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Why Video Games?


The human predilection to play dates back all the way to our earliest recorded history. The Royal Game of Ur, a board game that dates back to 2600 BCE, was first discovered by Sir Leonard Woolley in a tomb at Ur in 1928. Several other copies have been found in other graves and tombs across the ancient world, even including King Tut’s tomb.1 Mancala, a rudimentary game including pebbles and indentations, also has an ancient past possibly dating back to Neolithic settlements from around 5600 BCE.2 Even toys that can be played with alone or with friends have a deep history. Archaeologists have excavated ancient dolls with movable limbs that are akin to Barbie dolls on toy shelves across America today. We’ve always wanted to play. It’s as natural to us as breathing.


When we play, we learn about ourselves and the world around us. As children, we rush to climb the highest tree to beat out our peers. The first one to the top wins a stunning view of the neighborhood around them. Yet, as we play climb, we learn about how our body pulls itself through space. We develop fine motor skills, but that’s just a secondary effect to the fun we’re having with our friends. Because the play is the primary thing, we may not notice the skills and growth in ourselves. That secret to play is what makes it such an effective tool in the classroom and the workplace.


Play pushes us to take risks. When we’re in competition during a game, we put everything on the line so we can feel that sense of victory. Think of soccer players in a tournament who desperately throw themselves toward the ball to score that last goal. But this drive is not only physical. It also shows up in the mental fortitude of a chess player who outthinks and outplays their opponent. When we play to win, we rethink what is possible and develop truly unique solutions. This mind-expanding nature of play makes it an invaluable tool for innovation and creativity.


Play connects us. By squaring off against our opponents, we learn about each other’s strategies and perspectives. Maybe two opponents find common ground in a cooperative game. Or maybe they spar with each other to better develop their gameplay. Thanks to massively multiplayer online (MMO) gaming and other ways to play on the internet, humans are also able to play with people from other communities and cultures. This cross-cultural exchange in gaming allows us to consider our place in the world and how we relate to others in our communities. Whether it’s playing at a local playground or with gamers from around the world, play brings us together to compete, to grow, and to change.


Today, video games represent our most modern approach to play. Whether it be through the latest console from Nintendo or Sony or on mobile games like Candy Crush on our phones, games compel us to think creatively, quickly, and collaboratively. The industry that conceptualizes, develops, creates, and markets these electronic experiences is a vital and growing part of the American economy. In 2022, traditional gaming and e-sports generated over $54.1 billion. By 2027, experts expect this to reach $72 billion,3 and it’s all because we love playing and the benefits we get from it. Video games allow us to have a richer human experience that expands our senses and our perceptions of the world.






» Today, video games represent our most modern approach to play.








Yet video games and the gaming industry have been denounced and vilified since the first Ataris were flying off the shelves in the late ’70s. Parents and other caretakers bemoan gaming as a waste of time that could be spent on other more worthwhile endeavors. Portrayals of gamers in the media show them as unmotivated and addicted individuals who are glued to their screens. Politicians even target video games as instigators of violence. Shortly after shootings in Texas in 2019, the then lieutenant governor Dan Patrick criticized the video game industry and claimed that it “teaches young people to kill.”4 Despite all the beneficial aspects of play, gaming is seen as a shameful and unproductive activity that’s unsuited for growing children and completely unacceptable for grown adults.


Gaming, however, has had a profound impact on me and my career. As an entrepreneur, I have seen how gaming has pushed forward innovations that would not have been possible in any other industry. I came into my role as president and chief strategy officer of NCSOFT, an MMO game development company, because I knew how gaming can connect us and teach us about each other. Knowing the impacts that gaming has on our development, I have stood up for educational programs that utilize techniques from gaming to unlock learning in students of all ages. Gaming is at the heart of all I do, and it baffles me that it has developed the reputation it has.


Which is why I am writing this book. I want to show you how gaming can be a force for good in the world. In the following chapters, you’ll hear stories from my own life, research from experts, and real-world case studies that will demystify gaming and the video game industry. As humans, we need play to grow, to adapt, and to survive. The world of video games gives us that sandbox in which we can kick up the dirt and see what settles. Every day a new global issue arises. If we push play in everything we do, we open up new possibilities for humans and our collective existence on this planet.
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Our Playful Instincts




How the instinct to play, programmed into our biology, teaches us valuable skills and motivates change in all species





For holiday, my family and I vacationed to the Galápagos Islands to immerse ourselves in nature. For a daylong excursion, we took to the beaches of this gorgeous archipelago to observe flora and fauna that we’d never find in the Bay Area. The island was unlike anything I had seen before—teeming with life that I’d only seen on National Geographic pages. After a guided hike through an island forest, we found ourselves on a cliff overlooking a small island surrounded by a small bay of crystal-clear water. Through the waves, we could see dozens of sea lions making their way to the beach of the secluded island.


On one side of this small island were about twenty smaller sea lions, which our guide identified for us as younger sea lion pups. We watched, from a distance, as the pups caught the surf, knocked each other off rocks, and chased each other around the island. Almost all day, they were a tangled and chaotic mess of youth. Amid all this energy sat one larger sea lion upon a rock in the shade, quietly observing their behavior. Our guide explained to us that these sea lion pups were playing while being watched over by the alpha male sea lion of the pod. Sea lions, they went on to say, have a long gestational period and only have, on average, one baby each year. For this reason, that one adult sea lion earnestly protects the young from any potential harm that might come to them.


Yet what we saw were sea lion pups getting quite aggressive with each other. Even from the cliffside, we could see the sea lions give each other bruises and scrapes. This rough play must have had some use if the guardian male sea lion was not intervening. I noticed that the ways these pups played on the beach were not dissimilar to what adult sea lions were doing on their hunts. When the pups surfed, they learned how to swim effectively. When they chased each other, they mimicked their hunt for prey. And when they pushed each other off a rock, they were practicing their territorial nature. Even though this play looked dangerous, the adult sea lion chaperone ensured no pup was injured, providing a risk-free space for them to practice being adults.


All animals play; it is an innate attribute of life on this planet. And the ways in which we play as humans are not dissimilar to the ways we observe animals playing. There are various reasons why animals play. As we see in the sea lion pups, animals will sometimes play to learn the skills they will need to deploy as adults. Outside of locomotive development, play develops an animal’s social cues, allowing them to learn about themselves and the animals around them. Finally, play pushes boundaries, encouraging certain species to think differently and grow.


Despite all this, however, many human adults consider play to be a frivolous pastime that we should do away with. Gaming, as the natural evolution of play through technology, is often associated with laziness and a lack of productivity. The stereotypical gamer has been depicted as a sedentary person surrounded by flashing screens, contributing nothing to society. Anything excessive that interferes with a balanced lifestyle should be discouraged. However, a healthy dose of play does not need to be.


As the president and chief strategy officer of NCSOFT, an online gaming company, I have personally heard from many parents who fail to see the value in our games. As a parent myself, I try to limit screen time for my children. It can be difficult to limit play when more deference is given than can be handled. However, our innate drive to play continues to motivate us and keep us curious. The challenge should not completely eliminate the opportunity to grow through play. As a form of play, gaming has the power to help us learn skills, push our boundaries, and connect with each other.


HOW EVERYTHING PLAYS


Play is hardwired into our collective biology. Animals and humans come into the world with incompletely formed neuromuscular systems and behavior repertoires. To become competent adults, they must exercise and learn and practice behaviors essential to their survival later in life. Play is essential to survival. Younger animals play more than older ones because they have more to develop. For example, young coyotes play chase tag with each other to develop their hunting skills. Without play, adult animals would be poorly equipped for the tasks of life. They would not have developed the practical skills they need, nor would they have developed the social consciousness necessary to be competent members of their societies. In fact, there are serious developmental consequences when an animal is deprived of the play they need, which we will see later.






» Play is essential to survival.








So, before we get into how we play, how do we define it? Well, first off, as I observed with the sea lion pups on my Galápagos excursion, play is not exclusive to humans but can be found across species. While we can easily see it in our warm- or cold-blooded friends, like cats and dogs, even fish, frogs, and insects play.


Gordon Burghardt, professor of psychology and evolutionary biology at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, sought to define this observed behavior in order to better understand it. In his research, he defines play as “a repeated and non-functional behavior that imitates adaptive behavior that the animal initiates when it is in a relaxed and low-stress setting.”5 But not all animals play the same. In fact, how an animal engages in this activity is programmed into their DNA.


As we know from our sea lion friends, play develops essential skills that individuals take into their adult lives. Human infants, for example, have two options for play, either with adults or with objects. Through these two spheres of play, they expand their senses, learning about their world and how it functions. Everything from object permanence to grasping their parents’ fingers is fueled by the thousands and thousands of brain connections they’re forging through play. In the first few months of our lives, our brains create more neural connections than they ever do again in our lives.6 And how we play impacts the kind of adults we become and how we differ from our peers.


Different animals play differently. Hunting animals like lions and cougars stalk their prey as adults. In preparation, lion cubs stalk and pounce on each other to imitate adult hunting behavior to ensure they can catch that antelope when the time comes.7 Prey animals, on the other hand, play in ways that help them to elude the advances of their pursuers. Deer, antelope, and their other hooved relatives play in a way that resembles the human game of tag: chasing each other in a group and then scattering from the one who is “it.” This behavior builds the locomotive skills needed to avoid becoming the dinner for their predator.8


We can extend this to how humans, even as adults, play differently. As we grow, we develop our own interests like art, sports, or STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) that are related to how we played as children. My own interest in computers, as a matter of fact, came wrapped in a computer game called Knightmare, contained on one eight-inch floppy disc. My friends and I would push this game into our computers and be transported to a pixelated world replete with evil Hudnos. The more familiar we became with the game, however, the more we realized we could manipulate it to obtain more points or warp to future levels. Learning and practicing the ways to get these “Easter eggs” sparked my interest in coding and computer science. And my experience is not unique. Children who play at jumping and climbing may develop interests that allow them to flex their muscles. In contrast, young artists derive their skills from playing at drawing and imagining.


We also develop social skills from play that help us interact with others. One study shows that young apes play using their faces and hands to experiment with gestures that take on deeper meanings as they grow into adults. These gestures form the basis for their society, creating roles and connections that ensure the overall success of the tribe.9 And this kind of behavior is not solely exhibited by mammals. Some species of spiders play in order to test the limits of their social order. For example, male spiders imitate mating with female spiders in order to become more effective lovers in their future endeavors. Indeed, the research shows that male spiders who repeatedly engaged in “mock mating” fathered more eggs than those that did not. This play, however, does not come without its own risks—a female who catches a male in the act devours him on the spot.10 These examples show that playing has implications for how we see ourselves, and how we define our roles in society.


Humans play to learn their roles, too, although it’s far less grizzly than the spider version. Observe young toddlers dressing up to pretend they’re shop owners or teachers and see how they take on adult gestures and rules. In these imagined scenarios, they simulate how adults interact and test out social norms to see how they operate. Through this play, they learn about the adult world and grow a set of values and perspectives unique to their experience. Babies even learn to communicate nonverbally by mocking the facial expressions of the adults around them. These social skills developed through imagined play allow them to understand the world and how they fit into it.


Animals who do not get the chance to play, however, may experience difficulty adapting to their surroundings. For example, captive creatures that live in barren environments, with no toys or enrichment activities, have higher levels of stress hormones that harm their immune system and hamper brain development. They may even take to hurting themselves. Ravens deprived of play may peck at their own feathers or beat their wings against cages.11 Play deprivation in human children is no less damaging. Children who cannot play freely have a harder time connecting with their peers and have a higher propensity for anxiety and depression.12 While the saying may be clichéd, an “all work and no play” mindset will have serious consequences on one’s development.


Play gives us all the practice we need to take on the challenges of adulthood, but it does not come without its own challenges. This would not be a book about gaming if I did not mention that playing always comes with a risk of losing. Learning happens when we are allowed to play, risk, and fail in a safe environment. It’s why the elder sea lion watched over the younger ones as they played chase on the beach. And it’s no different for us humans. It’s why we’re drawn to exciting adventures, like skydiving, roller coasters and video games. Play expands our concept of what is possible.
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