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‘You feel like you've found a place where you belong’: Symbolic 

Interactionism and Online Social Video Games in the Age of COVID-19 

Keywords: video games, COVID-19, symbolic interactionism, social space, risk 

 

Abstract 

This paper investigates how players perceive and understand the sociality afforded by online social 

video games (OSGs), framed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Utilising data from semi-structured 

interviews (n=20), we apply Blumer’s (1998) concept of symbolic interactionism to explore the 

ways in which video games take on new meanings in co-constructed, collaborative and 

contributory digital spaces. We argue 1) that games offer a meaningful social experience, 2) that 

this sociality flourishes due to the perceived lack of social risk particularly due to OSGs 

characteristics of perceived or real anonymity, 3) that this works to facilitate social development, 

and 4) that these characteristics were valuable in the context of a pandemic at a time of reduced 

social interaction. Our contribution shows that online video game spaces alter the risk profile of 

forming and maintaining connections by reframing interaction as the cooperation towards shared 

goals. 

 

Introduction 

Utilising a study of gaming during the COVID-19 pandemic, this article calls for renewed focus 

on the supportive, playful, creative, and community-based facets of social interaction within online 

social video games (OSGs). As such, this research draws on two key strands of enquiry: how do 
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players perceive and understand the sociality afforded by OSGs, and what value did the sociality 

drawn from OSGs bring to gamers in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 Drawing on data from semi-structured interviews with young people (n=20) we explore 

the social functions of player interaction in OSGs - through a symbolic interactionist lens - to 

understand socialisation and meaning-making processes that young people experience with 

different forms of interactive entertainment. By centring our enquiry around social norm disruption 

during COVID, we consider how participants’ social connections and spheres of interaction 

develop and are mediated by OSGs, and the social and experiential rewards garnered from video 

game interaction.  

To support a focus on social connections and shared experience, we adopt a symbolic 

interactionist (Blumer, 1969) framing for our data. As Blumer (1998:85) notes, ‘there is no 

empirically observable activity in human society that does not spring from some acting unit’: 

within this, there are three core ideas underpinning interaction. Firstly, that individuals interact, 

interpret, and use things based on the meanings ascribed by individuals; secondly, that the 

meanings for things are derived from interactions with others and the social context in which they 

are placed; and thirdly, that an interpretive process is utilised by individuals as they encounter 

things in their lives, in order to handle, manage and adapt the meanings they ascribe to these things 

(Blumer 1998).  From this we will demonstrate how play-spaces are co-constructed, collaborative 

and contributory, and how they rely on shared meaning, lore, play-specific language, protocols 

and cultural symbols associated with specific subcultures, communities, or game franchises. 

Ultimately, our symbolic interactionist framing allows us to consider how video games enmesh 

with established norms of social connectivity. 
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Our findings demonstrate how social interaction within online gaming affords 

opportunities for social connection, which also provides anonymity and neutralizes key social 

risks, thereby allowing for the mitigation of social anxiety and the development social skills where 

opportunities to develop these skills are otherwise absent, particularly via the unprecedented social 

isolation of COVID-19. OSGs alter the risk profile of forming and maintaining connections by 

reframing those connections as the cooperation towards shared goals, demonstrating the value of 

OSGs for those who otherwise, due to personal or situational causes, struggle to socialize.  

 

Literature Review 

Schroeder (2008:2) defines OSGs as ‘virtual environments that people experience as ongoing over 

time and that have large populations which they experience together with others as a world for 

social interaction’. Understanding online social environments more broadly helps us to 

demonstrate that OSG spaces function as a unique subset. Keating and Sunakawa (2010) describe 

online interactions as unique from offline interactions due to being fluid and simultaneous. 

Coulson et al. (2018:56) state that ‘with the increasing permeability of offline and online 

experiences, relationships straddle these shifting boundaries’, reflecting ideas of ‘borderwork’ 

(Aarsand 2008), where individuals actively manage their online and offline identities. Online 

participants adapt to different people and places they encounter online or ‘in-game’ by re-

organizing meanings attached to these experiences, through language, actions and perspectives 

(Keating and Sunakawa, 2010). Zhao (2005) outlines how interaction with others who exist within 

the digital space also influence the sense of self, but this digital self is a constructed narrative based 

of the elements that are chosen to be represented. This echoes Goffman’s (1959:3) observation 

that sometimes presentation of the self is an intentional process, not only to benefit oneself but 
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also to put others ‘at ease’. As a result, the online self is ‘orientated inwards toward the world of 

thoughts and feelings’ (Zhao, 2005:400) because our selves are only interpreted by others from 

what is consciously shared.  When we purposely choose what is shared and what is not, the lack 

of non-verbal cues commonly associated with expressions and reactions to our self-presentation is 

therefore not an issue in ‘validating our self-claims’ (Zhao, 2005:401).   

Arguably, virtual environments provided by OSGs offer a space for gamers to create an 

‘alternate reality’ where typical ‘rigid cultural-structural codes’ associated with identity become 

digital, flexible ones that allow gamers to ‘expand, explore, and innovate’ in their presentation of 

their selves (Gottschalk, 2010:521-522). Goffman (1959) suggests that in the performance of the 

self we present a ‘personal front’ - a catalogue of expressive equipment that is both fixed (such as 

race, size, appearance), and fluid (clothing, expressions and emotions). The personal front ascribes 

meanings to an audience who engage with them: in OSG environments the ability to adapt and 

manage this ‘personal front’ is made more accessible due to the buffer of the game itself.su 

In understanding the process of constructing identities in OSGs, it is also important to 

consider why gamers may construct the identities they do. This can be dependent on their reasoning 

for participating in such gaming spaces.  Hussein and Griffiths (2014) highlight how many gamers 

attach the meaning of ‘being social’ to their online video gaming experiences, thus exacerbating 

the deep roots of community that are embedded within social gaming, informing the way that these 

gamers interact with others they encounter.  Some gamers even consider the social connections 

developed through games to be ‘as “real” as any “real-life” friendship’ (Williams et al., 2006:352). 

These virtual online communities within which this socialisation occurs are thought of as ‘narrow 

and specialized’ but simultaneously ‘broadly social and supportive’ (Ellis et al. 2003:148). Ellis et 

al. (2003:150) stress that online social communities are an extension of physical offline space, 
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with interactions based around shared interests, and should not be seen as a distant ‘strange 

alternative world’. Similarly, Robinson’s (2007) symbolic interactionist reading of online spaces 

suggests a mirroring of processes inherent to traditionally-understood offline spaces.  

Friess (2012) argues that it is a combination of both audiovisual representations and actors’ 

actions within 'symbolic' environments which creates a specific process of meaning-making within 

games. This emphasises the influence of the game itself in aiding the production of meaning, rather 

than relying simply on forms of communication. For example, Castaño Díaz & Tungtjitcharoen 

(2015) demonstrate that players are not simply passive observers who are impacted by the game 

art, they also create their own stories and understandings of the things they experience that reflect 

their feelings: meaningful space is influenced and altered due to the relational processes that 

connect the gamers within the game (Janik, 2020).   

McMillan and Chavis (1986) suggest that communities are often defined by membership 

and boundaries: being part of the group must be rewarding for members, it should fulfil a need). 

Whilst they use this description primarily to describe in-person, physical communities, online in-

game communities can be considered in the same way through in-game features such as ‘guilds’ 

in World of Warcraft, ‘tribes’ in Ark: Survival Evolved or using out-of-game group chats. 

Snodgrass (et al. 2017) acknowledges how gaming groups may benefit individuals by offering 

supportive environments, rewarding experiences, and social interaction. This reinforces the 

findings of Peña & Hancock (2006) where in an analysis of messages between gamers, messages 

were considerably more likely to be socioemotionally-orientated than task-orientated towards the 

game at hand. This suggests that gamers utilise video gaming groups to benefit themselves in ways 

that transcend the intended function of the game. 
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Hagerty et al. (1992) suggest that to feel like you belong is a basic human need, with social 

support an important factor in feeling valued. During the COVID-19 pandemic, UK lockdown 

policies demonstrably increased loneliness, negated in part by increasing social support (Groarke 

et al., 2020); games may act to meet these needs if they are not being readily met in day-to-day 

life (see Pierce 2009). Similarly, Barr & Copeland-Stewart (2022) outline a marked increase in 

online social game playing during the pandemic, and highlighted that this had a considerable 

benefit on these gamers in terms of improving mood, maintaining positive mental health, stress 

relief, a sense of escape, agency in coping, and finally socialisation which was deemed to have a 

particular positive impact on wellbeing. It can therefore be suggested that video games are an 

effective tool for maintaining social connections and maintaining a sense of belonging within a 

wider community, thus reducing social isolation.  

Community elements of gaming can influence a player’s propensity to return to a game, as 

in-game team norms were shown to increase player commitment (Teng and Chen 2014; Liao et al. 

2020), showing social interaction as a key element of gaming experiences. For those who 

successfully navigate in-game social relationships, in-game social capital often resulted in 

increased intention to stay within the community, where strong embeddedness was correlated with 

enhanced social behaviours (Hsiao and Chiou 2012). ‘Presence’ has also been found to enhance 

players feelings of genuine integration within games and gaming communities (Tamborini and 

Skalski 2006:232) – facets like networked voice-chat technologies ‘provide […] a more natural 

interface that increases perceptions of behavioural engagement’. Robinson & Bowman (2022) 

even note that acknowledging other avatars in the digital space aided in developing feelings of 

presence within gaming scenarios. Ringland et al. (2016: 1265) state, ‘having success in this 

environment then lays the foundation for practicing and honing a wide variety of social skills to 
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be used in a wide variety of environments’ – but this connection with the offline world is ever-

present, since this is ‘a good first (not final) step towards enhanced social experiences’ (ibid). 

Furthermore, Wiederhold (2021) suggests that OSGs provide a space to learn by ‘doing’ both in 

terms of emotions and sociality, thus suggesting that social and collaborative games can lead to 

more positive social behaviours such as acceptance, friendliness, and empathy. This is key for 

individuals who may otherwise encounter difficulties in finding such experiences, whether that be 

due to distance, location, or psychological difficulties such as shyness, anxiety or depression (Utz 

2000; Pierce 2009; Halbrook, O’Donnell & Msetfi 2019). The reduced ‘risk’ involved with online 

interactions has been used to understand how those with social difficulties may find socializing 

through these channels more attractive with fewer perceived social barriers such as attractiveness, 

shyness or stuttering (McKenna, Green & Gleason 2002). For example, Ringland (et al. 

2016:1264) note that video games were an integral part in the social lives of individuals with 

autism as a result of ‘enabling sociality by providing flexible means of social expression’. 

Therefore, gaming may be considered an assistive technology for those who struggle in this way 

and offers new ideas about what can be defined as ‘assistive’ (ibid), offering a space to learn by 

‘doing’ both socially and emotionally (Wiederhold, 2021). In the context of the pandemic, with 

hitherto unknown restrictions placed on our lives, these qualities require further interrogation. 

 

Methodology 

Data collection 

Data were collected between October and December 2021. Opportunistic sampling was used 

(Kemper, Stringfield & Teddy 2003). Interview informants (n=20) comprised students aged 18-25 
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(14M, 5F and 1 non-binary) who self-identified as ‘gamers’. To take part, the interviewees 

responded to a call for participants circulated around the university. 

 Face-to-face interviews were conducted on a university campus with two researchers (1M 

and 1F) which lasted between forty-five and seventy minutes. In line with ethics approval, 

interviews were conducted in person following informed consent. The interviews were made up 

of three stages: general questions to gather an understanding of interviewee’s recent gaming habits 

during the period of COVID-19, educational uses for video games as perceived by the interviewees 

and finally mental health – how participants perceived gaming in terms of a self-care and coping 

tools.  

 

Data analysis 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006:87) approach was utilised as a framework for conducting the 

thematic analysis (TA) of the participant responses. These included familiarisation, generating 

initial codes, searching and reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes. This analysis 

corresponded closely with our socially constructive ontology whereby themes that were uncovered 

in the data were highlighted through a process of inductive reasoning.  

As a broad categorisation of the data, inductive themes relevant to socialisation emerged. 

They were 1) where players connected their in-game social experiences to those outside of gaming, 

or where players attributed a meaning to in-game social experiences in comparison to those outside 

of gaming; 2) qualities specifically attributed to in-game social experiences (mainly interpreted as 

a removal of the perception of ‘risk’); and 3) opportunities attributed to in-game social experiences 

due to these qualities. These categories are narrativized in the following ‘findings’ sections, as 

‘qualitative data analysis is about telling ‘stories’, about interpreting, and creating, not discovering 
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and finding the ‘truth’’ (Braun & Clarke, 2019:591). As a qualitative research study, this work 

does not seek to produce (statistically) representative data, but to outline and tell the stories of our 

participants so that their narratives can offer insight into the context in question. 

 

Findings 

1) A Meaningful Social Experience 

Our data suggest games offer participants a genuinely meaningful social experience through 

communal interaction and shared positive encounters, mirroring prior suggestions that ‘play can 

have meaning that transcends game boundaries’ (Sidhu & Carter, 2021:1059). Focusing on player-

defined ‘meaningful’ interactions within our data, we note that the way OSGs are experienced may 

change and evolve over time, owing to the fluid nature of gaming communities (Saldanha, da Silva 

and Ferreira, 2023). In the context of OSGs a sense of belonging and experiencing shared 

community values is not an inherent part of online gaming. Instead, these experiences are curated 

through interactions with others in a way that reflects how meanings emerge within offline 

interactions (Blumer, 1969). 

Through interaction with OSGs, participants described finding connections that allowed 

them and others to tackle different challenges, thereby illustrating how the play-spaces of OSGs 

can be understood pro-socially. Davis (2014:507) also contends that online interactions hold the 

same merit as offline interaction, where ‘social life moves fluidly between the physical and the 

digital’, and interactions within OSGs can be used to redress the inaccessibility of offline social 

experiences during COVID-19 with no loss of value, echoing Williams et al. (2006:352) findings 

where ‘some considered the connections within the game to be as “real” as any “real-life” 

friendship’. 
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Our participants experienced OSGs as bounded social space, which like physical space still 

utilizes borders and distinctive boundaries (in the form of group chats and online game modes, for 

example) that allow individuals to both enter and exit. As the data show, OSG spaces are too rigid 

to be considered liminal spaces, but participants have the opportunity to practice ‘borderwork’ 

(Aarsand, 2008) through the management of online and offline identities which move between 

these distinct spaces: 

 

P6: I think you can feel like you’ve found a place where you belong if you find a good 

community of people, playing a game can help you sort of be happier. 

 

P6 acknowledges the ‘place’ where social interaction has occurred – a social context where they 

feel they ‘belong’ and can subsequently thrive emotionally. Games allow players to ‘interweave 

[their] everyday experience of place with virtual, playful environments’ as digital play generates 

spaces to consider, reject and rethink our mundane and intimate practices’ (Hjorth and Richardson 

2017:6). Place-making therefore becomes both a personal process and one that reflects processes 

of meaning-making in symbolic interactionism with peers in the in-game social space they inhabit. 

As P6 acknowledges. games provide a positive, safe and separate social environment. 

P6’s reflection also mirrors Elder (2014), who posits that OSG experiences give 

individual’s lives meaning. Our participants demonstrated that their shared positive experiences of 

games with others were a means of forming and maintaining connections, reflecting meaning 

formation through interactions and connections with others in social spaces. As Blumer argues 

‘the human individual pieces together and guides his action by taking into account of different 

things and interpreting their significance for his prospective action’ (1998:81): this helps us to 
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understand why participants would return to games frequently based on the meaning they ascribed 

to games as being a source of happiness and emotional fulfilment. The meaning of fulfilment can 

be observed as socially fulfilling too, as video game communities are demonstrated to hold the 

core association being centred around people and relationships (Saldanha, da Silva & Ferreira, 

2023). We can attribute this to furthering our understanding of the way players perceive and 

understand the sociality afforded by OSGs. For some, the meaning ascribed to games is that they 

are an effective tool for friend-making: 

 

P9: I've made more friends through games than anything else. Because despite the toxicity 

you can find these good friends, and you can learn about connecting with these people. 

 

P9 also demonstrates how it is these social connections that allow participants to experience a 

sense of belonging, to ‘connect’ with others. Participants also described the value of shared 

experiences of gaming as a bridge for maintaining and further developing existing social 

connections, a finding well documented across the literature (Williams et al., 2006; Vella, 2019; 

Ballard & Spencer, 2023; Tushya, Chhabra and Abraham, 2023). Blumer (1998:85) highlights 

how ‘human society is to be seen as consisting of acting people, and the life of the society is to be 

seen of consisting of their actions’ and it is in this way that shared tasks and objectives, and the 

creation of play-based lexicons lead to in-game social facilitations with their associated symbolic 

meanings with these previously known/unknown peers. These shared experiences were described 

by participants to include things such as coming together to defeat a boss or enemy faction or 

participating in positive well-being boosting, sentimental conversations as a group, that 

consolidated the social meanings ascribed to their games.  
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As well as the implicit mental health benefits of gaming as a tool for self-care during the 

pandemic (AUTHOR et al. 2024), these social gaming groups were understood by our participants 

as offering meaningful explicit networks of support and belonging which elevated their mood. This 

reflects ideas from Hagerty (et al. 1992), who note that the feeling of belonging, to feel a part of 

something, is a basic human need. This sense of belonging is above and beyond that of simply 

existing within the boundaries of a community or space (Mahar, Cobigo & Stuart 2013). Many 

participants described this sense of being social as a feeling that boosted their emotional wellbeing 

through the connections formed with others, a finding similarly demonstrated by Barr & Copeland-

Stuart (2022). It is the shared experience and togetherness that participants valued, the feeling of 

‘belonging’, the ‘community’, which thus reflect traditional ideas around symbolic interactionism 

and the role peer-to-peer interactions have in the formation and definition of different societies 

(Blumer 1998). 

 

2) Social Risk Removal in Online Gaming 

Using a symbolic interactionist approach (Blumer 1998; Carter and Fuller 2016), we acknowledge 

that individuals act and seek out experiences based on meaning – the meanings they ascribe to 

their interactions with others in-game and the meaning ascribed to the games themselves. A key 

aspect of meaning attributed to video games by our participants was centred around perceiving 

video games as a tool for managing social risk, with anonymity a common factor:  

 

P4: When you’re playing video games people can't see your face. So when they can't see 

your face you don’t have that stage fright of, ‘oh god they’re staring at me what do I say?’ 
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People are just listening, and I feel like people get a lot of comfort from that and you learn 

how to talk to people. 

 

P4 highlights how the buffer of anonymity - the reduced risk of others not being able to physically 

see people - helped them to improve their social skills due to the ‘comfort’ that  anonymity offered. 

Without the threat of experiencing ‘stage fright’, P4 experienced a safer social learning 

environment, improving their social skills. This can be understood as a symptom of broader online 

life: the feature of anonymity and hidden identity allows individuals to feel they could open up 

more easily to others (McKenna, Green and Gleason 2002). In particular, it was the choice of 

anonymity, the ability to have control over how they portrayed themselves and how they were 

perceived, that participants valued: 

 

P14: You're not you, you are whoever your username is and whatever you portray yourself 

as.  

 

P14 acknowledges the ability to choose whether to be themselves or someone entirely different, 

demonstrating how social gaming experiences can be actively adapted and altered based on the 

functional meaning ascribed to their gaming experience. Robinson (2007:104) notes that ‘the 

cyberself is the emergent product of social interaction in which the self masters the ability to be 

both the subject and object of interaction’. This is essential to the experience; players are aware of 

their own interactional experiences as well as their part in the interactional experiences of others. 

The value of choice was further demonstrated when some participants suggested that often they 

may not always feel the need for the barrier of anonymity when playing with friends, but may 
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prefer to adopt an anonymous persona– a different on-screen name or profile picture – as a buffer 

when playing with strangers if they are afraid or uncertain about interacting.  As a result, the 

reduced risks of in-game socializing make it a preferable environment for some participants, 

particularly for those who struggle socially (Ringland et al., 2016), and ultimately supports the 

development of socio-relational elements like refining social skills and developing social capital 

(Tushya, Chhabra and Abraham, 2023).  

Blumer (1998:2) discusses how ‘meanings are handled in, and modified through, an 

interpretive process used by the person in dealing with the things they encounter’. Understanding 

this process allows us to identify how participants conceptualized sociality as a core component of 

OSGs (Saldanha, da Silva & Ferreira, 2023). Considering how online social communities acquire 

this association, McKenna, Green and Gleason (2002:10) note that such environments often 

‘lack[s] the usual 'gating features' to the establishment of any close relationship’. Users feel there 

is less risk of rejection due to personal characteristics such as gender, race, sexuality, general 

appearance, voice, or accent.  As a result, the ability to actively choose how they are portrayed 

becomes important to individuals who may struggle with participation in the offline world. In this 

instance, they are actively managing how meaningful elements of their identity are perceived by 

those who encounter them, rather than encounters with the game. 

OSG environments are also described as allowing for social risk management by allowing 

participants to exit certain interactions at will, removing themselves from a situation if they feel 

uncomfortable. McKenna, Green and Gleason (2002) suggest that individuals who experience 

social anxiety may feel more able to express their true identities and personalities in these virtual 

situations than they otherwise would as a result. P14 demonstrates the non-committal nature of 

relationships formed and maintained in-game by highlighting this: 
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P14: There's not that sort or logical barrier where you don’t want to think like, oh what if 

they hate me? If you talk to them and they don’t talk to you back it’s like oh well, it’s a 

stranger on the internet. 

 

The online context of the interaction above shows how social rejection within games does not hold 

the same weight of failure as it would in an offline social situation. This was a common theme 

across our data, alongside acknowledging that on the other hand participants considered social 

success equally and sometimes more meaningful than those which occur offline. This demonstrates 

clearly how meanings are produced and managed based on the function these experiences hold for 

the user: social success holds more value than social failure in OSGs because of the way gamers 

perceive these gaming experiences. 

Lastly, using OSGs as a social tool also assisted those who struggle in social situations due 

to anxiety or autism spectrum disorders, as found in earlier studies (Pierce 2009; Weidman et al. 

2012; Ringland et al. 2016). P9 underscores this, noting that: 

 

P9: Going online and meeting new people, even if you don’t speak to them, it definitely 

helped me get past that barrier and getting used to new people. I still struggle, I've been 

diagnosed with social anxiety. But getting online and having those points where sometimes 

you need to talk like in Overwatch you need to communicate and that really did help, and 

I think it has translated. 
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P9 references the game structure, the ‘need’ to communicate with others in order to achieve in-

game success. These data show that even though these in-game social situations are uncomfortable, 

individuals felt more willing to participate and push themselves to take on these experiences and 

develop socially. 

 

3) Social Development Through Games 

Having shown that OSGs alter the risk profile of social interaction, we should consider how these 

experiences offer the opportunity for the development of social skills via exposure to situations 

that otherwise may have been unavailable: 

 

P2: […] there’s so many awesome ways now with games, especially games with VR which 

can help people with learning difficulties and disabilities with something that they couldn’t 

normally do or couldn’t normally learn. 

 

P2 explains how games afford individuals who struggle socially the opportunity to learn by ‘doing’ 

(Wiederhold, 2021).  P2’s emphasis on individuals with disabilities allows us to consider how, 

often, offline social experiences are less accessible. OSGs, on the other hand, can accommodate 

these disabilities by bringing social experiences into the home or by allowing a more suitable 

channel for communication, such as text chat or voice calls (Saldanha, da Silva & Ferreira, 2023).  

Blumer’s (1969) central conception that humans act towards things on the basis of meaning is a 

key factor when considering the social learning and development presented within our data. 

Participants in this study discussed how games meant opportunity, and being actively aware of 

video games as a source of opportunity was a key indicator of ascribed meaning. This supports 
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Blumer’s assertion that individuals weigh up certain objects depending on their suitability to be 

ascribed a certain meaning. This process of engaging with OSGs to perform a particular function 

can be observed within our data: 

 

P7: I personally have ASD and I'd say I learned a lot of social cues where you can make 

these choices. And a lot of answers I would have just said in real life, but you can see the 

reactions that people have, and they get angry and it’s like, why? And you can kind of start 

to understand it and live these scenarios in your head.  

 

P7 demonstrates using the reactions of online counterparts to inform their own understandings of 

what behaviour would be appropriate if applied to an offline social scenario. Here the participant 

acts based on past experiences of interpreted actions of those around them, reinforcing the 

symbolic interactionist reading of how individuals learn which behaviours are socially acceptable 

in certain scenarios, through OSGs. Davis (2014:507) explains that ‘the integration of past, present, 

and future offline interactions within online spaces — updated both in real time and 

asynchronically — aid in the negotiation of experiential and relationship meanings’. The video 

game environment is an effective place to learn such skills because of the reduced risk involved 

(see also Robinson 2007).  

However, the lack of non-verbal cues may also result in individuals not being able to 

accurately discern hidden meanings or fully grasp an understanding of how their presentation of 

self is being fully received (Zhao, 2005). Gottschalk (2010:512) counters this by stating ‘the 

factuality of those sociodemographic sign-vehicles we display becomes much less important than 

the perceived consistency between the sign-vehicles we portray and our behaviours’. As 
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demonstrated by P7 in their distinction from online interactions to ‘real life’, aforementioned 

negative online responses seem to hold less significance and thus can be used as a learning 

opportunity. Even interactions with in-game characters held similar levels of developmental 

opportunity: 

 

P20: I think games were a big part of my life as a testing ground where you do get to make 

choices and characters will react differently to you. Kind of like, can I be myself? Will this 

be okay? 

 

Much like P7, P20 describes using interactions with in-game characters as a vehicle for self-

reflection, to test how their decisions would be perceived. This enables individuals to ascertain 

which behaviours would be appropriate in their day-to-day social lives, mirroring Sidhu & Carter’s 

(2021) findings that experiences within in-game contexts can facilitate reflection on how things 

can or should be approached in out-of-game, real life contexts. In P20’s case, the mechanics of the 

game afford an ultimately risk-free learning opportunity in how to be perceived positively; as they 

interacted with artificial characters, the only potential negative consequences remained contained 

in-game. A similar, if more socially-precarious situation is described by P18: 

 

P18: I just needed to be more socially aware of how I'm perceived by other people that I'm 

playing with. Because if you are perceived in a certain way, the ease of online is that they 

can just block you and drop you and there’s no pressure of seeing you in real life. 
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P18 uses other players as a mode of self-reflection to become better informed on appropriate 

behaviours others they may interact with in ‘real life’. P18 also identifies the difference between 

offline and online scenarios, describing how when online, individuals who may react badly can 

‘just block you and drop you’. This demonstrates awareness not only of the value of online space 

as a social feedback opportunity, but also that offline space is inherently riskier as a social space 

with more to lose than ‘just’ being blocked. We see here that the meaning ascribed to these social 

situations is multifaceted and layered in terms of risk and opportunity, with the purpose for which 

players are engaging with their games changing the level of weight the outcomes of these situations 

hold. 

It is important to highlight now the impact of COVID-19 in relation to the delimiting of 

social skills in offline space and how this is potentially mitigated through OSG opportunities. As 

physical socialization was predominantly prohibited, many of the participants of the study missed 

out on fundamental adolescent social experiences such as moving to university or finishing their 

last years of school education. Participants frequently cited the absence of social experiences and 

opportunities as their biggest loss during the pandemic, which could suggest why these online 

socializing experiences became so valuable for them. 

 

4) Navigating Social Experiences in the Age of COVID-19 

COVID-19 offers useful context for understanding how video games are experienced as serving a 

social purpose, key when we consider that the meanings our participants hold for things are derived 

from interactions with others and the social context where experiences occur (Blumer, 1998). The 

majority of participants in this study felt that during COVID-19, games facilitated the maintenance 

of social connections, alongside creating social opportunities in a time of lockdowns and social 
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isolation. The loss of social opportunities and experiences resulting from COVID-19 was 

frequently discussed by participants in this study. Many mentioned missing out on key social 

experiences for those in their age group, such as forming friendships at a new university, saying 

goodbye to their friends after leaving post-16 education or moving away from home with friends, 

as was the case with P4: 

 

P4: I haven't fortunately lost anyone to COVID or anything like that. But it’s definitely the 

loss of the social aspect. 

 

During lockdowns, when social contact outside of households was prohibited, video games were 

a social lifeline for participants to remain connected to friends and pass the time. Barr & Copeland 

(2022) outline that the increased time spent playing games during the pandemic was noted to have 

had a positive impact on player’s wellbeing, by improving mood and offering opportunities for 

stress relief, particularly due to the socialisation that video games offered. Mirroring these out 

comes of increase game playing during the pandemic, participants in this study gravitated towards 

their online communities, suggesting that these social groups were more or equally as fulfilling of 

their social needs as their physical friendships during this time: 

 

P4: […] a lot of people moved back home for a year. And that’s what video games can 

help with. You can connect with people that aren’t near you.  
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P5: I couldn’t come up and visit my friends because we weren't allowed to. So, we would 

all be like – we have a group chat now where we’ll all discuss if we’re going online to have 

a catch up and I think that’s nice to be able to do that every once in a while. 

 

As described by P4 and P5, being stuck at home for a long period of time during lockdowns gave 

participants an opportunity to connect with people. Participants reported using video games as a 

means of reaching out to individuals that they would not ordinarily with video games offering a 

buffer from social rejection whilst also aiding in the breakdown of the boundary of physical 

separation. 

Whilst it is important to note that the data showed differentiation in types of social 

relationship – from interactions with complete strangers to mutual friends, the pandemic acted as 

a shared context for socialization and bond-building. Even those identifying as casual gamers 

within this study demonstrated their process of interpreting the online gaming space as a way of 

obtaining meaningful social experiences (Blumer 1998), with OSGs supporting social 

perseverance in the face of isolation, uncertainty and loss of social control. 

Groarke et al. (2020) note that being young and having mental health difficulties were key 

characteristics that predisposed individuals towards feelings of loneliness during the pandemic. 

This is reinforced by the high levels of social isolation described by our participants, in terms of 

age profile and mental health difficulties. Unlike older generations who struggled to maintain 

social connections due to digital exclusion (Seifert, Cotton & Xie 2021), our participants combated 

feelings of loneliness finding meaningful social experiences through social video gaming as many 

others similarly did (Ballard & Spencer, 2023). Many participants reminisced on these in-game 

interactions during lockdowns as key positive social experiences, connecting with others that 
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would otherwise have been impossible. Gaming as a tool for overcoming the collective social 

trauma of the pandemic was clearly present within our data, with participants outlining how games 

helped shifting the negative experience of lockdown into one of self-development and 

perseverance. 

 

P10: [Has your gaming changed as a result of Covid?] Yes, because as I said I would 

originally stick to myself and do more single player stuff, but it allowed me to essentially 

branch out a little bit. Because whilst I don’t like to admit it, I do enjoy working with other 

people. 

 

P19: Before COVID I would talk to them in person but then not talk to them when I’m at 

home over message or anything. So it took me out of my comfort zone, it got me to play 

more games and talk to people a bit more over discord and snapchat. 

 

P19 demonstrates social gaming as a necessity to maintain social bonds during the pandemic when 

face-to-face contact was limited, describing how they took the risk of leaving their “comfort zone” 

to reduce the risk of social isolation. For P19, two risks (potential social isolation and entering a 

novel social experience) were compared for their risk and reward factors. Here we observe how 

social gaming gave participants back the control over their social lives that the pandemic had taken 

away. 

In this way, COVID-19 facilitated the construction and maintenance of social connections 

that may have otherwise not occurred. P10 similarly notes that the pandemic offered an opportunity 

to “branch out” past the games that they would “originally stick” with. Whilst limiting social 
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opportunities in once sense, COVID-19 simultaneously created other, different, opportunities that 

met the needs of players in a relatively unique social context.  

 

Discussion & Conclusion 

Identifying the uses and meanings individuals associate with their play allows for a better 

understanding of the choices that individuals make in entering these spaces and how effective 

games are at fulfilling individual needs, particularly within the context of COVID-19. Symbolic 

interactionism helps us understand how social experiences are created through interaction, 

language, and shared meanings, and is pertinent to OSGs because of the emphasis on intangible 

interactions (Blumer 1998; Carter and Fuller 2016). The tangible, physical aspect of what we 

traditionally deem to be ‘social’ is not necessary when meaningful interactions occur between 

others. 

The first tenet of symbolic interactionism, that ‘human beings interact towards things on 

the basis of the meanings that the things have for them’ (Blumer 1998:8), is present in the first 

theme of our data, where purpose was attributed to social gaming and applied as a social tool 

during lockdowns. Participants demonstrated an active awareness of video games as a source of 

opportunity, which was a key indicator of ascribed meaning. This meaning of ‘opportunity’ 

differed in several ways between individuals. We identified individuals who felt games were an 

opportunity for social learning and development; in other words, participants actively chose to 

play certain games that offered a safe social learning environment with fewer social stakes and 

reduced social risk when compared to offline interactions.  This trend was highlighted through our 

focus on COVID-19, where video games offered social opportunities that players struggled to 

access in day-to-day life during lockdowns, particularly with social difficulties associated with 
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anxiety and autism exacerbating the experience. Participants reflected on how they would make 

the choice to play certain games due to their communication-dependent, team-based structure, 

which enabled them to connect with others from around the world and meet new people. Others 

noted how they purposely coordinated playing the same games that their friends were playing, so 

that they could play them together and maintain their existing social connections when physically 

isolated. 

Blumer’s (1998) second tenet is understanding that the meanings of things are derived from 

social interactions with peers, thus influencing the context within which social experiences occur 

– the meaning of the game for an individual is ascribed based on the context of interaction. For 

example, if an online social community is formed within the context of offering social or emotional 

support to players of a certain game, a player may then ascribe their meaning for the game as being 

for the purpose of social support. The meaning ascribed to games by players determines why an 

individual will enter a social situation, whilst the context of interaction determines how and why 

interaction occurs. Interaction occurring within a particular social context is identified within the 

findings around games as a meaningful social experience. Participants described their interactions 

occurring within the social context of emotional support for others, whereby individuals would 

initiate social interaction with the group when in need of social support, or to offer social support. 

Finally, Blumer (1998) suggests that meanings are handled in, and altered by, an 

interpretive process used by the individual in dealing with the things and experiences they 

encounter, such as our participant’s affinities with characters dealing with the same things they 

were dealing with in their own lives. Participants noted that creating their own experiences, either 

by choosing how they present and behave, or allowing them to curate their own social learning 

environment, served the purpose of mitigating social risks, which influenced the way others in the 
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online gaming space interpreted their interactions. For instance, if an individual perceives a 

specific game as a platform for making new friends, this may encourage them to interact more 

with others, with these friendly encounters framing how the game is understood moving forward; 

the outcome of this sees the games’ meaning changing to one of positive sociality.  

Our data have demonstrated mechanisms through which OSGs allow for social 

connectivity during COVID-19. Our contribution has been to offer an understanding of how social 

experiences are garnered through OSGs in terms of how gaming environments work to modify 

social risk, though the co-ordination of shared goals and meaning-making.  
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