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Abstract

Background: Open-world games, characterized by their expansive and interactive environments, may offer unique cognitive
escapism opportunities, potentially leading to relaxation and enhanced well-being. These games, such as“The Legend of Zelda:
Breath of the Wild” and “The Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom,” allow players to experience a sense of freedom and
autonomy, which can reduce stress and improve mental health. While previous research has examined the general impact of video
games on mental well-being, specific studies on the effects of open-world games among postgraduate students are limited.

Objective: This study aims to investigate the relationships between cognitive escapism provided by open-world games and
their effects on relaxation and well-being. The goal was to understand how the immersive nature of these games contributes to
stress reduction and overall mental health improvement among postgraduate students.

Methods: A mixed methods approach was used, which involved in-depth exploratory qualitative interviews and a survey of
609 players of popular open-world games. Quantitative datawere collected using standardized questionnairesto measure open-world
games affordance of cognitive escapism, relaxation, and well-being. Qualitative datawere obtai ned through 32 in-depth interviews
that explored players’ experiences and perceptions of cognitive escapism, relaxation, and mental well-being.

Results: Qualitative data (n=32; n=15, 47% female; n=16, 50% male; n=1, 3% preferred not to disclose gender; mean age 23.19,
SD 2.19y) revealed that cognitive escapism through immersive game worlds alowed players to temporarily disconnect from
real-world stressors, resulting in enhanced mood and psychological well-being. Players indicated that the nonlinear gameplay
and freedom to explore interactive environments provided a sense of relaxation and mental rejuvenation. Quantitative analysis
(N=609) showed a substantial mediating role of relaxation in the relationship between cognitive escapism offered by open-world
games and well-being. Specifically, cognitive escapism had a significant positive effect on players' relaxation (3=.15; SE 0.04;
P<.001; 95% CI 0.0695-0.2331), which in turn had a significant and positive effect on players well-being scores (B=.12; SE
0.04; P=.002; 95% CI 0.0445-0.2032).

Conclusions: The study demonstrates that open-world games offer substantial benefits for cognitive escapism, significantly
improving relaxation and well-being among postgraduate students. The immersive and autonomous nature of these games is
crucial in reducing stress and enhancing mental health. Future research may investigate the long-term effects of regular engagement
with open-world games and explore their potential therapeutic applications for managing stress and anxiety.
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Introduction

Overview

Open-world games with their expansive, immersive
environments and nonlinear gameplay have become asignificant
genre in the video game industry. Titles such as “The Legend
of Zelda: Breath of the Wild” (Nintendo) or “The Legend of
Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom” (Nintendo) provide playerswith
computer-simulated environment to explore, fostering a sense
of freedom, autonomy, and discovery. In this study, we explore
the impact of open-world games on postgraduate students’
well-being by offering cognitive escapism and relaxation.

Today, an increasing number of young peoplereport highlevels
of stress, anxiety, and sadness [1]. Prior research has
demonstrated that video games can serve as effective tools for
stress relief [2-4]. In particular, in this study, we posit that
open-world games with their expansive environments and
opportunities for leisurely exploration may create a sense of
escapism and relaxation. Previouswork found that casual video
game play may significantly reduce stress and improve mood
[5], suggesting potential benefits for players of open-world
games, which often offer similarly engaging yet nonpressuring
experiences. Moreover, prior research reviewed the cognitive
benefits of action video games and found improvements in
attention, spatial skills, and problem-solving abilities[6]. These
cognitive benefits are likely applicable to open-world games
due to their intricate gameplay and diverse challenges. For
instance, open-world games often require players to solve
complex puzzles, strategize, and make decisions that can
enhance cognitive functions.

Cognitive escapism refersto the use of mediato divert attention
from real-world stressors and engage in aternative, often more
gratifying, cognitive activities. Open-world games, with their
detailed and expansive environments, may provide ideal
platforms for this form of escapism. They allow players to
immersethemselvesin different realities, which can be mentally
stimulating and refreshing. For instance, previous work on the
psychological benefits of immersive virtual environments
highlightsthe potential for such environmentsto offer significant
cognitive relief [7].

In recent years, there have been some exploration of escapism
in emerging contexts, including the metaverse [8-10] and
recreational activities, such as gaming, web-based streaming,
or running [4,11]. This study extends the work of previous
research that has primarily focused on general gaming or specific
genres, such as action or casual games[12-19]. By specifically
focusing on open-world games, new insights can be gained
about the nuanced ways these games facilitate cognitive
escapism.

Specifically, the expansive nature of open-world games allows
players to engage in non—goal-oriented activities, such as
exploration, crafting, or smply enjoying the game's scenery,
which can foster relaxation. Unlike the high-intensity demands
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of many action games, open-world games often allow a more
leisurely pace, contributing to relaxation and stressrelief. Prior
studies have shown that casual gaming can reduce stress.
However, the open-world genre has been lessfrequently studied
in this context. A focused study could, thus, provide robust
evidence of how these games' specific features, such as vast,
interactive worlds and varied activity options, uniquely
contribute to relaxation.

Degspite the potential benefits of gaming, there is a risk of
addiction associated with prolonged gaming [20]. Open-world
games with their immersive nature may also lead to excessive
play. The World Health Organization has recognized “gaming
disorder” as a behaviora addiction, highlighting the need for
moderation and awvareness[21]. Furthermore, extended periods
of gameplay can negatively affect physical health, contributing
to asedentary lifestyle. A prior study indicated that high levels
of sedentary behavior are associated with increased risks of
cardiovascular diseases and other health issues [22]. Players of
open-world games, which often engage in extended play
sessions, may balance their gaming with physical activity.

Thus, open-world games hold significant potential for enhancing
well-being through stress reduction, cognitive skill development,
and socia interaction. However, the risks of addiction and
physical health impacts must be carefully managed. Additional
research is needed to explore the potentia benefits of
open-world games while addressing their potential harms. In
this study, we aimed to explore the effects of open-world games
on postgraduate students’ mental well-being. Students frequently
operate in environments of stress and pressure [23,24]. Thus,
we focus on examining the impact of open-world games in
postgraduate students’ lives.

In brief, this study investigates the relationships between
cognitive escapism provided by open-world games and their
effectson relaxation and well-being. The goa wasto understand
how the immersive nature of these games contributes to stress
reduction and overall mental health improvement among
postgraduate students.

In the following sections, we provide background information
on the study and examine the exploratory qualitative studies
(study 1, n=17; study 3, n=15) and the quantitative
cross-sectional survey (study 2, N=609), along with their
findings. We conclude with a discussion of the research
implications, limitations, and avenues for future research.

Background on Open-World Video Games

“Open-world” refers to games that provide a large, freely
explorable environment, where players can move and interact
with the game world with minimal restrictions. Here are some
characteristics that make a game, such as Nintendo's “Zelda:
Breath of the Wild,” an open-world game. First, a key
characteristic of open-world games is the freedom to explore;
that is, players can roam theworld at their own pace and choose
their path and activities. Indeed, Shigeru Miyamoto shared that
his main inspiration when creating the Zelda games series was
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to capture the essence of a young kid exploring outdoors, just
as he did in the countryside of his hometown throughout his
childhood. Moreover, open-world games often alow for
nonlinear gameplay. Hence, the game does not force playersto
follow a set sequence of events or missions. Furthermore, they
offer large, detailed worlds to explore. Specifically, the games
may feature an expansive world filled with diverse landscapes,
towns, and hidden secrets. For example, see Figure 1, which
depicts Zelda's protagonist, Link, in “The Legend of Zelda:
Breath of the Wild”(Nintendo). Thus, by inviting exploration
and discovery, open-world games provide aunique and engaging
experiencethat contrasts with more competitive or goal -oriented
gameplay. Thisapproach alows playerstoimmersethemselves
in the game world, fostering a sense of wonder and curiosity.

Open-world games provide a unique gaming experience by
creating vast, immersive environments that players can explore
and discover at their own pace. This focus on exploration and
discovery is distinct from traditional game objectives, such as
competition or beating the game. More specifically, open-world
games often feature large, meticul ously designed environments
filled with diverse landscapes, cities, villages, and natural
wonders. These expansive settings encourage playersto wander
and investigate, providing a sense of freedom and autonomy.
The detailed worlds often contain hidden secrets, lore, and
environmental storytelling that reward curious players.
Furthermore, unlike linear games with a set path, open-world
games offer nonlinear gameplay. Players are not bound by a
strict sequence of events and can choose their own path. This
freedom allows them to engage with the game world on their
own terms, whether they prefer to follow the main story,
complete side quests, or simply explore.

The self-directed playstyle of open-world games promotes a
deeper connection with the game world, with a primary focus

Figure 1. The open world of The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild.
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on exploration. In contrast, competitive games, such as
“Fortnite,” are structured around set objectives and a defined
path. For instance, in the case of Fortnite, the primary goal is
to be the last player or team standing, which drives a clear,
competitive progression. Fortnite's gameplay is fast paced and
intense, designed to keep players constantly engaged and on
their toes. The competitive nature drives a high level of
excitement and urgency. Open-world games, in contrast, often
emphasize player-driven experiences over predefined goals.
Thisallows playersto set their own objectives at their own pace
and preference, whether it is building anew settlement, taming
wild creatures, or mapping out uncharted territories.

In addition, open-world games offer a dynamic environment
where the world responds to player actions and the time of day,
with changes in weather, nonplayer characters' behavior, and
more. In addition to “Zelda: Breath of the Wild or Zelda: Tears
of the Kingdom,” there are several popular video games that
fal into the “open-world” category. Here are some notable
examples across different genres and platforms: “The Elder
Scrolls V: Skyrim” is afantasy role-playing game that offers a
vast world full of quests, dungeons, and adeep lore. “Red Dead
Redemption” is aWestern-themed action-adventure game with
a highly immersive and redlistic open world. “Minecraft” is a
sandbox game that allows playersto explore, build, and survive
inablocky, procedurally generated world. “ Ghost of Tsushima’
is an action-adventure game set in feudal Japan, known for its
beautiful landscapes and samurai combat. These games, to name
but afew, are known for their expansive, immersive worlds that
offer players a high degree of freedom and numerous activities
to engage in beyond the main storyline. Next, we discuss the
potential effects of open-world games on players cognitive
escapism, relaxation, and mental well-being.
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Open-World Video Games and Mental Well-Being

Well-being may encompassawide range of psychological states,
including happiness, stress levels, and overall mental health
[25]. Open-world games, by providing opportunities for
escapism and relaxation, can positively influence these aspects
of well-being. The autonomy and control players experiencein
these games can aso enhance feelings of competence and
satisfaction. This study on well-being in relation to open-world
games builds on existing literature that examines the
psychological impacts of video games|[26,27]. Previousresearch
on the motivational aspects of video game engagement suggests
that gamesfulfilling basic psychological needs can significantly
enhance well-being [19]. Thus, a study on open-world games
may further elucidate how the freedom and expansive
environments in these games meet these psychological needs
more effectively than other genres.

Open-world games may provide a unique form of cognitive
escapism by immersing players in expansive, interactive
environments that divert their attention from rea-world
stressors. This immersive experience may lead to significant
relaxation and improvements in overall well-being. Cognitive
escapism refersto the process of diverting one’s thoughts away
from real-life concerns to immerse in an engaging activity.
Open-world games facilitate this through their richly detailed
and varied worlds, compelling narratives, and freedom of
exploration (Figures 2 and 3). The immersive nature of these
games allows playersto temporarily set aside their worriesand
become absorbed in an alternate reality. The process of cognitive
escapism in open-world games can lead to profound relaxation.

According to a prior study, engaging in video games can help
aleviate stress by providing a temporary escape from daily
pressures, alowing the mind to rest and recuperate [12]. The
nonlinear and often serene environmentsin open-world games,
such asthetranquil landscapesin “ The Legend of Zelda: Breath
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of the Wild,” enhance this effect by allowing playersto explore
and interact at their own pace without the immediate pressures
of goal-oriented tasks.

Furthermore, prior work indicates that casual gaming may
significantly reduce stress and improve mood [9]. The study
highlightsthat engagement in low-pressure, enjoyable activities
can lead to relaxation. Open-world games, with their extensive
and varied environments, offer similar benefits by allowing
players to choose their activities and engage in relaxing,
noncompetitive gameplay. Cognitive escapism in open-world
games may also provide emotional relief by allowing players
to experience positive emotions and alleviate negative ones.
Previouswork found that immersive virtual environments could
significantly improve mood and reduce anxiety [11], indicating
that similar benefits could be derived from open-world game
environments.

Well-being is a multifaceted construct that includes emotional,
psychological, and socia dimensions[25]. Cognitive escapism
through open-world games may enhance well-being by
providing mental stimulation, emotional relief, and opportunities
for social interaction. Theimmersive experiencesin open-world
games can contribute to psychological well-being by fulfilling
basi c psychological needs, such as autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, as described by self-determination theory [13]. The
autonomy offered by open-world gamesallows playersto make
choices and control their in-game actions, which can lead to
increased feelings of competence and satisfaction.

To explore the difference that playing an open-world game
makesto students’ daily lives, wefirst conducted an exploratory
study with qualitative in-depth interviews. The findings of the
qualitative study informed the survey study and the second
qualitative study. In the following sections, we discuss these
studies.
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Figure2. Link in The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild, with parts of the Hyrule region in the background.

Figure 3. Link in The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild, with parts of the Gerudo Highlands in the background.

Methods

Study 1

Qualitative Study Design

To generate novel insights from data gathered in a natural
setting, we first conducted semistructured, cross-sectional
interviews using open-ended, predetermined questions [28].
We report thefindings of quaitative study 1 in accordance with
the Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research guidelines
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[29]. This gave us a chance to explore and consider various
personal views and opinions [30] and, in so doing, follow the
spirit of theory in use approach [31]. Participants were invited
to share their thoughts about open-world gaming and how it
affects their daily lives. Specifically, during the interview, we
asked respondents to describe how open-world gaming affects
their daily lives.

As researchers with prior experience in qualitative studies, we
were aware of the importance of in-depth data collection to
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formulate and derive new theories. We ensured that questions
were open ended. Moreover, to minimize any potential bias, 2
trained research assistants (RASs) conducted the interviews, and
any discrepancies were discussed. |n additionto this, the2 RAs
were trained not to guide the participants and their responses
in any shape or form. The team of RAs and the entire research
team was diverse in gender, age, and ethnicity; this ensured
increased comfortability with participants during interviews
and subsequent discussions.

Ethical Considerations

Ethics approval for the study was given by Imperial College
London at Departmental level, Analytics, Marketing, and
Operations. The study was conducted in accordance with the
principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. Informed consent was
obtained, and participants had the right to withdraw from the
study at any timepoint. Study data were anonymized and kept
confidential within the research team. Participants were
compensated US $30 for their time.

Participants and Procedure

We used a convenience sampling method and recruited study
participants via posters and handing out flyers to students on a
university campus. Eligibility criteriafor taking part in the study
wasthat they were full-time students and they had some personal
experience playing an open-world game before. Over the course
of 5 weeks (beginning of June 2024), 17 (n=9, 53% female;
n=7, 41% male; n=1, 6% preferred not to disclose gender; mean
age 22.88, SD 2.15 y) exploratory in-depth interviews were
conducted with respondents, who were full-time students
(student 1D check) and have played an open-world game before
(thetrained RA asked some basic screening questions, including
which specific open-world game or gamesthey had play before
and the basic content [story] of the games).

We followed established procedures for inductive qualitative
dataanalysiswhen examining our qualitative data. Specifically,
following constant comparison techniques in prior work [28],
we collected and analyzed the interview data in tandem and
compared the newly collected dataagainst the existing insights.
With thisapproach, wefirst aimed to group conceptually linked
dataand reduce them to aset of meaningful concepts[28]. First,
we analyzed the data to develop a holistic understanding of
respondents’ evaluations of open-world gaming and key
elementsof it that impact their lives. Furthermore, we used open
coding and used descriptive phrases to name these codes to
develop insights about key motivators and process explanations
regarding respondents’ evaluation of open-world games and
key elementsthereof that may influence their mental well-being
[32]. Finaly, by integrating relevant literature and conducting
joint discussions, we finalized the elements of our conceptual
framework to reflect the key elements of open-game worlds
that affect players well-being [28].

Interviews were conducted in the alumni lounge and a café of
auniversity and lasted between 20 and 95 minutes. Interviewees
were reassured of the strict confidentiality of their responses
and were told that their participation would inform academic
research. At the end of each interview, we gave interviewees a
chance to ask any potential question that they had.

https://www.jmir.org/2024/1/e63760
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Qualitative Data Analysis

Firgt, each RA familiarized themselves with the data collected
by transcribing the interviews and reading through the
transcripts. Second, the authorsthen analyzed the datato develop
a halistic understanding of the qualitative data. We used open
coding and used descriptive phrases to name these codes to
devel op insights about the potentia effects of open-world games
on users. Interview data coding was conducted in duplicate by
the authors, and any discrepancieswere discussed and resolved.
We used the constant comparison technique and compared the
newly collected interview data against the existing insights as
we conducted more interviews. In doing so, our first goal was
to group conceptually linked data to reduce them to a set of
meaningful concepts. Asathird step, we finalized the elements
of our conceptual framework to reflect the key effects of
open-world games on users well-being. This was done by
grouping codes together under common ideas to derive
overarching themes. Fourth, the themes were then revisited and
reviewed by the researchers and compared with all the data
collected to ensure that all key concepts had been captured by
the key themes. Fifth and finaly, findings were presented
through a report that highlighted the key identified effects of
open-world games with a description and exemplary quotes.

Study 2

Survey Study Design

We used convenience sampling and a cross-sectional survey as
part of study 2. Eligibility for this study required participants
to be full-time university students with personal experience
playing an open-world game. The study was conducted in June
2024. For this study, we followed the Strengthening the
Reporting of Observational Studiesin Epidemiology (STROBE)
guidelines to report the observational, cross-sectional studies
(Multimedia Appendix 1) [33].

Ethical Considerations

Ethicsapproval for study 2 wasreceived from Imperial College
London at Departmental level, Analytics, Marketing, and
Operations. Datawere anonymized and kept confidential within
the research team. Participants provided informed consent and
had the right to withdraw from the study at any time.

Participants and Procedure

We recruited study participants via posters and handing out
flyers to students on a university campus during June 2024.
Potential participants were informed that the study would take
no longer than 20 minutes and that they would receive US $8
as a thank you for their participation. A total of 630 full-time
university postgraduate students (ID check), who played an
open-world game (2 trained RAs asked brief screening questions
before the study, eg, which open-world game they had played
and brief content or story of that game), were recruited to take
part in this study over the course of 3 weeks. In total, 21
respondents did not complete the entire survey, and thus, the
effective number of responsesis 609.

In case participants played >1 open-world game, study
participants were invited to think of the game that they played
the most in terms of hours spent per week when answering the
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survey questions. This study was conducted in alecture theater
of a university and was supervised by 2 trained RAs. As part
of the study, participants were invited to complete a brief
paper-and-pencil questionnaire about their mental well-being.
The questions were adapted from a previously published
psychological well-being scale[34], whichincluded items such
as"| feel thereis meaning to my present and past life,” “I have
asense of continued self-development and growth,” and “1 have
a postive attitude toward myself and life in general.”
Participants also answered questions about the extent to which
playing an open-world game provided rel axation, adapted from
an established emotional relaxation scale [32]. These included
statements such as*“ Playing an open-world game makes mefeel
content,” “When | play an open-world game, | feel relaxed,”
and “Playing an open-world game makes me feel stressed”
(reverse-coded). In addition, questions about cognitive escapism
wereincluded, such as*Playing an open-world game helps me
escape from my everyday problems,” “Open-world games help
me forget the troubles and anxiety in my life,” and “Playing
open-world games makes me forget my worries” Responses
were measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree
and 7=strongly agree). No demographic data (gender, age, etc)
were collected as part of this study. At the end of the study,
each participant was thanked and received US $8 as

Table 1. Measurement items' factor loadings and reliabilities.

Antoet d

compensation for their participation. In addition, participants
had a chance to ask any questions that they may have.

Survey Data Analysis

Before testing the effects of open-world games’ affordance of
cognitive escapism on relaxation and mental well-being, we
evaluated the factor structure and the reliability scores for the
measurement itemsin the study. Specifically, we followed best
practices for conducting confirmatory factor analysis, and the
results showed that al the measurement items significantly
loaded on their intended factors (P<.001) with weak
cross-loadings (<0.20) [35,36]. The average variance extracted
were higher than the recommended threshold of 0.50, indicating
the convergent validity among the items of each scale [36,37].
In support of discriminant validity of the constructs, the average
variance extracted was greater than the squared correlations
between constructs and the other variables [38]. Table 1 lists
the specific measurement reliabilities and item factor loadings.

As part of this study, we also conducted a mediation analysis
with the PROCESS macro [39] (model 4; bootstrapped
samples=5000; 95% ClI) to examine the effects of open-world
games affordance of cognitive escapism (independent variable)
on players' relaxation (mediator) and, consequently, on players
mental well-being (dependent variable).

Construct and measurement items

Factor loadings

Mental well-being (0=.92; CR? =0.94; AVEP =0.85)

| feel there is meaning to my present and past life

| have a sense of continued self-development and growth

| have a positive attitude toward myself and life in general
Relaxation (0=.93; CR=0.95; AVE=0.87)

Playing an open-world game makes me feel content

When | play an open-world game | feel relaxed

Playing an open-world games makes me feel stressed (reverse)
Cognitive escapism (a=.91; CR=0.94; AVE=0.84)

Playing an open-world game helps me escape from my everyday problems

Open-world games help me forget the trouble and anxiety in my life

Playing open-world games makes me forget my worries

0.93
0.92
0.91

0.94
0.93
0.93

0.92
0.92
0.91

8CR: composite reliability.
bAVE: average variance extracted.

Study 3

Qualitative Study Design

Following our first qualitative and survey studies, we conducted
a second qualitative study to further explore the specific
elements of open-world games that may facilitate cognitive
escapism. Specifically, we followed the same procedure as in
qualitative study 1 (conducting semistructured, cross-sectional
interviews using open-ended, predetermined questions and
convenience sampling); we report the findings of qualitative
study 3 in accordance with the Standards for Reporting

https://www.jmir.org/2024/1/e63760

Qualitative Research guidelines [29]. As part of this study, we
conducted 15 semistructured in-depth interviews. As in study
1, we paid specia attention to the importance of in-depth data
collection to formulate and derive new theories. More
specifically, and asin study 1, we ensured that questions were
open ended. Furthermore, in an effort to minimize any potential
bias, 2 trained RAs conducted the interviews, and any
discrepancies were discussed. Moreover, asin study 1, the 2
RAs were trained not to guide the participants and their
responsesin any shape or form. Theteam of RAsand theentire
research team was diverse in gender, age, and ethnicity; this
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ensured increased comfortability with participants during
interviews and subsequent discussions.

Ethical Considerations

Ethics approval for the study was granted by the Department
of Analytics, Marketing, and Operations at Imperial College
London. All datawere anonymized and kept confidential within
the research team. Participants provided informed consent and
had the right to withdraw from the study at any time.

Participants and Procedure

Asin our qualitative study 1, we used a convenience sampling
method and recruited study 3 participants using posters and
handing out flyers to students on a university campus. The 2
eligibility criteria for taking part in this study were that
participants were full-time students and that they had some
personal experience playing an open-world game before. Over
the course of 4 weeks (June 2024), 15 (n=6, 40% female; n=9,
60% male; mean age 23.53, SD 2.26 y) exploratory in-depth
interviews were conducted with respondents, who had their
student 1D checked and had played an open-world game before
(atrained RA asked some basic screening questions, including
which specific open-world games they had play before and the
basic content [story] of the games).

During the interviews, participants were invited to share their
thoughts about the specific elements of open-world games that
influenced their lives (“Which elements of open-world games
influence how you fedl in your daily life?” “How do they do
so?’ “Are there certain aspects of open-world games that you
find most impactful inyour daily lifein terms of how they make
you feel?” “Why do you enjoy playing open-world games, if at
al?’ “Are there any other elements of open-world games that
you find noteworthy in terms of how they make you feel 7’ “Can
you please share how these manage to do s0?’).

Asin study 1, interviews were again conducted in the alumni
lounge and a campus café of a university and lasted between
75 and 135 minutes. Interviewees were informed about the
confidentiality of their responses and were told that their
participation would inform academic research. Each interviewee
was thanked and received US $30 as compensation for their
participation. Interviewees also had the chance to ask any
questions they potentially had at the end of the study.

Qualitative Data Analysis

Following the same steps as in study 1, first each RA
familiarized themselves with the data collected by transcribing
the interviews and reading through the transcripts carefully. As
a second step, the authors analyzed all the qualitative data to
develop a holistic understanding of it. Specifically, we used
open coding and descriptive phrases to hame these codes to
devel op insights about the potentia effects of open-world games
on users. Interview data coding was conducted in duplicate by
the authors, and any discrepancieswere discussed and resolved.

https://www.jmir.org/2024/1/e63760
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We again used the constant comparison technique and compared
the newly collected interview data against the existing insights
as we conducted more interviews to group conceptually linked
data to reduce them to a set of meaningful concepts. Third, we
finalized the key elementsidentified by grouping codestogether
under common ideas to derive overarching themes. Fourth, the
themeswerethen revisited and reviewed by the researchersand
cross-checked and compared with all the data collected to ensure
that all key concepts had been captured by the key themes.
Finally and fifth, we presented findings through a report that
highlighted the key identified effects of open-world gameswith
abrief description and exemplary quotes.

Results

Study 1: Results

The interview findings showed that open-world games
affordance of cognitive escapism played akey roleintheir effect
on players' lives. Table 2 lists the representative quotes, which
illustrate the extent to which open-world games were seen as
providing cognitive escapism and players appreciation of
cognitive escapism when playing. One interviewee noted the
following:

Finally I'm feeling inner-peace.
Exploring...wandering around...it allows meto forget
my daily worries. It is liberating in a way. | don’t
have to think about things that woul d otherwise upset
me. [Respondent #8]

Furthermore, the interview findings demonstrated the key role
played by relaxation offered by open-world gaming.
Respondents noted that reduced stress and enhanced relaxation
were some of the key benefits of playing open-world games
(Table 2). For instance, a respondent said the following:

There is this constant background noise. It stresses
me out. It is exhausting and | get no respite. When |
amplaying | am less stressed. | breathe more easily.
It calms me down. This is a true form of relaxation
or being at peace with myself and the world moment.
[Respondent #3]

In addition to this, respondents shared their points about the
extent to which open-world games impacted their mental
well-being. One of the respondents, for instance, shared the
following:

There are a million of things in my life that need
taking care of. It never ends. [Game name] is
something | ook forward to. No matter how bad the
day s, | know | can grow, explore, and keep goingin
[ Game name] . Without it | would feel like something
important is missing in my life. To keep me healthy
and sane, oh, yes, spending time playing [Game
name] is probably the way at the moment in my life.
[Respondent #5]
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Table 2. Representative quotes of respondents regarding the key effects of open-world games.

Open-world games
impact

Representative quotes

Cognitive escapism

Relaxation

“1 need something that allows meto switch off at times. Constantly thinking about things drives me mad. Playing [Game
name] allows me to switch off and not worry.” [Respondent #2]

“It'sjust alwaysthere. It never stops. Worrying about grades. Worrying about what others think. What's going on in the
world. It is exhausting to keep thinking about this al the time. | need some rest from al of this and thisis what [Game
name] gives me. It gives me space to not have to think about my daily worries al thetime.” [Respondent #5]

-“[Game name] is my form of mediation. There is no other time during the day when | feel at ease, no concerns, no
distractions of thinking about various things. Yes, it realy isthe closest to mediation | can think of. It's like a blessing
and arefuge from stress.” [Respondent #6]

“Exploring at my own pace, discovering new things, trying out new things...when | spend time playing [Game name] |
feel absolutely at ease. [Game name] makes me feel less worried and less stressed out by all the things.” [Respondent
#9]

“What Nintendo doesreally well and | say Nintendo in particular isgiving players asense of peace and inner calm. Their
Zelda: Breath of the Wild or Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom games are so positive. They make me feel | can escape the
negativity in today’sworld and be positive again. | can think of something else other than the madness that characterises
social mediaand life in general these days.” [Respondent #10]

“[Game name] is my home away from home. It iswhere | want to be. [Game name] gives me respite from all the stress.
| need a break. | just need a break sometimes. [Game name] is the break | need.” [Respondent #13]

“One could say it isaform of relief of stressand away not to have to constantly fight the daily battle with issues. That's
what it isfor me. [Game name] allows meto breathe easy, to just giveit arest and not overthink things all the time. That
inner voice inside my head isfinally silent. [Game name] gives me a chance to be calm inside my head.” [Respondent
#14]

“As astudent | face constant pressure from peers, the programme, social media conversations, etc. [Game name] is the
only place | havein my life that gives me peace from all these stressors. When | play [Game name] | worry less about
these kind of things.” [Respondent #15]

“[Game name] gives me a chance to lose myself init. [Game name] is a break from all the things going onin my life
right now.” [Respondent #16]

“It’'salmost instant or after a short while of playing [Game name]. | start to feel at ease. | am lesstensed. | am definitely
less stressed out and worried about life”” [Respondent #1]

“[Game name] isincredible. | feel more relaxed and rejuvenated after playing than after getting a massage. My body
and mind are fully at ease. All thetension is gone.” [Respondent #3]

“Primarily it is a soothing experience for me. [Game name] makes me feel at ease and less stressed out. It is relaxing
for me” [Respondent #4]

“| can feel the difference it makes. Playing [Game name] makes mefeel alot camer. My mind doesn’t feel so tense.
And | can sense the effects on my body too. Even my muscles overall feel lesstensed as aresult.” [Respondent #5]
“My muscles feel relief and so does my mind. [Game name] gives me relaxation. It relaxes me. | feel less stressed out
and tense.” [Respondent #7]

“1 find it super relaxing. Everybody needs a Nintendo Switch. | recommend it wholeheartedly. Probably that's the best
investment you can make with your money today. Play Zelda on the Nintendo Switch and you can thank me later.”
[Respondent #8]

“I1t’s both. Both my body and mind feel relaxed. It's definitely arelaxing experience.” [Respondent 10]

“[Game name] calms me down. Playing [ Game name] calms me emotionaly. It soothesme. | feel at ease and someform
of inner-peace. While it may sound a bit crazy, it's real; [Game name] gives meinner-peace.” [Respondent #11]
“[Game name] soothes my tired and exhausted mind.” [Respondent #12]

“It’srelaxing and nothing is quite like it. | don’t have found anything that comes even close in terms of giving me a
chance to breathe and be less tense, to feel loose and relaxed.” [Respondent #14]

-“[Game name] aleviates my tension. It's just soothing and relaxing to play. Very relaxing.” [Respondent #17]
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Open-world games
impact

Repr

esentative quotes

Mental well-being .

“[Game name] has made me afar more positive, satisfied person.” [Respondent #1]

“Playing [Game name] has given me a new perspectivein life. It's not just about worries and anxieties. | can explore. |
have a sense of achievement, of growth, of doing more with my life. [Game name] has had a very positive impact on
my life. | feel alot more content with what | have and who | am.” [Respondent #2]

“[Game name] gives me asense of fulfilment in my life. A sense of accomplishment and asaresult | feel more satisfied
and happy.” [Respondent #5]

“Before [Game name] | often felt aloss of purpose and | felt there was just emptiness. [Game name] gave me a new
perspective on lifein general. There are still so many things | need to deal with as part of what's going on but at least
[Game name] gives me amission, a quest, something different. To some othersit may be trivial and meaningless but to
me it holds deep meaning. | feel [Game name] gives me the strength | need to keep going in spite of everything.” [Re-
spondent #8]

“When | play [Game name] | feel a sense of direction a certain calling. [Game name] gives me a chance to explore and
keep growing as a person. It is deeply satisfying. Overall it has a tremendous impact on my health and well-being on a
day-to-day basis.” [Respondent #9]

“Too many gaming companies go down the route of trying to lure peoplein and then rip them off. It'slike acasino. Stay
away from such games. They are like social media, where your brain is reduced to clickbait and constant dopamine
rushesthat you dearly pay for. | love Nintendo for being so different and unique in the industry. Their open-world games
are truly offering an immersive, positive sense of exploration and adventure. It reminds me of the timeswhen | was a
kid, exploring the countryside by myself. That was the best time of my life hands down. When | play Zelda: Breath of
the Wild | feel like that kid again. Thereis nothing quite likeit. | deeply enjoy and treasure that feeling.” [Respondent
#10]

“In an interesting way [ Game name] makes me actually more at ease and accepting of my situation and who | am. | am
happy with what | have got. | am happy with who | am and that’s al so thanks to [Game name].” [Respondent #11]
“It’sareuvenating experience. It clears my mind and | feel happier, more positive, less doom and gloom. There is so
much negativity everywhere it is depressing. [Game name] allows me to think of other, more positive thingsin life. |
feel less depressed and lonely. [Game name] gives me happiness.” [Respondent #13]

“My mental health and well-being hasimproved significantly thanksto [Game name]. | feel alot happier now than before.”
[Respondent #14]

“Lifeisdepressing if it is only about solving problems. There will always be challenges and this and that to cope with.
But life can’t only be about that. The freedom to explore, to grow, to learn, to see new places and do new things perhaps
someone has not tried before, it'sjust refreshing and that is exactly what [Game name] gives me.” [Respondent #16]
“At one point | started to question the meaning of it all. Why even bother? What's the meaning of all this? Of life? s
my life different from that of an ant? Does it make a difference to the universe? [Game name] just gives me a different
perspective. | don’t have to know the answers to these questions. It's OK. Life is OK. [Game name] gives me a sense
of meaning, growth, development, exploration, wonder, appreciation, gratitude, relief, peace, beauty of the natural things
around me. [Game name] has opened my mind to new things in my life or perhaps there were there but | could not see
and appreciate them deeply. [Game name] has changed my life for the better.” [Respondent #17]

escapism afforded by open-world gaming had a significant

Study 2: Mediation Analyses Results

The results for the mediation analyses showed that the direct
effect of cognitive escapism on mental well-being was not
statistically significant because 95% Cls included 0 (P=.43;
Table 3). Notably, we found evidence for an indirect path of
cognitive escapism through relaxation (standardized [3=0.02;
bootstrapped SE 0.009; 95% Cl 0.0042-0.0390; Table 4).
Specifically, the detailed results indicated that cognitive

Table 3. Mediation results.

positive impact on relaxation by the players (standardized p=.15;
SE 0.04; P<.001; 95% CI 0.0695-0.2331; F; 07=13.21; P<.001,
R?=0.02), which in turn had a significant and positive impact
on players' mental well-being (standardized p=.12; SE 0.04;
P<.002; 95% CI 0.0445-0.2032, F;, 50=5.48; P=.004, R?=0.02).
These results suggest that relaxation significantly mediates the
effects of cognitive escapism on mental well-being (Table 4),
supported by ANOVA results (Table 5).

Relaxation Mental well-being
Standardized coeffi- Coefficient (SE) P value Standardized coeffi- Coefficient (SE) P value
cient (95% Cl) cient (95% ClI)
Constant —2(3.11103.84) 3.47 (0.19) <.001 — (2.851t03.76) 3.30(0.23) <.001
Cognitive es- 0.15(0.07t00.23)  0.15(0.04) <.001 0.03(-0.05t00.12) 0.03(0.04) 43
capism
Relaxation — — — 0.12(0.05t00.20)  0.12(0.04) .002
3Not applicable.
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Table 4. Total and direct effects of cognitive escapism on mental well-being.
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Effect (SE; 95% Cl) P value
Total effect 0.05 (0.04; —0.03 t0 0.13) 22
Direct effect 0.03 (0.04; -0.05t0 0.12) 43
Table5. Indirect and standardized indirect effects of cognitive escapism on mental well-being.
Effect (bootstrap 95% ClI) Bootstrap SE
Indirect effects 0.02 (0.01-0.04) 0.01
Standardized indirect effects 0.02 (0.01-0.04) 0.01

Study 3: Results

The findings of our second qualitative study showed which
specific elements of open-world games participants noted as
being effective in facilitating cognitive escapism, namely, (1)
offering a sense of exploration, (2) giving players a chance to
develop and experience mastery and skill, (3) offering a sense
of positivity, and (4) providing a sense of purpose and meaning
in life. One respondent noted the following:

It's the freedom to roam around, to keep searching,
to take the road less travelled...that makes me want
to come back to [ Game name] . It clearsmy mind and
allows me to think freely, to entertain thoughts I'd
otherwise not enjoy having. It isthat liberty to go out
there and expl ore the map, which then makes me feel
free and lighter. [Respondent #1]

Another respondent shared the following:

To be able to put in the hours but also see a reward,
to see the character grow, do more, be more...it's so
satisfying. It's empowering really and helps me free
up my headspace and shut up that inner voice that
tells me “ no, you can’t do this or can’t do that”

[Respondent #6]

Furthermore, as part of our interviews, 1 respondent indicated
the following:

After a hard and difficult day | feel exhausted and
empty. And The Legend of Zelda games are so
positive. No matter how much trial and tribulation
Link and Zelda haveto go through, thereisa positive
sidetoit. An encouraging message. A path that opens

challengesin my life. It gives me a chance to breathe
easy if only for awhile but also later intheday | look
forwardto [ playing Zelda] and this positivity carries
over and gets me through the day. [ Respondent #2]

In addition to this, a respondent shared the following:

Life sometimes feel s meaningless. | mean why bother
if our lives really don’'t matter much to the universe
than the life of an ant? Sure, some people think
themselves more important than ants but to the
cosmos really they may be the same. Sometimes |
struggle because of this and playing [ Game name]
gives me a reason and something to look forward to,
goalsto reach, thingsto explore and conquer, to keep
learning, and | enjoy the process, the journey. It may
sound crazy but it is meaningful to me this journey.
Let'ssay | start of as Link in The Legend of Zelda:
Breath of the Wild in the shrine of resurrection...|
wake up...walk out of the shrine and see this vast
world, free to explore, free to try, free to fail, free to
keep going, growing...it actually is quite moving. As
in life, you start of butt-naked. Well, they give you
basic clothes but no armour, no shield, no bow and
arrow...you gain all these by exploring the world on
offer along the way. During the day and night | may
be engaged in tasks that..who knows if they are
meaningful or not but when | spend timein Hyrulel
feel a sense of meaning. The game gives me purpose
in life. It is a beautiful reason for me to go through
some of the other things in life. It grounds me. It
anchors me. Yes, it gives me meaning in life
[Respondent #3]

up or is worth searching for and support to keep Additional representative quotes for these specific elements of
going. The positivity of the games such as Zelda go open-world games noted by the respondentsarelisted in Tables
along way. It truly helps me cope with the stress and 6-9.
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Table 6. Representative quotes for the theme of “offering a sense of exploration.”

Open-world game elementsand descrip-  Representative quotes

tion

Offering a sense of exploration

Nonlinear gameplay allowing explo-
ration and interaction at own pace

Immersive, detailed environments
that offer a sense of freedom

“It’s avery soothing experience to be able to enjoy and explore [Game name] and different paths
within the game at my own pace.” [Respondent #1]

“Sometimesiit is super tedious to be asked or forced to follow acertain, very linear and predictable
play in agame. It becomes a chore not a game anymore. | feel like | have to do certain things and
simply follow instructions. That's not what | want. Once | feel | feel boxed in with all theserules, it
just losesits appeal. Being able to make my own decisions and draw my own path and make decisions
on the fly asto what to explore next is priceless. Thisis where the exploration element comesin for
me that gives me flow and losing myself in the exploration and journey itself.” [Respondent #5]
“The moment | begin to fedl it isall about pressing the right buttons at the right time | am out. Count
me out. Thisis stress for me and quite the opposite that | need and seek in agame. | feel likearat in
alaboratory then asked to press various buttons at the right time. | don’t want to be that rat. Let me
decide, give me the freedom to make a decision what step to take next in the game. | may regret it but
at least | chose” [Respondent #8]

“You never know what’saround the corner. That'swhy it isso magical. There may alwaysbeasurprise
knocking on your door. Maybe you did not expect it but it surprised you and it put a smile on your
face. | love those moments. That’swhy lifeis magic. [Game name] doesthisreally well. One moment
you arefighting amystical creature, and the next moment you are shield-surfing in the snowy mountains.
Perfection. | feel like the time stops in those moments and my mind and body are rushed with feelings
of complete calm.” [Respondent #10]

“Thereis thisimmense open world that is out there to be explored. It isinviting me to keep looking,
to take different turns and enjoy the twistsin doing so. Each region hasits own characteristic and |
feel like | am on this grand adventure, conquering different parts of the map that | enjoy and find so
liberating in many ways.” [Respondent #3]

“From the majestic and vast, vast Hebra Mountains to the Wetlands of Lanayru and the scenic, leafy
fields of the Akkala Highlands, all the way to the punishing heat of Death Mountain, and the sandy
beaches of the Necluda Sea, and the extreme temperatures of the Gerudo Desert, and not to mention
of course the Hyrule Field, and the Great Plateau, where al the story starts...| could go on, thereis so
much beauty, so much to freely explore. WOW! It truly isaworld out there. It is specia and | feel |
want to be apart of it al. Itisapart of me. That iswhat bliss feels like for me the freedom to explore
these beautiful regions.” [Respondent #6]

“One can easily spend weeks and weeks exploring the Hebra Mountains alone. C' mon that placeis
wild. It'scrazy. It's so beautiful and rich in depth and full of adventure and danger lurking everywhere.
Get your shield and get boarding on snow! You even get the world-champion tutoring you, when you
find her. It'sjust nuts. | completely forget about time when | play. When | want some quality metime
thisisit.” [Respondent #11]

“There was this ad with someone on the bus driving home after work. This hit hard. | waslike that's
me on the bus. | got [Game name] and | am grateful | did. Actually do you know that our planet Earth
is beautiful ? You wouldn't believe it reading all the negative stuff on social mediaand so called news
out there. It is difficult not to get depressed by it al. So here | wasand | started to play, not exactly
knowing what to expect, and it was such athing of magic. There was adventure and a sense of explo-
ration around each corner...it blew my mind and even now after months and months it makes me feel
warm and fuzzy inside thinking about it. The world is so detailed and varied and just incredible what
may exploreinit. Itisbrilliantly done. Breath taking and so calming too with achance to do something
without the constant worry about stress and being anxious about this and that in my life. Wonderful "
[Respondent #15]
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Open-world game elementsand descrip-  Representative quotes
tion

Vast and varied gameworldspro- «  “Often| catch myself thinking | am the on thejourney here. It's me doing the exploring and growing.”

vide a chance for personal journey [Respondent #4]

and growth « “Through al thistria and tribulation, the frustrations of tackling some of the shrines that arereally a
paininthe neck to figure out and to find | have grown as a person. Patience. Self-Discipline. Kindness.
Friendship. Dedication to the craft...yes, | have grown as awarrior not just Link.” [Respondent #8]

« “[Gamename] isfabulous. Full of adventure and challenges and so many places and craftsto explore.
Each place has hidden secrets. To unlock them one needs patience and alot of grit. Getting lost in
Hebra Mountains, ¢'mon, they are just so vast. Itiswild. | learned alot about myself when playing
[Game name]. You think it isall about moving around Link but it's not. It is about you as a player, as
an explorer, of the captain of your own life and the adventures to unlock along the way.” [Respondent
#10]

«  “Didyou know that Bushido means ‘the way of the warrior’ ? Courage and bravery but also politeness
and kindness as well as a sense of justice and faithfulness are things | have considered when playing
[Gamename]. It hasbecomeapart of meand Link’sjourney in many waysismy journey.” [ Respondent
#12]

Table 7. Representative quotes for the theme of “offering a sense of mystery and skill.”

Open-world game elementsand descrip-  Representative quotes
tion

Offering a sense of mastery and skill

Enhances feelings of satisfaction o “Finaly | managed to get the master sword. What amoment. | waited for thismoment so long! That's

and competence by enabling players the feeling you live for. Total bliss and total feeling of relief and peace.” [Respondent #3]
toovercomevariouschalengesand «  “I often struggle with the fact that | seem to hit awall. How to proceed in life? What to do next? It all
struggles seems so random and chaotic. Everyone is negative and deeply pessimistic, selfish, tribal, and self-

obsessed in this world right now. It's awelcomed escape for me to...well, learn new thingsin [Game
name], see Link gain new skills, | learn new skills. | thought | would never manage to beat the four
divine beasts but finally | did it. Thefirst time | found a Korok seed, solved one of those puzzles...I
will never forget those moments. They are staying with me.” [Respondent #6]

o  “Mezzal o Shrine wasimpossible to complete. It took me days and days and | couldn’t get it done.
That buck always escaped. And you know what? | hit the wrong button! Hahaha, instead of the L
button | kept spamming the R button. It was hilarious. What ahoot. It really brought home the message
of never giving up. Andintheend | did it. | completed that damn shrine. Hahaha. Heart in the mouth
stuff. | felt | could manage it and do other things too. If | can manage the Mezza Lo Shrine | can
overcome other challenges.” [Respondent #11]

o “Never look back too much unlessit’s for gratefulness and learning that's what [Game name] taught
me. Nunquam retro asthe old Latin saying goes. [ Game name] threw challenges at me | never thought
I’d manage ever. They wereimpossible. At least that’s what they looked like to me at the time. Funny
how | managed in the end. | learned so much. The frustrations were huge at times. You know how it
feelsyou try and try and try and it simply won’t work? Yes, that's exactly how | felt. But then | did
it. | was able to solve the riddles, unlock the paths, it was amazing.” [Respondent #13]

Enables playersintheir daily lives «  “What Link has shown meisthat | can be more than aone trick pony. | still have got the moves and

by offering afeeling of being capa- can put them to usein dangerous situations, facing obstacles and enemies. Thereisno reason to believe
ble and able to shape one's environ- we cannot change anything. This enabled mein my life too. To know and to think oneisn’t done yet.
ment or destiny Lifeisnot over until it's over.” [Respondent #9]

« “l usedto spend four to six hours on social media every day. It got to mein the end. It made me feel

lonely, sad, anxious, depressed and deeply pessimistic about everyone and everything. It was a rabbit
holeand | couldn’t get out. Utterly powerless and a sense of being at aloss that’s what it felt like day
in and day out. [Game name] changed my life. It's crazy. | felt peace and inner calm. | could play,
nobody else, | played and that's it. After monthsinto the game | thought to myself ‘well, lifeisn’t too
bad'. | can do this” [Respondent #11]

« “I very much felt empowered by this. If | can conquer the different terrains of [Game name] | should
be able to handle the other things herein life”” [Respondent #14]

« “It'snot thisstatic thing. Absolutely it's not the case that there is no response. Thereis. Asthe protag-
onist you can change the route of the story by the actions you take. This made me think about my own
lifeand what | do and what | don’t do and how one step opens up other things and so on.” [Respondent
#15]
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Table 8. Representative quotes for the theme of “offering a sense of positivity.”

Open-world game elementsand descrip-  Representative quotes

tion

Offering a sense of positivity

Engaging and positive narratives
provide encouraging emotional ex-
periences

Gives players a sense of belonging
and makes them feel asthough they
have ahome away from home

“Switching on the TV or even worse watching anything on the internet is saying hello go gloom and
doom. The end is neigh. Pack your packs the world as we know it already ended and that’s what the
internet isall about 24/7. Negativity rulesin anti-social media. The sad part is how addictiveit al is
scrolling down reading the shocking, sad, outrageous things. It messes with your head and leaves you
ultimately sucked dry and empty. | tell my friends ‘ everyone needs a Nintendo Switch’. The positivity
of [Game name] iswhat makesit for me. The story is so positive and keeps you positive.” [Respondent
#2]

“Well, it's not really novel exactly the story...when you think about it, it's that ancient good versus
evil. But that's OK. That story never getsold. It's part of human existence. It's what we are all about
individually and as a species. We all struggle with it and it's a part of us and who we are. So that's all
OK. Don't be worried about it too much. Any story can be told in multiple ways. It can be sad and
leave you anxious. It can be encouraging and make you feel stronger and more positive. Beating
Calamity Ganon may be the goal but it's the story and journey along the way that makes you more
positive. Also it’strue geniusthat they allow you to fight Calamity Ganon over and over again without
having to start anew game. That's absolutely brilliant. | love the positive ending. It's such a positive
and encouraging story.” [Respondent #5]

“1 want more positivity in my life. [Game name] gives me that, which makes me feel better and at
ease, |ess stressed out and worried about all sorts of things going on.” [Respondent #14]

“| wastravelling and | didn’t bring my console. So | couldn’t play [ Game name] for afew weeks. And
it'slike, | missed it. The moment | saw Hyrule Fields, | am like ‘| am back. | am home'. It was such
awarm feeling.” [Respondent #1]

“[Game name] isthis place | belong. | feel | belong there and it’s part of me.” [Respondent #10]
“[Game name] is so familiar to me, yet offering always something new. It's so comforting in one way
and giving adventure and exploration also.” [Respondent #12]

“You can always go back toit. | know it isthere for mewhen | need it. In many waysit islike ahome,
where you can enjoy, be yourself, not worry about the madness of the world. It's home.” [Respondent
#14]
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Table 9. Representative quotes for the theme of “offering a sense of purpose and meaning.”

Open-world game elements and descrip-
tion

Representative quotes

Offering a sense of purpose and meaning

Provides opportunities for intro-
spection and self-reflection as part
of gameplay

Allows players to transcend the
worries and stressors of daily life

“Life can be so dull and always the same thing, the same old, the same loneliness, the same negative
things, and so [Game name] isthis break | need from all that. It gives me a chance to think about other
things and...then | think about things that probably otherwise | wouldn’t have thought about at all.”
[Respondent #3]

“What does it say about me as a player and what does it mean for meif | don’t manage this| would
ask myself quite often when playing [Game name]. But most often | wouldn’t think about anything
in particular and that was the beautiful part. It's quite rare not thinking about a zillion things at atime.
Then | thought about my life and what | do and then | thought about what | want to explore. It allowed
me to explore my own situation more deeply, which is rare” [Respondent #7]

“It can all appear asto have to meaning. My friends always say that it doesn’t matter. When the lights
are switched off then that’s that. End of story. There could be more. What if there is more? In [Game
name] the story does not end, why should my life end?’ [Respondent #11]

“Perhapsthat’ swhat it'sall about? Maybewe are already in agame, in asimulation? Elon Musk thinks
so. Why not? It could bereal. It'sredl. [Game name] isastory and | play it and | think how my story
isgoing and how it will end maybe.” [Respondent #13]

“WOW! It'sthe small things that kill me. You know, that email or that comment or this picture or that
someone's words...In the bigger scheme of things they are all, well, do they matter? In [Game name]
| feel there are more important things than these petty small stuff to sweat. There are moreto life and
to see and enjoy.” [Respondent #4]

“Thereis so much pressure from university. My parents are stressed out and | am stressed out. | don’t
know how to cope. [Game name] finally allows me to forget about these worries and move on not
being constantly bombarded with stressful things.” [Respondent #9]

“| get worried so much and it’s hard to stop worrying. So [Game name] hel ps me breathe easy and not
have to be worried al the time non-stop. | can think of other things” [Respondent #13]

“Hit the reset button | tell myself and it is not easy to do. It iseasy to say but it is not easy to do. Ev-
eryone needs alittle help | think. Everyone needs a bit of something else besides stress and worries

and problems to be solved al the time. [Game name] is my reset button.” [Respondent #15]

Discussion

Principal Findings

By examining how open-world games afford cognitive escapism,
relaxation, and mental well-being, this study significantly
contributes to the understanding of video games complex
psychological impacts. Specifically, this research may inform
game design, promoting features that maximize these benefits,
and guide mental health professionals in using open-world
games as therapeutic tools.

In brief, the findings of this study show that the cognitive
escapism afforded by open-world games contributes
significantly to relaxation and overall well-being among
postgraduate students. By providing immersive environments
that allow menta diversion, emotional relief, and meaning,
these games can serve as vauable tools for enhancing
psychologica and emotional health. We invite future research
to continue to explore these relationships to better understand
how to maximizethe therapeutic potential of open-world games
while mitigating any potential negative impacts.

Taken together, this study on open-world games and their
potential effects on cognitive escapism, relaxation, and
well-being fills a significant gap in the current literature. By
offering a detailed exploration of open-world games' unique
game characteristics, thefindings of this study provide valuable
insights into how digital environments may positively impact

https://www.jmir.org/2024/1/e63760

mental health and well-being, paving the way for moretargeted
and effective uses of video games in therapeutic settings.

Comparison to Prior Work

Previous studies [9,15] demonstrated that casual gaming could
reduce stress and improve mood, suggesting that video games
can serve as effective tools for relaxation. This study builds on
these findings by focusing specifically on open-world games
and confirming that the freedom and autonomy provided by
these games contribute to relaxation and mental rejuvenation.

While previous research has generally addressed the benefits
of video games [19], this study focuses on the unique aspects
of open-world games, confirming their significant positive
impact on mental health in the context of postgraduate students.
Future research should continue to explore these rel ationships,
particularly the long-term effects and therapeutic potential of
open-world games for managing stress and anxiety.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations, which also offer promising
avenuesfor futurework. For instance, whilein-depth interviews
were conducted and open-world game players were surveyed
as part of this research, the reliance on self-reported data is a
limitation that is also an opportunity for future work. While
self-reported data are valuable, they may be complemented by
physiological or observational measures to provide a more
comprehensive assessment. Future research that uses
physiological measures to examine the effects of open-world
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gaming on mental well-being isrichly deserving. Furthermore,
arguably this study explored more of the immediate or
medium-term effects of gameplay but was not able to measure
possible long-term effects. Medium-term stress reduction and
relaxation may not necessarily trandate into sustained mental
health benefitsin thelong term. Longitudinal studies are needed
to assess how regular engagement with open-world games
influences mental health over time. In addition, the relatively

small R? value in our quantitative analyses (study 2) may be
dueto potential confounding variablesthat could be considered
to further strengthen the power of the analysis. For example,
prior research has highlighted the anxiety and stress that social
media and university studies may cause [40-43] as well asthe
positive effects of gamification [44-48], hope and well-being
benefits [49,50], and the role of gaming in enhancing critical
skills and knowledge, which contribute to individuals
connections and well-being in life [47,51-57]. Future research
examining open-world games' influence on people’s lives and
potential negative effects as well as their ability to contribute
to overal happiness and life satisfaction in the long term is
richly deserving.

Summary

This study investigates the impact of open-world games on
cognitive escapism, relaxation, and well-being among
postgraduate students. Open-world games, known for their
expansive, immersive environmentsand player autonomy, offer
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unique opportunities for players to escape from real-world
stressors. The study used a mixed methods approach, conducting
32 in-depth exploratory interviews and surveying 609
postgraduate student playersto assessthe effects of these games.
Thefindings of this study show that players reported significant
cognitive escapism, with the ability to divert their thoughtsfrom
real-life concerns to engaging in-game activities. Enhanced
well-being was observed, with players reporting increased
relaxation, improved mood, and greater psychological
satisfaction.

Conclusions

This study indicates that open-world games significantly
contribute to cognitive escapism, relaxation, and overal
well-being. Specifically, these games’ immersive environments
and player autonomy play a crucia rolein reducing stress and
enhancing mental health. Open-world games could be used as
therapeutic tools for stress and anxiety management, offering
acogt-effective and accessible method to improve mental health.
Devel opers should consider incorporating features that promote
relaxation and cognitive escapi sm to enhance the well-being of
players. The finding that open-world games may enhance
people' swell-being through enhanced escapism and relaxation
is not trivial, given the growing evidence that other forms of
entertainment, such as traditional social media, contribute to
adolescent anxiety and depression [58-60]. We invite future
research to build on the findings of this study and examine the
role of open-world games in peopl€e's lives further.
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