feeling worse
afterward than when we started “having fun™: less motivated, less confident,
and less engaged overall * But how can so many of us be so wrong about what's

fun? Shouldn’t we have a better intuitive sense of what actually makes us feel
better? '

We certainly have a strong intuitive sense of what makes us feel bad, and
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; ally at the top of the list. ESM resea
negative stress and anviety are nsually at the top escarchers

behiare that when we consaously seck out relaxing fun, we're usually trying
to reverse these negatne feelings When we seek out passive entertainment

and low cngagenient achisities, we're using them as a counterbalance to how

stimulated and overwhelmed we feel.
But by trying to have easy fun, we actually often wind up moving ourselves

toxo far s the opposite direction. We go from stress and anxiety straight to bore-
dom and depression We'd be much better off avoiding easy fun and seeking
out hard fun, ot hard work that we enjoy, instead.

Hard fun 1s what happens when we expericnce positive stress, or eustress (a
combimation of the Greek eu, for “well-being,” and stress). From a physiolog-
ical and a neurological standpoint, eustress is virtually identical to negative
stress we produce adrenaline, our reward circuitry is activated, and blood flow
ncreases to the attention control centers of the brain. What's fundamentally
different as our frame of nnnd.

When we're afrad of failure or danger, or when the pressure is coming
from an external source, extreme neurochemical activation doesn’t make us
happy 1t makes us angry and combative, or it makes us want to escape and
shut down cmotionally It can also trigger avoidance behaviors, like cating,
smoking, or taking drgs

But duning eustress, we aren’t experiencing fear or pessimism. We've gener-
ated the stressful situation on purpose, so we're confident and optimistic.
When we choose our hard work, we enjoy the stimulation and activation. It
makes us want to dise im, join together, and get things done. And this optimis
e invigoration as way more maood-boosting than relaxing, As long as we feel
capable of meeting the challenge, we report being highly motivated, extremely
terested, and positively engaged by stressful situations. And these are the key
cinotional states that correspond with overall well-being and life satisfaction:

Hard fun leaves us fechng measurably better than when we stasted. So if's
nosurprse, thew, that one of the activities for which FSM subjects report the
highost levels of interest and positive moads both during and afterward 15

when they e -
1theyre playing gamnes — ncluding sports, card games, board games, and

cormputer and video games. " The rese oW

arch proves what gamers already A

M
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within the limits of our own endurance, we would rather work hard than be
entertained. Perhaps that's why gamers spend less time watching television

than anyone else on the planet.”!
As Harvard professor and happiness expert ‘Tal Ben-Shahar puts it, “"We're

much happier enlivening time rather than killing tine. "

THERE’S ONE MORE important emotional benefit to hard fun: it's called
“fiero,” and it's possibly the most primal emotional rush we can expenience

Fiero is the Italian word for “pride.” and it's been adopted by game devign-
ers to describe an emotional high we don’t have a good word for m English !
Fiero is what we feel after we triumph over adveraty. You know it when vou
feel it—and when you see it. That's because we almost all express fiero in
exactly the same way: we throw our anms over our head and yell.

The fact that virtually all humans physically express ficro in the same way is
asure sign that it's related to some of our most primal emotions. Our brains and
bodies must have evolved to experience fiero carly on the human tiimehne —
and, in fuct, neuroscientists consider it part of our “cavernan winng.” Fiero,
according to researchers at the Center for Interdisaplinany Brain Sciences
Research at Stanford, is the emotion that first created a desire to leave the cave
and conquer the world."* It's a craving for challenges that we can overcome,
battles we can win, and dangers we can vanguish.

Scientists have recently documented that fiero 1s one of the most powerful
neurochemical highs we can experience. Itimolves three different structures
of the reward circuitry of the brain, mcluding the mesocoricolmbie center,
which is most typically associated with reward and addiction. Fiero 1 4 rush
unlike any other rush, and the more challenging the obstacle we overcome,
the more intense the fiero.

A 800D GAME is a unique way of structuring expenience and provoking posi-
tive emotion. It is an extremely powerful tool tor mspiring participation and

motivating hard work. And when this tool is deployed on top of a network,
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it can inspire and motivate tens, hundreds, thousands, or millions of people

at a time.
Anything else you think you know about games, forget it for now. All the

good that comes out of games—every single way that games can make us hap-
pier in our everyday lives and help us change the world—stems from their
ability to organize us around a voluntary obstacle.

Understanding that this is how games really work can help us stop worrying
about how people might game our systems, and inspire us to start giving them
real, welldesigned games to play instead. If we actively surround ourselves with
people playing the same game that we are, then we can stop being so wary of
“players” playing their own game. When we know what it really means to play
a good game, we can stop reminding each other: This isn't a game. We can

start actively encouraging people instead: This could be a game.

CHAPTER TWO

The Rise of the

Happiness Engineers

‘m not the first person to notice that reality is broken compared with games,
especially when it comes to giving us good, hard work. In fact, the science
of happiness was first born thirty-five vears ago. when an American psy-
chologist by the name of Mihily Csikszentmihilvi obsenved the very same
thing. In 1975, Csikszentmihilyi published a groundbreaking scientific study
called Beyond Boredom and Anxiety. The focus of the study was a speaific kind
of happiness that Csikszentmihalyi named flow: “the satisfiing, exhilarating
feeling of creative accomplishment and heightened functioning.™ He spent
seven years rescarching this kind of intense, jovous engagement: when and
where do we experience it most, and how can we create more of it?
Csikszentmihilyi (pronounced cheek-SENT-me-high) found a depressing
lack of flow in everyday life, but an overwhelming abundance of it in games
and gamelike activities. His favorite examples of flow-inducing actiities were

chess, basketball, rock climbing, and partner dancing: all challenging endeas-

ors with a clear goal, well-established rules for action, and the potential tor m-
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creased difficulty and improvement over time. Most importantly, flow activities
were done for pure enjoyment rather than for status, money, or obligation,

Dunng this kind of highly structured, self-motivated hard work, Csikszeny.
mihdly: wrote, we regularhy achieve the greatest form of happiness available
to human beings: intense, optimistic engagement with the world around us. We
feel fully alive, full of potential and purpose —in other words, we are com-
pletely activated as human beings.

OF coune, it's possible to achicve this kind of extremne activation outside of
games. But Cyfkszentinihalyi'’s rescarch showed that flow was most reliably and
most efficiently produced by the specific combination of selfchosen goals, per-
sonally optimized obstacles, and continuous feedback that make up the essential
structure of gameplay. “Cames are an obvious source of flow,” he wrote, “and
play is the flow experience par excellence.

But if games are the most consistent and efficient source of joyous engage-
ment in our lives, he wondered, then why did real life so infrequently resemble
a game? Cstkszentmihalyi argued that the failure of schools, offices, factorics,
and other everyday environments to provide flow was a serious moral issue,
one of the most urgent problems facing humanity, Why should we needlessly
spend the majority of our lives in boredom and anxiety, when games point to
a clear and betler alternative? “If we continue to ignore what makes us happs,”
he wrote, “we shall actively help perpetuate the dehumanizing forces which
are gaimng momentumn day by day.”

The solution seemed obvious to Csikszentmihglyi: create more happiness
by structuring real work like game work. Gaines teach us how to create op-
portunities for freely chosen, challenging work that keeps us at the limits of
our abilitics, and those lessons can be transferred 1o real life, Our most press-
g problems —depression, helplessness, social alienation, and the sense that
nothing we do truly matters —could be effectively addressed by integrating
more ganeful work into our everyday lives. It wouldn't be casy, he adnutted.
But if we failed to af least try to create more flow, we risked losing enlire gen-

erabions to depression and despair.

He cnded bis groundbreaking study by warning of two populations in gieat

A N S ——————
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est need of more gameful work: “Alienated children in the suburbs and bored
housewives in the homes need to expenence flow 1f they cannot get ot thes
will find substitutes 1n the form of excape™ This statement was eenly pro-
phetic: todav it is precisely these two demographic groups — suburban hads and
women who are at home dunng the day —who spend the most time escapig
into computer and video games * Cleathy, we haven't done enough to increase
evenday flow.

Csikszentmihiahi was right about the need to reinvent realiny to work inore
like a game. He was just too carh fn 1975, the rest of the beld of modem
psychology was still largeh focused on undentanding mental llness and neg-
ative emotions, not optimal haman expenence There wasnt enough cntical
momentum among his peers to pick up the problem of evenday happiness
Meanwhile, the tools we had in 1975 for nventing and shaning new games
with mass audiences were shll i ther mnfaney Pong, the fint commeraal
video game, was just three vears old “The Atan home console was still two
years awiy from being released. And only one major research book had been
published on the psschology of gamneplav: a 1971 book titled, appropriatels,
The Study of Games.®

‘Today, however, we are in a ven different posibton Since Csikszentin-
hilyi's breakthrough study, two crucal things have happened. making
suddenly mnch more practical to unprove quality of hfe with games the nse
of pusitive psychology and the explosion of the computer and video gume
industry

Positive psychology s the relativels new field of science that studies “huran
flourishing” or how we achieve differcat kinds of happimess For st over o
decade now, positive-psschology tesearchers have been accunmmlating o tor-
midable bods of knowledge about how our brans and beodies work to help us
achieve well-beng and hife satisfaction

Meanwhile, the connnercial gatie mdustn i putting all that knowledge
to use. Came developers today understand that gatnes become s and make
mones wn direct proportion to how much satisfaction thes provde and how

much positne emotion they provoke —m other words. how happy thes ke
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their players. As a result, game designers have been taught to relentlessl, pur-

sue happiness outcomes, including flow—and they 've innovated a wide range

of other happiness strategies along the way. N
Happincss, of course, hasn't always been the explicit goal of the game yp.

dustry, and not all game developers today share it. Plenty of gamne developers
loda\j still think more about fun and amusement than well-being and hfe
satis%action‘ But since the rise of positive psychology, the creative leaders of
the industry have increasingly focused on the emotional and psychological
impact of their games. More and more, the directors and designers of major
game studios are drawing directly on research findings from positive psychol-
ogy to make better games. The game industry has even produced a number of
scientific research labs expressly devoted to investigating the neurobiology
of gameplay emotions.

On the whole, a shift is clearly happening. As one journalist put it, the
Microsoft game-testing lab “looks more like a psychological research mstitute
than a game studio.™ This is no accident. Game designers and developers
are actively transforming what once was an intuitive art of optimizing human
expenence into an applied science. And as a result, they are becoming the
most talented and powerful happiness engineers on the planet.

Today, these two historical trends— the science of happiness and the emo-
tional evolution of the game industry —are intersecting, Thanks to positne
psychologists, we know better than ever what kinds of experiences and activ-
ties really make us happy. And thanks to game developers, we have more and
more powerful, and increasingly mobile, systems for providing intense, optr
mistic engagement and the emotional rewards we crave most.

That gives us our second fix for reality:

O FIX #2: EMOTIONAL ACTIVATION

Compared with games, reality is depressing. Games focus our

energy. with relentless optimism, on something we re good at
and en)oy.
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We are finally perfectly porsed to hamess the potential of games to make
us happy and improve our evenday qualih of life.
Let's take a look at how we got here.

IN 1983, a jazz pianist and sociologist named David Sudnow published 2
video game memoir, the first of its kind. It was a 161-page chronicle of hus
efforts to master one of the original home video gaimes. the Atan ping-pong-
style game Breakout.

Sudnow wasn't your stereotypical teen hanging out in an arcade. He was a
forty-three-year-old professor with a successful side career in music and a full
life by any objective measure No one would have predicted that plaving a
video game would become more satishing work for him than doing research
or making music —least of all Sudnow hunself. But to his great surpnse, that's
exactly what happened. For three months, Sudnow plaved Breakout as o it
were his full-time job: “Fifty hours, a good five hours a day for ten davs, in the
afternoon, the evening, at three o'clock m the moring ™

What was so captivating about Breakout? It was basically single-plaser Pong:
you'd rotate a joystick knob to move a flat paddle along the bottom of the
screen and wait for a falling ball to hit the paddle. Move the paddle. wait for
the ball. move the paddle, wait for the ball. Your goal was to aim the ball using
the paddle to knock bricks out of a wall at the 10p of the screen

Al first, this work was easy: vour paddle was big, the ball fell slowls, and
there were plenty of bricks to hit But as vou knocked out more and more
bricks, the ball fell faster and bounced off the wall more erratically. and vour
paddle shrank to half its original size It became e reasinghy difficult to heep
the ball in play, and 1t took better and better aim to gude the ball tow ard the
few remaiming bricks. Once you nussed five balls., the E4IMIC WS Over

As primitive a video gaime as it was, it nevertheless made for a perfect httle
voluntary workload. It had eventhing vou'd want from an unnecessan ob-
stacle: a clear goal idestroy a prison wall', arbitran restrctions Aane only a
paddle and five balls), and mstant feedback, both s 1sual and audho the bricks
disappeared from the screen one at 4 time. always with a satshng beep  The

IV . . -
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computer algonthms contmuously adjusted the difficulty level to keep yq,
plaving at the ven edge of your own abilities.
As Sudnow put it, “Here' all the motivation vou'd ever want . . . and the

prze scemed to be just holding on.”” The game completely sustained hj

attention. even when he wasi't in front of the Atari console. “When 1 wasn

at the TV, [ was practicing the sequence in my imagination, walking dowp
the street, sitting in a café twirling a salt shaker, looking up during dinner i
a Japanese restaurant at a bamboo and rice paper trellis with Breakout-like
rectangles on the ceiling . . . just waiting to get back to the game.™

The better he got at the game, the more he wanted to play, and the more
he played, the better he got. Sudnow was so taken aback by the intensity of
this continuous feedback loop, he felt compelled to write an entire book to
understand it. It's an extended, poetic meditation on the emotions of game-
play. He says alimost evervthing we need to know about the emotional power

of carly video games in just these two famous sentences:

This was a whole different business, nothing like I'd ever known,
like night and day. . . . Thirty seconds of play, and I'm on a whole
new plane of being, all my synapses wailing.”

What Sudnow describes is the extreme neurochemical activation that hap-
pens in our brains and bodies when we start to play a good computer or video
game. He was intensely focused, highly motivated, creatively charged, and
working at the very limits of his abilities. Immersion was almost instant. Flow
was fast and virtually guaranteed.

From zero to peak experience in thirty seconds flat—no wonder video
games caught on. Never before in human history could this kind of optimal:
emotional activation be accessed so cheaply, so reliably, so quickly.

In the past, the deepest experiences of flow had required years of practice
to achieve, or extraordinary settings. When Csikszentinihalyi first wrote about
it, he was studying expert players of chess, or basketball, or' rock climbing. of
partner dancing. Flow was typically the result of years, if not decades, of lean-

"8 the stucture of an activity and strengthening the required skills and abil-
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ities. Otherwise, it required being immersed in a truly spectacular and unusual

context, like dancing in the crowded streets during a carnival or skiing down

an exceptionally challenging mountainside.

Flow wasn't supposed to come easy. But, as Sudnow and millions of other
early gamers discovered, video games made it possible to experience flow al-
most immediately. Video games took the traditional properties of potentially
flow-inducing activities—a goal, obstacles. increasing challenge, and volun-
tary participation—and then used a combination of direct physical input (the
joystick), flexible difficulty adjustment (the computer algorithms), and instant
visual feedback (the video graphics) to tighten the feedback loop of games
dramatically. And this faster, tighter feedback loop allowed for more reliable
hits of the emotional reward fiero: each microlevel of difficulty you survived
prompted a split-second emotional high.

The result was a much faster cycle of leamning and reward. and ultimately
a sense of perfect and powerful control over a “microworld” on the screen. As
Sudnow described, “The joystick-button box feels like a genuine implement
of action. Bam, bam, bam, got you . . . Please don’t miss, come on, do it. get
that brick, easy does it, no surprises, now stay cool, don’t panic, take it in stride,
get it now. Get that closure. Video-game action. You know when you've got it
like you know your first drunk.""

It was this fast, reliable fix of flow and fiero that kept Sudnow and all the
earliest gamers coming back for more. It's no exaggeration to say that for many
gamers, it probably felt like they had been waiting their whole lives for some-
thing like this: a seemingly free and endless supply of invigorating activity and
every reason in the world to feel optimistic about their own abilities.

Then and now, faster, more reliable flow and fiero separates computer and
video gaines from all the games that came before them. And that's what makes
Sudnow’s memoir of playing Breakout such an important historical artifact.
He was the first to express what was so new and emotionally riveting about
digital games, before the spectacular graphics, before the epic stories, and be-
fore the massively multiplayer worlds. Back then, all the emotional power of
video games stemumed from the fact that they were interesting obstacles with

better feedback and more adaptive challenges. As a result, they excelled at one
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thing and pretty much one thing only: provoking so much flow and fiero, they

were nearly impossible to stop playing.

I fact, that was the whole point of these carly video games: to keep playing
as long as possible. One of the original and best-known Atari slogans yy
“Discover how far you can go.” [twasa constant battle just to stay in the game
but that was also the primary satisfaction of playing. Flow and fiero are e
original rewards of video gameplay, and by playing against the tireless m,.
chine, we could endlessly produce them for ourselves.

Well, almost endlessly.

After three months, Sudnow finally exhausted his seemingly infinite source
of flow. He played a perfect game of Breakout, destroying all the walls with
just one ball. It was one of the biggest fiero moments of his life. But on that
day, when he camed the highest possible score, his Breakout obsession ended.
He had gonc as far as flow and fiero could take him.

Fortunately for gamers, that's not the end of the story.

Flow, as positive psychologists have documented, is only one part of the
overall happiness picture. It was the first kind of happiness these psychologists
studied, but the science has progressed significantly since then. As Corey Lee
M. Keyes, a psychology professor at Emory University, explains, “Flow is con-
sidered part of the science of happiness but not all. . . . It is more of a tempe-
ral state than a trait or condition of human functioning. While there are
studies on how to prolong it, flow is not seen as something that people can live
within all the time.”"!

Flow is exhilarating in the moment. It makes us feel energized. A major
flow experience can improve our mood for hours, or even days, afterward. But
because it's such a state of extreme engagement, it eventually uses up OV
physical and mental resources.

We can't sustain flow indefinitely—as much as we might want to. Thats
why, according to Keyes, human flourishing requires a more “continuous’
approach to well-being. It can't just be all flow, all the time. We have to find
ways to enjoy the world and relish life even when we're not operating at 0%
peak human potential.

This is true in games as well as in life.

——
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David Stdnow, it turns out, was so exhausted by the three months he spent
suspended in nearly continuous Breakout flow that he subsequently stayed far
away from video games for quite some time.

Too much flow can lead to happiness bumout. Meanwhile, too much ficro
can lead to addiction—a word that Sudnow never once used in his memoir
but which nevertheless inescapably leaps to mind. Fiero taps into some of our
most primal hardwiring, and our emotional response can be extreme.

Recently, Allan Reiss, a professor of psychiatry and behavioral science at
Stanford, led a team of researchers in a study of the neurochemistry of ficro
in gamners. His laboratory captured MRIs of gamers’ brains while they were
playing particularly challenging video games. The researchers obsenved ex-
ceptionally intense activation of the addiction circuitry of the brain when
gamers experienced moments of triumph. And as a result, the rescarchers
identified fiero as the most likely underlying cause of why some gamers feel
“addicted” to their favorite games. '

Gamer addiction is a subject the industry takes seriously —it's a frequent
topic at industry conferences and on game developer forums: what causes
gamer addiction, and how can you help your plavers avoid it? "This might at
first scem surprising: doesn't the industry want gamers to spend more time tand
money) playing games, not less? And it's true: more gaming by more people
is the primary goal of the industry. But the industry wants to create lifelong
gamers: people who can balance their favorite games with full and active lives.
And so we have what is perhaps the central dilemma of the game industny over
the past thirty years: how to enable gamers to play more without dumiishing
their real lives. The industry knows that gamers crave flow and fiero—and the
more game developers give it to them, the more time and money gamers will
spend on their favorite games. But bevond a certain playing threshold —for
most gamers, it seems to be somewhere around twenty hours a week—they
start to wonder if they're perhaps missing out on real life.

Technology jouralist Clive Thompson has a name for this phenomenon:
gamer regret."* And he'll be the first to admit that he suffers from it as much

as any other ganer. Thompson recalls checking his personal statisties one

day—many games keep track of how many hours you've spent playing—and
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was shocked o se that he had clocked m thirty-six hours playing 4 single
ganie i oue week  as he descnbedat, “a nussing-fmie expenence so ygy) One
would normally require a URO abduchion to achieve it” e found hinyelf
vacllating between pude m what he'd ac comphshed w the vitual gae ¢,
vironment and wondermg if all that hard work had really been wortl

As Thompson wates “The dirty seeret of gamers is that we wrestle with ths
dilemima all the tune We're often gnpped by asudden, hornfying senge
of cimptiness when we muse on all the other things we could have done wit
our game tine ” He admats, “The clation Tleel when Thinish a game s always
shghthy hnged with a wornsome sense of hollowness. Wonldn't  hase been
better ot domg somethimg that was difficaltand challenging and productve?”

Tus mternal conflict plays out i discussion forvms all over Web e twin
questions “How much time do you spend playing games?” and “How much
tune 1 oo much™ are abiguitons m the ganmg communnty

As a partal solution to gamer 1egret, many of the most addichve onlime
games have mplemented a “fatigue system”™ Thiese systems are most commonly
used m online games e South Korea and Chuna, where the rates of onlie
gannng for young men can average np to forty hours a week. ' After three hours
of comecntive onlime play, gamers recene 50 percent fewer rewards tand halt
the ficro; for accomplishing the same amount of work. After five hours, it b
comes nnposstble to carn any rewards I the United States, a softer Touch »
more commonly cployed. World of Warcraft players, for example, accu
late “resting bowuses” for every hour they spend ot playing the game. When
they log back i, ther avatar can earn up to double rewards until s e 10
Tost agam

But those measures are a stopgap at best. 1 g to stop people from plas g

and
d

thar favonte games will uever work, moty ated gamers hangn for flow
ficto will find 4 way around the restichons and Tntations. What's neede
mstead i bor gaines 1o go beyond low and fiero, whiach wake us happs 10 the
moment. to provide a more Lasting hind of emotional reward We need gme
that mvabe us happier cven when we're not playing Ouly then will we fouied te

« bye ; . I
llglll balance be ween I)]‘_\"lg our favorite gAmes and IIIJLIHL’, the most ofou
red] hves
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Fortunately, that's exactly what's happening i the computer and video
game market today. Games are mcreasingly teaching us the four secrets of
how to make our own happmess —and thes re giving us the power to make it

anytune, anywhere.

The Four Secrets to Making Our Own Happiness

Many different competing theories of happiness hase emerged from the field
of positive psychiology, but if there’s one thing virtually all pusitive psscholo-
gists agree on, it this: there are many ways to be happy, but we cannot find
happiness No object, no event, no outcome or life circumstance can deliver
real lappiness to us. We have to make our own happimess — by working hard
at activities that provide their own reward '

When we try 1o find happimess outside of ourselves, we're focused on what
postiive psychologists call “extrmsic” rewards — mones, matertal goods, status,
or praise. When we get what we want, we feel good. Unfortunatels, the plea-
sures of found happmess don't last very long We build up a tolerance for our
favonte things and start 1o want more. It takes bigger and better rewards just
to trigger the same level of satisfaiction and pleasure “The more we tny to “find”
happiness, the harder 1t gets. Positive psychologists call this process "hedome
adaptation,” and it's one of the biggest hindrances o long-term life satisfac-
tion *“The more we constme, acqre, and clevate our status, the harder it s
to stay happy. Whether it's money, grades, promotions, populanih, attention,
or just plam matenal timgs we want, scientists agree: seehing out external
rewards 13 a sure path to sabotaging our own lappiness.

On the other hand, when we set ot to make our own happiness, we're
focused on activty that genetates imtnnsic ewards—the positine emotions,
personal stiengths, and socul connections that we build by engagig mtensehy
with the world aronnd s, We're not looking for prane or pavouts The ven
act of what we're domyg, the emoyment of being fnlly engaged, s enongh

The saientific term for this kind of selt-motiated, selfrewarding activity

is autotelic trom the Greek words for “sell,” auto, and “goal.” telosi - We do
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autotelic work because it engages us completely, and because intense engage.
ment is the most pleasurable, satisfying, and meaningful emotional state
can experience.

As long as we are regularly immersed in self-rewarding hard work, we
be happy more often than not—no matter what else is going on in our liyes
This is one of the earliest hypotheses of positive psychology, and a fairly rads-
cal 1dea. It contradicts what so many of us have been taught to believe—thy
we need life to be a certain way in order for us to be happy, and that the
easicr life is the happier we are. But the relationship between hard work, ip.
trinsic reward, and lasting happiness has been verified and confirmed through
hundreds of studies and experiments.

One well-known study conducted at the University of Rochester, publishedin
2009, neatly uptums one of the most common assumptions about how happiness
works. Researchers tracked 150 recent college graduates for two years, monitoring
their goals and reported happiness levels. They compared the rates at which the
graduates achieved both extrinsic and intrinsic rewards, with self-reported levels
of well-being and life satisfaction. The researchers’ unequivocal conclusion: “The
attainment of extrinsic, or ‘American Dream,” goals—money, fame, and being
considered physically attractive by others—does not contribute to happiness at
all.” In fact, they reported, far from creating well-being, achieving extrinsic re-
wards “actually does contribute to some ill-being.” If we let our desire for more
and more extrinsic rewards monopolizc our time and attention, it prevents us
from engaging in autotelic activities that would actually increase our happiness

On the other hand, in the same study the University of Rochester rescarch-
ers found that individuals who focused on intrinsically rewarding activity, work-
ing hard to develop their personal strengths and build social relationships. for
example, were measurably happier over the entire two-year period completely
regardless of external life circumstances like salary or social status.

This research confirms what dozens of other major studies have found:
happiness derived from intrinsic reward is incredibly resilient. Every time We
¢ngage in autotelic activities, the very opposite of hedonic adaptation occur
We wean ourselves off consumption and acquisition as sources of pleasure and
develop our hedonic resilience. As research psychologist Sonja I,yuborllmk."'

e SRR ——
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a leading expert on intrinsic reward, explains: “One of the chief reasons for
the durability of happiness activities is that . . . they are hard won You've
devoted time and effort. . . . You have made these practices happen. and yvou
have the ability to make them happen again. This sense of capabilitv and re-
sponsibility is a powerful boost in and of itself.”™ In other words. we become
better able to protect and strengthen our quality of life, regardless of external
circumstances. We rely less and less on unreliable and short-lned external
rewards and take control of our own happiness. “When the source of positive
emotion is vourself . . . . it can continue to vield pleasure and make you happy.
When the source of positive emotion is vourself, it is renewable.”"

The prevailing positive-psychology theory that we are the one and only
source of our own happiness isn’t just a metaphor. It's a biological fact Our
brains and bodies produce neurochemicals and physiological sensations that
we experience, in different quantities and combinations, as pleasure, enjoy-
ment, satisfaction, ecstasy, contentment, love, and even other hind of happi-
ness. And positive psychologists have shown that we don’t need to wait for life
to trigger these chemicals and sensations for us. We can trigger them ourselves
through scientifically measurable autotelic activities.

In fact, from a neurological and physiological point of view, “intrinsic re-
ward” is really just another way of describing the emotional pavoffs we get by
stimulating our internal happiness systems.

By undertaking a difficult challenge, such as trying to finish a task i a
shorter time than usual, we can produce in our own bodies a rush of adrena-
line, the excitement hormone that makes us feel confident, energetic, and
highly motivated.’®

By accomplishing something that is very hard for us. like solving a puszle
or finishing a race, our brains release a potent cocktail of norepinephnne,
epinephrine, and dopamine. These three neurochemicals in combination
make us feel satisfied, proud, and highly aroused.®

When we make someone else laugh or smile, our brain is flooded with
dopamine, the neurotransmitter associaled with pleasure and reward, If we
laugh or smiile, too, the effect is even more pronounced.!

E

wvery time we coordinate or synchronize our physical movements with
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+ release oxytocin into our blood i
ports, we release oxy stream, logical capability to create our own happiness through hard work. And the

othen, such as in dance or s
harder we work to experience intrinsic rewards, the stronger our interal

i P T T TPt
a neurochemical that makes us feel blissed out and cestatic.
\ 1 as g LB “ 2
When we seek out what we might describe as powerful” and moving®
storses, media, or live performances, we're actually triggering our vagus nene,

which makes us feel emotionally “choked up™ in our chests and throats, of

happiness-making capabilities become.

S0 WHICH INTRINSIC rewards, exactly, are most essential to our happiness?
There’s no definitive list, but a few key idcas and examples appear over and
over again in the scientific literature. My analysis of significant positive-
psychology findings from the past decade suggests that intrinsic rewards fall

we're firing up our nervous system's pilomotor reflex, which gives us pleagyr.
able chills and goose bumps.™*

And if we provoke our curiosity by exposing ourselves to ambiguous visugl
stimulus. like a wrapped present or a door that is just barely ajar, we expen.
ence a rush of “interest” biochemicals also known as “internal opiates.” These

include endorphins, which make us feel powerful and in control, and beta.

into four major categories.”®

endorphin, a “well-being” neurotransmitter that is cighty times more powerful

than morphine.
Few of us set out intentionally to trigger these systems. We don't think of

happiness as a process of tapping strategically into our neurochemistry. We

First and foremost, we crave satisfying work, every single day. The
exact nature of this “satisfying work™ is different from person to
person, but for everyone it means being immersed in clearly de-
fined, demanding activities that allow us to see the direct impact

just know what fecls good and meaningful and satisfying, and that's the kind of our efforts.

of activity we'll do for its own sake.

Of course, we've also developed many external shortcuts to triggering our
hardwired happiness systems: addictive drugs and alcohol, rich but unhealths
food, and chronic shopping, to name a few. But none of these methods are

Second, we crave the experience, or at least the hope, of being
successful. We want to feel powerful in our own lives and show
off to others what we're good at. We want to be optimistic about
sustainable or effective in the long term. As scientists have shown, hedone our own chances for success, to aspire to something, and to feel
adaptation to extrinsic reward will cause our shortcut happiness behaviors like we're getting better over time.
to spiral out of control until they no longer work or we can no longer afford
them, or even until they kill us. Third, we crave social connection. Humans are extremely social
Fortunately, we don't have to fight this losing battle. As long as we're fo

cused on intrinsic and not extrinsic reward, we never run out of the raw mi

creatures, and even the most introverted among us derive a large
percentage of our happiness from spending time with the peo-

1 : . . - 5 s CTE - 7 3 P :
terials for making our own happiness. We're hardwired with neurochemical ple we care about. We want to share expericnces and build bonds,

systems to make all the happiness we necd. We just have to work hard at thing and we most often accomplish that by doing things that matter

that activate us and immerse ourselves in challenging activities we enjoy for together.

their own sake.
Writer and self-described happiness explorer Elizabeth Gilbert puts it best
Happiness is the consequence of personal effort. . . . You have to participst®
relentlessly in the manifestations of your own blessings.”* We have the bio-

QI -« o ——

Fourth, and finally, we crave meaning, or the chance to be a part
of something larger than ourselves. We want to feel curiosity, awe,

and wonder about things that unfold on epic scales. And most

e ———
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importantly, we want to belong to and contribute to something

that has lasting significance beyond our own individual lives.

These four kinds of intrinsic rewards are the foundation for optimal human
experience. They're the most powerful motivations we have other than our
basic survival needs (food, safety, and sex). And what these rewards all have in
common 1s that they're all ways of engaging deeply with the world around
us—with our environment, with other people, and with causes and projects

bigger than oursclves.

IF INTRINSIC REWARD is so much more satisfying and effective in boosting
our happimess than extrinsic reward, then shouldn’t we all naturally spend
most of our time tackling unnecessary obstacles and engaging in autotelic
achvity?

Unfortunately, as Sonja Lyubomirsky eloquently explains: “We have been
conditioned to belicve that the wrong things will inake us lastingly happy.™
We've been sold the American dream. And increasingly, it's not just Americans
who are giving up real happiness in favor of the pursuit of wealth, fame, and
beauty. Thanks to the globalization of consumer and popular culture, even-
one on the planct is being sold the same dream of extrinsic reward. This is
especially true in emerging cconomies like China, India, and Brazil, where
more and more people are being ushered onto the global hedonic treadmill,
encouraged to consume more and to compete for limited natural resources 3
a way to increase their quality of life,

But there is canse for hope. One group is opting out of this soul-deadening.
planct-cxhausting hedonic grind, and in larger and larger nimbers: hard-ore
gamers.

Ganies, after all, are the quintessential antotelic activity. We only ever play
becanse we want to. Games don’t fuel our appetite for extrinsic reward: they
don’t pay s, they don't advance our carcers, and they don’t help us ace winulate
Juxury goods. Instead, games enrich us with intrinsic rewards. “They actiseh
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give us a highly structured way to spend time and build bonds with penple we
like. And if we play a game long enough, with a big enough network of plaver.
we feel a part of something bigger than oursches—part of an epic stor. an
important project, or a global community

Good games help us experience the four things we crave most—and they
do it safely, cheaply, and reliably.

Good games are productive. Thes re producing a higher quality of hfe

When we realize that this reonentation toward intnnsic reward s what's
really behind the 3 billion hours a week we spend gaming globally. the mass
exodus to game worlds 15 neither surpnising nor particularhy alarming Instead.
it's overwhelming confirmation of what positine psscholognts have found in
their scientific research: self-motisated, self-rewarding actnity really does nake
us happier. More importantly, it's evidence that gamers aren't escaping their
real lives by playing games.

They're actively making their real lives more rewarding.




