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Here, McGonigal writes in a journa Aol
: agments for stylistic effect (see

graphs and frequent use of sentence ity ) sl '
paras. 8 and 9, for example). However, she still uses scholarly strategies
to build her argument, drawing on other scholars theories to situate her

ideas in an academic “conversation.” As you read, marl.( the references to
other writers, and take note of the ways she uses these ideas to frame her
own examples from Halo 3. Use a pen of another color, perhaps, to mark
the sentences where you see her clearly articulating her argument. How
does her argument build throughout this piece?

McGonigal opens this chapter from her book, titled “Becoming a Part
of Something Bigger Than Ourselves,” with a long list of statistics that are
meant to spur our thinking about the relationship between virtual worlds
(in particular, the virtual world of Halo 3) and reality. How does the “epic”
scale of those numbers support her argument that she develops in the sec-
tion titled “Epic Context for Heroic Action” about the difference between
“value” and “meaning” (paras. 9-12)? As she moves between examples
from the video game and her argument about “epic scale” and the power of
“awe,” pay attention to the places where you find her evidence most persua-
sive. To what extent does your experience with video game play (or playing
other games that have a collective goal) confirm or complicate her claims?

In paragraph 67, McGonigal begins to develop her conclusion by quot-
ing Johan Huizinga’s concept that “All play neans something.” How does
sbe build from this %nsight .about collective play to the significance of these
s o el vk 1 Tt 1 bk s
power of gaming isn’t shared b egveIrl 4 ‘ il" i He.r optimism;abou iy
her critics? What will you takeyawal;,y?rr;i’n t(;:fv e‘ff ec.:t},vely does she address
power of play? 1s “epic” argument about the
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To reach this monumenta] milesto
ohting the third and final campaign inrtll?elfl‘:g?oialfléﬁrst Voon 56t5 dt?ys
.arth from an alliance of malevolent aliens seeking to dZst ar,tlrarrohec lzg
race. Together, they averaged 17.5 million Covenant kills roﬁ e7318rr(;018
Lills per hour, 12,000 kills a minute. e :
Along the way, they’

| otherwise. More than 15 million people had fought on behalf of the sci-
cnce fiction games United Nations Space Command. That’s roughly the
otal number of active personnel of a]] twenty-five of the largest armed
forces in the real world, combined.! 5
Ten bill%on kills wasn't an incidental achievement, stumbled onto blindly
by the gaming masses. Halo players made g concerted effort to get there.
They embraced 10 billion kills as a symbol of just how much the Halo com-
munity could accomplish—and they wanted it to be something bigger than
anything any other game community had achieved before. So they worked
hard to make every single player as good at Halo 3 as possible. Players shared
tips and strategies with each other and organized round-the-clock “co-op,”
or cooperative, campaign shifts. They called on every registered member of
Halo online to pitch in: “This could be something big, but we will need YOU
to get it done.”” They treated their mission like an urgent duty. “We know
well be doing our part,” one game blog declared. “Will you?”?

Its no wonder London Zelegraph reporter Sam Leith observed in his

coverage of the Halo 3 community that “a big shift has taken place, in
recent years, in the way video games are played. What was once gener-
ally a solitary activity is now . . . overwhelmingly a communal one.”* More
and more, gamers aren’t just in it for themselves. They're in it for each
other—and for the thrill of being a part of something bigger.

When Halo players finally reached their goal, they flooded online
forums to congratulate each other and claim their contributions. “I just
did some math and with my 32,388 kills I have .00032% of the 10 billion
kills,” one player wrote. “I feel like I could have contributed more . . ..w_ell,
onto 100 billion then!”s This reaction was typical, and the new 100 billion
20al was repeated widely on Halo forums. Fresh off one collective achieve-
Ment, Halo players were ready to tackle an even more monumental goa}l,
And they were fully prepared to recruit an even bigger community tOI O1t.
sone gamer proposed: “We did that with just a few million gamers. Imag:
ne what we could do with the full force of six billion human§.. e

Halo’s creators, a Seattle, Washington-based Baie Studl(l) Sk dun-
8¢, joined in the celebration. They issued a major press rekéatlfagrtlakg
%Penletter to the Halo community, emphasizing the teém}:Niltﬂs 1Made them
“¢€L10 10 billion kills: “We've hit the Covenant V\llhc?r\()i/clet'veugot. you by our
D.ay a price for setting foot on our soil. We re g 4 et
Side, soldier, Mighty fine work. Here's to ten billion ;

Perhaps you're thinking to yourse

¢ Covenant isn't real. It's just a game:
“ne that's worth celebrating?

What have the players actually

N
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If right now: S0? What's the point? s
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On one hand, nothing. Therf'go billion 0
T a
you score one, 10 billion, or ev: A oSt

importance and consequence.
that there’s no real importance tual danger being ave

from a fictional alien invasion. k
There are no real lives being saved: _ ,
But on the other hand; just because the kills don’t have value doespy i
mean they don't have meaning. ; ¢ e
Meaning is the feeling that we're a part of something blgger' tha_\n. our-
er beyond our own individua]

selves. It’s the belief that our actions matt

lives. When something is meaningful, it has s1gn1ﬁcan?e "’Lnd worth not
just to ourselves, or even to our closest friends and family, but -to a much
larger group: to a community, an organization, or even the entire human
species.
Meaning is something we're all looking for more of: more ways to 1
more chances to leave a lasting

make a difference in the bigger picture,
mark on the world, more moments of awe and wonder at the scale of the

projects and communities we're a part of.
How do we get more meaning in our lives? It’s actually quite simple.

Philosophers, psychologists, and spiritual leaders agree: The single best
way to add meaning to our lives is to connect our daily actions to some-
thing bigger than ourselves— and the bigger, the better. As Martin Seligman
says, “The self is a very poor site for meaning.” We can'’t matter outside of
a large-scale social context. “The larger the entity you can attach yourself
to,” Seligman advises, “the more meaning you can derive.”3

And that’s exactly the point of working together in a game like Halo 3.
It'’s not that the Covenant kills have value. It’s that pursuing a massive
goal alongside millions of other people feels good. It feels meaningful.
When players dedicate themselves to a goal like 10 billion Covenant kills,
they’r.e atFaching themselves to a cause, and they're making a significant
contribution to it. As the pf)pular gamer site Joystiq reported on the day
il oyl 10l Now v o o .-

To experience real meanin mgalin a’CtuaIly i S.omething. : : f I
real value. We just have to beg'ivee int i cpntrlbute somethlngol -
We need a way to connect withgothn \\s"oPportnitync eontibig] aF i

ers who care about the same massively

scaled goal we do, no matter how arbitrary the goal. And d a chance
to reﬂecf: on 'the truly epic scale of what we're d(g)isg- % etﬁv:rnee ac

Which gives us one fix for our broken reality: g : I6

or co
There’s no ac

Epic Scale

Compared with games, reality is triv;
! : ) Y 18 trivial, i
bigger and give epic meaning to our actigre:;n i S D
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wgpic” i the key word here. Blockbuster
o[ cames that ?gve a“production budget o
(ollars—arent just “something bigger.” They're big enough to be epic.
Epic is one of the most important concepts in gamer culture today.
(s how players describe their most memorable, gratifying game experi-

esces. AS One game critic writes, “Halo 3 is epic, It empowers you the way

10 other game can. It doesn’t have moments, but events. Experiences that

iickle the soul, sending shivers down the Spine.”10
A good worklng definition for “epic” is something that far surpasses
{he ordinary, especially in size, scale, and intensity. Something epic is of

heroic proportions. Blockbuster video games do epic scale better than any
other medium of our time, and they're epic in three key ways:

video games like Halo— the kind

They create epic contexts for action: collective stories that help us connect our
individual gameplay to a much bigger mission.

They immerse us in epic environments: vast, interactive spaces that provoke
feelings of curiosity and wonder.

And they engage us in epic projects: cooperative efforts carried out by players
on massive scales, over months or even years.

There’s a reason why gamers love epic games. It's not just that bigger is
better. It's that bigger is more awe-inspiring.
Awe is a unique emotion. According to many positive psychologists,

- it's the single most overwhelming and gratifying positive emotion we can

feel. In fact, neuropsychologist Paul Pearsall calls awe “the orgasm of posi-
~ tive emotions.”!!

| Awe is what we feel when we recognize that we're in the presence of
something bigger than ourselves. It’s closely linked with feelings of spiritu-
ality, love, and gratitude— and more importantly, a desire to serve.

In Born to Be Good, Dacher Keltner explains, “The experience of awe
is about finding your place in the larger scheme of things. It is about quiet-
ing the press of self-interest. It is about folding into social collectives. It is
about feeling reverential toward participating in some expansive process
that unites us all and that ennobles our life’s endeavors.”!2

In other words, awe doesn’t just feel good; it inspires us to do good.

Without a doubt, it’s awe that a Halo 3 player is feeling when he says
that the game sends “shivers down the spine.” Spine tingling is one of the
lassic physiological symptoms of awe—along with chills, goose bumps,
and that choked-up feeling in the throat. _

Our ability to feel awe in the form of chills, goose bumps, or Cho.kl.ng
WP serves as a kind of emotional radar for detecting rpeanmgful activity.
. 1enever we feel awe, we know we've found a poter'ltlal source of mean-
ng. We've discovered a real opportunity to be of service, to band together,

0 .
“Ontribute to a larger cause. ;
In short, awe is a call to collective action.

f thirty, forty, or even fifty million
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So it’s no accident that Halo 1Lk e
efforts. It's the direct result of the gam
thetic. Today’s best game designels‘ ar:r
chance to be a part of something D128 —from th
the creators of Halo. Everything abogtt;lhe“[:;lihiaz;:lmunity is z:;la(.)m

: e ANz
the sound track to the marketing an ke players feel that their game 5

online—is intentionally crafted to ma .
really means something. And the one simple tr;sk u?aeid Oe‘;er and over aga_%
is this: always connect the individual to something gger.

Let’s take a closer look at exactly how Halo does it. EaE e 8

Epic Context for Heroic Action
enant, a hostile alliance of alien

You are Master Chief Petty

w a supersoldier, augmented
human speed, strength,

top the Covenant and save

It’s five hundred years in the future. The Cov
species, is hell-bent on destroying humanity.
Officer John 117 —once an ordinary person, no
with biological technologies that give you SUper.
intelligence, vision, and reflexes. Your jobistos

the world.

That's the basic Halo story. It's not that different from many other
blockbuster video games. As veteran game developer Trent Polack puts
it, “To look at the majority of games today, one might think that gamers
care only about saving the world.” He would know: Some of Polack’s pre-
vious games have asked players to save the galaxy from malevolent aliens
(Galactic Civilizations II), save the universe from evil deities (Demigod),
and save the world from marauding Titans (Elemental: War of Magic).

Why are so many games about saving the world? In an industry 3
article about the rise of “epic scale” narratives in video games, Polack
suggests, “When games’give players the epic scope of saving the galaxy,
destroying some reawakened ancient evil, or any other classical portrayal
of good versus evil on a ’ . ) :

g9 e grand scale, they're fulfilling gamers’ powe!
fantasies.
7 dI afgree w1tfh Polack, but it's important that we be clear on exactly what *
nd o is bei :
: e p?/ng azrisytll: be;ng fulfilled by these save-the-world stories.
ly b game that leatures a slew of high-powered weapons an
gameplay that consists largely of shooting and blowi : : one
1ol ab ; ~ g owing things up is, at
evel, about the aesthetic pleasures of d ' 43 l-
: b : of destruction and the positive fee
Ings we get from exerting control over a situation !4 This is true of any
shooter game on the market today. But b 5 is is y
ing th 1d : we don’t need an epic story abo!
saving the world to get those pleasures. W, B
d ffici : - We can get them quite effectivel?
and more efficiently, from a simple, p]
G that - : » Plotless game like Atari’s Breakoi!
ames that come with epic, save-the-wor] .
help player . orld narratives are using them '
elp players get a taste of a different king o oo T g e
with meaning: t . wer. It's the power
g: to do something that matter i tory

: : : : . S in a bigger pictur s
is the bigger picture; the player’s actions are what I;gg;? Dl T’___he i
< arfers.

—
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As Polack explains, “Story sets the sta

~ jayer’s actions. We, as designers,
| ipforming the doing—the actions
undergo.” These feats make up th
* yhat has meaning.
.~ Notevery game feels like a larger cause, For a game to feel like a cause
" qwo things need to happen. First, the game’s story needs to become a col:
| Jective context for action—shared by other players, not just an individ-
" yal experience. That's why truly epic games are always attached to large,
online player communities —hundreds of thousands or millions of players
acting in the same context together, and talking to each other on forums
and wikis about the actions they’re taking. And second, the actions that
players take inside the collective context need to feel like service: Every
effort by one player must ultimately benefit all the other players. In other
words, every individual act of gameplay has to eventually add up to some-
thing bigger.

Halo is probably the best game in the world at turning a story into a
collective context and making personal achievement feel like service.

ge for meaning. It frames the
are not telling, we’re not showing, we're
that players engage in and the feats they
e player’s story, and the story is ultimately

Like many other blockbuster video games, Halo has extensive online .

community features: discussion forums, wikis, and file sharing (so that
players can upload and share videos of their finest gameplay moments).
But Bungie and Xbox have taken it much further than these traditional
context-building tools. They've given players groundbreaking tools for
tracking the magnitude of their collective effort and unprecedented oppor-
tunities to reflect on the epic scale of their collective service.

Every Halo player has their own story of making a difference, and it’s
documented online in their “personal service record.” It's an exhaustive
record and analysis of their individual contributions to the Halo commu-
nity and to the Great War effort—or as Bungie calls it, “Your entire Halo
Career.”

The service record is stored on the official Bungie website, and it’s 3

all the campaign levels you've com-
he achievements you've unlocked.
play-by-play breakdown of every

fully viewable by other players. It lists
Pleted, the medals you've earned, and t
It also includes a minute-by-minute, .
Single Halo level or match you've ever played online. I.sor many Halo Rlay_
ers, that means thousands of games over the past six years—ever since
the Halo series first went online in 2004 —all laid out and perfectly docu-

Mented in one place.
And it's more than just statistics.
Possible kind: interactive charts, grap

3 Out your own strengths and weaknesses biegest victories; which
Mistakes, and where you consistently score your bigg ;

i : t with; eve
"eapons you're most proficient with, and Wth.h })1/31(1) Ir1et weakes n
“hich teammates help you play better, and whic] ;

There are data visualizations of every

hs, heat maps. They help you learn
ces: where you make the most
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Bungie’s exhaustive data collection allltc-l Sharlllr.lg, |
Tha‘nk;;(;o ;ldél;s up to something bigger: a multiyear history 0&
Ak e i the Great War. . e
QI ie;:;ieyt)?lr history—it’s much bigger than that Youre?
But it’s no

buting to the Great War offort alongside millions of other players, th '
tributin

. . e. And service really is a crucial Conceny
also have service records online L Coney i

here. A personal service record isn't just a profile. }Iltst a history f(i)lf a_D]E s |
e;t;'ibutions to a larger organization. The fact that your profile is ¢ alleg
co

Ly Td” is a constant reminder. When you.pla}" Halo online, rack
e N : issions, you're contributing. You're active]
up kills, and accomplish your m1551 ) e y
creating new moments in the history .of. the reat War. ®

The moments all add up. The millions of individual pel'”sona.l service 4 £
records taken together tell the real story of Halo, a C(?llectlve history of
the Great War. They connect all the individual gamers into a communiy,
a network of people fighting for the same cause. And the unprecedented
scale of data collected and shared in these service records underscores
just how epic the players’ collective story is. Bungie recently announced
to players that its personal-service-record servers handled more than
1.4 quadrillion bytes of data requests from players in the past nine months.
That’s 1.4 petabytes in computer science terms.

To put that number in perspective, experts have estimated that the #
entire written works of humankind, from the beginning of recorded his
tory, in all languages, adds up to about 50 petabytes of data.!® Halo play-

ers aren't quite there yet—but it’s not g bad start, considering that theye
been playing together online for only six short years, compared to all i
recorded human history, :

from the twenty-seve t}l:mamty’ 7 Ol?line museum that purports © v
in the Great War” of Centu.r?,, dedicated to “all who fought brave:
by the Xbox o course, it's not a reg] museum; it was develoP®

&Toup to build a mere meaningful contex! for
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: It's w(?rked. The video series packs a real emotional wallop, despite the
fact that, In the words of one player, “it’s meant to honor heroes that never
e;(isled."18 Brian Crec.ente, a leading games Journalist, wrote, “It left me
with chills.”'® And f)nhne forums and blogs were full of comme’nts express-
ing heartfelt emotion. One player put it best when he wrote “Really poi-

ant. They've made something real out of fiction.”20 ’

It's not that t}}e museum is such a believable artifact from the future.
ts that the emotions it provokes are believable. The online Museum of
Humanity is a place to reflect on the extreme scale of the Halo experience:
the years of service, the millions of players involved. The Great War isn’t
real, but you really do feel awe when you think about the scale of the effort
so many different people have made to fight it.

In the end, as one player sums it up, “Halo proves that you can have
a shooter game with a story that really means something. It draws you in
and makes you feel like you're part of something bigger.”?!

But Halo isn't just a bigger story. It’s also a bigger environment—and
this brings us to our next strategy for connecting players to something big-
ger: built epic environments, or highly immersive spaces that are inten-
tionally designed to bring out the best in us.

Epic Environments— Or How to Build a Better Place

An epic environment is a space that, by virtue of its extreme scale, pro- :

vokes a profound sense of awe and wonder.

There are plenty of natural epic environments in the world: Mount
Everest, the Grand Canyon, Victoria Falls, the Great Barrier Reef, for
example. These spaces humble us; they remind us of the power and gran-
deur of nature, and make us feel small by comparison.

A built epic environment is different: It's not the work of nature, but
rather a feat of design and engineering. It's a human accomplishment. And
that makes it both humbling and empowering at the same time. It makes
us feel smaller as individuals, but it also makes us feel capable of much
bigger things, together. That's because a built epic environment—like the
Great Wall of China, the Taj Mahal, or Machu Picchu—is the result of
extreme-scale collaboration. It's proof of the extraordinary scale of things
humans can accomplish together.

Halo 3 is, without a doubt, such an environment. i

The game consists of thirty-four different playingrenvitonimentsispan:
Ning more than two hundred thousand light-years gf virtual space. From
one level to the next, you might find yourself traveling from the CFO\deed
Market city of Voi, Kenya, to the Ark, a desert far, far beyond the limits of

oUr own Milky Way galaxy.

Its not just how big the Halo playing field is; it's also how diverse -

.E.lnd Carefully rendered the environments are. As Sam L?ith O‘bserv.es,
> bui]dix{g of a game like Halo 3 is a work of electronic engineering
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: ieval cathedral.” It
comparable in scale to the building of a mjdjv\i i
gie three years to craft this gaming cathedral,

250 artists, designers, writers, pmgramme.rs,:a o eg?iﬁzetfsigna s
together. “You get a sense of the scale and int1 1(-:2’11“C}}1,e s Con,t Le1
tinues, “by considering the sound effect.s alone: 2 E¢ i 70;1(;1'13:5“45
pieces of audio and 40,000 lines of dialogue. e.re ; 1 diffe,
noises for footsteps alone, depending on w}lose foot lsh stepping on wha
And that’s what players are appreciatmg when t ey get goose bumps' .
from Halo: the unprecedented achievement 1,t represents as a work of cop.
puter design and engineering. Gamers aren’t so much in awe of the enyi.
ronment itself as they are in awe of the work and. c.ledlcatlon and visjgp
required to create it. In this regard, Halo players join a long tradition in
human culture of feeling awe, wonder, and gratitude toward the builders

of epic environments.

!
q

The very first epic environments were constructed more than eleven thoy. 5
sand years ago, during the Neolithic period, or the New Stone Age. In other
words, six thousand years before humans first used the written word, they
were already building physical spaces to inspire awe and cooperation.

The world’s oldest known example of an epic built environment is «
the Gobekli Tepe. Discovered less than two decades ago in southeastern
Turkey, it’s believed to predate Stonehenge by a staggering six thousand
years. It's a twenty-five-acre arrangement of at least twenty stone circles,
between ten and thirty meters in diameter each, made from monolithic
pillars three meters high.

In comparison with other stone houses, tombs, and temples from the
same period and location, this building was constructed on an extreme
scale: It was much, much bigger, taller, and more formidable in its design
than anything archaeologists had seen before at the time of its discovery
One archaeologist on the scene described it as “a place of worship on an
unprecedented s}cale—humanity’s first ‘cathedral on a hill.”’23
o (/j\:scil glrt1 W;Eg tcgzzte lt(lllie ;galeefOf Ihe buildi.ng.—it was i.ts particular \\q;ns;
that would lead visitors thrcf)u }f?hu;es e c?f passage“ar.n
almost like a labyrinth. This gart' e] i ? SroSiuens 1nn.e : san.CtUen:
tionally to trigger inte;rest arr)ld e 5 Fehitecpcetale L g

curiosity, alongside a kind of trembling
wonder. What would be around the next corner? Wh 1d the pat
take them? They would need to hold on to ot . g
ing their way through the darkness.
L }Cl;’:/l;:lzl.ly, the Gob_ekh Tep? wasn't an isolated example. As resear chj \
; 1§covered since, epic stone cathedral on across
the Neolithic landscape. Most recen b s

working in northern Scotland
unearthed : -o-f00
stone structure with twenty-foot ceiling the ruins of a 5,330-squal

AN : s and six A s 1 walls 25
of a labyrinthine design, and also dating backtfoe ri}fz O;Ifttl\rlcé(t;\;le Age"l

b

>

e el-
her visitors for support [
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:;;:f‘A puilding of this scale and complexity
B ense of awe in the people who saw this pl‘Zis Pge i e
- : ;o N e,” Ni i
fiarchaeolOglcal dig, said to reporters when the a l(':k e
»unearthe I ncient cathedral was first
n the wake of unearthi
3 hIqeologiS to B regrthlmg these types of structures all over the planet
arc ‘d S ; ently proposed a startling theory: that th . t :
- 5 e
Cat-he r’zll‘}f ; 51‘111 l-mp(?rtam purpose in the evolution of hum ¥ S'o'rll'e
5 Zauon.ll ey actually inspired and enabled human society to bec:;lrr;lCIZl/l -
: : b e dra-
mg'lucz i’nn;?llfn?gopt?‘atlve, C.omple.tely reinventing civilization as it once
existed. epth report in Smithsonian magazine on these Neolithi
cathedrals, Andrew Curry wrote: s o

64

Scholars have long believed that only after people learned to farm and live
in settled communities did they have the time, organization and resources
to construct temples and support complicated social structures. But.
[perhaps] it was the other way around: the extensive, coordinated eff&t to
build the monoliths literally laid the groundwork for the development of
complex societies.?

In fact, as Curry quotes one scientist in his article, “You can make 65

a good case these constructs are the real origin of complex Neolithic

societies.”?®

No wonder epic environments inspire
efforts. They have been inspiring humans to
things for eleven thousand years and counting. . . .

gamers today to collective 66
work together to do amazing

Johan Huizinga, the great twentieth-century Dutch philosopher of ¢7
human play, once said, “All play means something.”?’ Toc%ay, thanks to.the
increased scale of game worlds and advances in collective game design,
gameplay often means something more. Game developers tc?day are hon-
ing their ability to create awe-inspiring contexts for collective ?ffort and
heroic service. As a result, game communitie§ are rr.lore COI:l’ll’l’lltted than
ever to setting extreme-scale goals and g.eneratmg epic mean’ltngr;lsil i 5
When our everyday work feels trivial, or when we can easily :

fu i rtant need fo
direct servi  cause, games can Ifill an important .
il le, we're increasing our ability to rise
)

us. As we play games at an epic sca ' ino bigger than
to the occasion, to inspire awe, and to take part in something b1gg
Ourselves. yer who wondered, “I
Earlier in this chapter I a4 1"
s 115 umans..
what we could do with the full fOfCeh O;S;x):ih;n t}}lle world to do it. Nor 70
Of course, there aren’t enous b ke for an interesting
could everyoné afford them, of course- But it does ma

; like Halo 3 if you had
though experiment: What could you do ir; a game 1K€
the full force of humanity playing together* . der. What would be 7/

¥ idea
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; ~ :

But on the other: Can you imagine \f)v:?itctlitor‘:]:llﬂirf? el like
6 billion people fighting on the same side © ot wouldhaver

I think it's pretty clear that such an ¢ lue. If you were abia
even if it failed to generate any real-wor.]d va ue.l yen it oot Eonll
the attention of the entire planet on a smg%e goal, evvideoJ came.
and even if it just involved dispatching aliens 1n o le bi est,c Hwol}]d’
be a truly awe-inspiring occasion. It would be the suf t ggI : (1)11 ethVe_
experience ever undertaken in the whole of human history. It would gjye |
the whole earth goose bumps. s , |

That's the epgic scale thft gamers are capable of thinking on. That’s the .,
scale gamers are ready to work at.

Gamers can imagine 6 billion people coming together to fight a fic.
tional enemy, for the sheer awe and wonder of it. They are rea}dy to work
together on extreme scales, toward epic goals, just for the spine-tingling
joy of it. And the more we seek out that kind of happiness as a planet, the
more likely we are to save it—not from fictional aliens, but from apathy
and wasted potential.

Jean M. Twenge, a professor of psychology and the author of Gen-
eration Me, has persuasively argued that the youngest generations
today—particularly anyone born after 1980 —are, in her words, “more
miserable than ever before.” Why? Because of our increased cultural
emphasis on “self-esteem” and “self-fulfillment.” But real fulfillment, as
countless psychologists, philosophers, and spiritual leaMhO\m,

comes from fulfilling commitments to others. We want to be esteemed in

the eyes of others, not for “who we are,” but rather for what we've done
that really matters.

-
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\ialaysia studied the rfflalf’iODShip between time spent playing games that
equire “helpful behavior” and the gamers’ willingness to help others in
ceryday life. One study focused on children age thirteen and younger,
\nother on teenagers, and the third on college students. The researchers
yorked with more than three thousand young gamers in total, and in all
‘hree studies they reached the same conclusion: Young people who spend
mnore time playing games in which they're required to help each other
.re significantly more likely to help friends, family, neighbors, and even
strangers in their real lives.?8

Although these studies weren't specifically looking at epic-scale games,
the core findings seem likely to remain consistent, or even increase, at
larger scales. As Brad Bushman, one coauthor of the studies and a pro-
fessor of communications and psychology at the University of Michigan'’s
Istitute for Social Research, puts it, “These findings suggest there is an
upward spiral of prosocial gaming and helpful behavior.”?° In other words,
the more we help in games, the more we help in life. And so there’s good
reason to believe that the more we learn to enjoy serving epic causes in
game worlds, the more we may find ourselves contributing to epic efforts
in the real world.

The psychologist Abraham Maslow famously said, “It isn’t normal to know
what we want. It is a rare and difficult psychological achievement.”3° But
today’s best games give us a powerful tool for achieving exactly that rare
kind of self-knowledge. )

Games are showing us exactly what we want out of life: more satis-
fving work, better hope of success, stronger social connectivity, and the
chance to be a part of something bigger than ourselves. With games that
help us generate these four rewards every day, we have unlimited poten-
tial to raise our own quality of life. And when we play these games with
friends, family, and neighbors, we can enrich the lives of people we care
about,

So games are teaching us to see what really makes us happy—and how
10 become the best versions of ourselves. But can we apply that knowledge
0 the real world?

By supporting our four essential human cravings, and by providing a
reliable source of flow and fiero, the gaming industry has gone a long way
loward making us happier and more emotionally, resilient—but only up
'0a point. We haven’t learned how to enjoy our real lives more thoroughly.
[ﬁstead, we've spent the last thirty-five years learning to enjoy our game
lives More thoroughly.

 Instead of fixing reality, we've simply created more and more attrac-
lve alternatives to the boredom, anxiety, alienation, and meaninglessness
e run yp against so often in everyday life. It's high time we start apply-
Ing the lessons of games to the design of our everyday lives. We need to
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